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Conscience Project 501¢3 Donor Opportunities via Indiana University
Foundation:

The Conscience Study Fund supports scientific research in conscience development
and functioning specifically in children and adolescents.

The Conscience Project Fund supports scholars-students and faculty- interested in
conscience sensitive ethics teaching and research, scientific research of conscience
beyond the youth span, evidence-based conscience related education, and creative
psychoeducational works translating evidence-based conscience research.

For more information on these funds, potential donors may contact Andrea Spahn-
McGraw, Development Officer: anspahn@iu.edu

The Conscience Project Creative Works Fund advances conscience sensitive
creative academic approaches in medical humanities and health studies.

For more information about this fund, potential donors may contact Liz
Goodfellow, Executive Director for Advancement IU School of Liberal Arts at
IUI: Igoodfel@iupui.edu

The University Library Conscience Works Fund supports, refines, and expands the
community of enduring scholarly materials now called ‘Conscience Works’ within
the IUI ScholarWorks digital library.

For more information about this fund, potential donors may contact Tanika Scott,
IUI Library Gift Development: talscott@iupui.edu or simply follow this link to the
appropriate IUF on line giving page: https://give.myiu.org/iupui/I380016434.html

Conscience Works (CW) https://hdL.handle.net/1805/37
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ENCYCLOPEDIA OF CONSCIENCE (EOC), an enduring work in progress on (CW),
directly accessible at:
https://scholarworks.iupui.edu/handle/1805/27074

Scholars interested in conscience sensitive approaches to historical and literary
figures are encouraged to submit their entries for review. Entries that are accepted
are copyedited and formatted for electronic publication under creative commons
licensure on Conscience Works.

Available upon request to MG2 until they can be included on Conscience Works:

‘S”IS FOR... STEINBECK by Joe DiMicco is one of the earliest contributions to EOC
but will be its latest entry.

The CP Timeline (and corresponding Curriculum Vitae) and which have both been
updated through 2023.
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2025 —

IN THE INTERIM
Since the last report was distributed 12-13-23:

12-13-24 to present. Continued work on project “Lafracoth Rehearsed” The project
has been conducted under Angeline Larimer’s playwriting and dramaturgic



https://scholarworks.iupui.edu/handle/1805/27074

leadership with the support of the Medical Humanities and Health Studies Program
in the IU School of Liberal Arts under the direction of Professor Emily Beckman.
The adaptation is entitled Lafracoth Illumined. Angeline and Matt have continued
two-hour writing sessions by zooming weekly and have now completed three of
the five acts. A ninety-minute table reading of these by medical students and PhD
candidates enrolled in this year’s Medical Humanities Scholarly Concentration
(Emily Beckman and Jane Hartsock, preceptors) will be conducted later this
month. We are targeting November 2024 at the earliest for a public performative
reading of the entire play to which all CP friends and participants will be invited. A
venue has not yet been determined. We will be seeking out expert panelists for
post-performance commentaries. Please advise us of any interest you might have in
being among the panelists. Dramaturg Angeline will be exploring the extremely
exciting possibility of performances by professional actors in one of Indianapolis’
local community theaters. Moreover, this year, under the leadership of Mayank
Gupta, one of the CP submissions to the Annual Meeting American Academy of
Child and Adolescent Psychiatry (AACAP. October 14-19, 2024) is to Media
Theater, typically allotted 3 hours. It is entitled “A Sampler of Creative Works
from the Indiana University Conscience Project (A Sampler)” and includes live
performative readings by Mayank, Angeline and Meg from Rachel and the Seven
Bridges of Conscience-Berg and Lafracoth Illumined, followed by an airing of an
edited version of the videotaped professional performative reading of Catamaran
directed by Angeline. Our submission has been vetted by various committees of
AACAP which we approached, and we have assurances of sponsorship from Art,
Ethics, Military Issues, and Trauma and Disaster committees should the Program
Committee accept our submission. We will know in May. Angeline is also
planning for another sampler from her Veterans’ writing project for a theatrical
presentation in November 2024. She plans to include excerpts from Catamaran and
Lafracoth [llumined.

12-13-23 to present. Since making their research poster presentation to the Annual
Meeting AACAP last October in NYC, team Gupta et al. has made another
submission for this year’s research poster session. Mayank, Priyal, and Ram have
conducted a more finely beveled statistical analysis of data culled from the
Conscience-In-Adversity Data Collection. They did their own global staging of
conscience formation and severity scoring of psychopathological interference in
conscience functioning. Again, we should know if it is accepted in May.



12-14-24 Matt completed and archived his initial comments for John Sullivan who
had invited a review of his work-in-progress entitled ‘“Rumi’s Father: Spiritually
Integrated Psychotherapy”. We look forward to John’s return to this worthy work.

01-03-24 Meg and Matt had a wonderful meeting with Dean of Indiana University
Indianapolis Library Kristi Palmer who had invited them to the library to discuss
Conscience Works and the newly established IU Foundation University Library
Conscience Works Fund.

01-18-24 Meg gave an ethics grand rounds presentation, sponsored by the U
Center for Bioethics: “Conscience and Ethics: When Principles are Not Enough.”

01-24-24 Meg presented “Conscientious Objection” to the Fairbanks Fellowship.
01-27-24 Matt and Meg attended zoom meeting with Gupta et al.

2-1-24 Meg represented CP in the February ethics elective, directed by Drs. Colin
Halverson and Peter Shwartz. Participants included medical students and palliative
care fellows.

02-02-24 Matt and Mayank attended the AACAP Art Committee zoom meeting as
guests to discuss the CP submission, “A Sampler.”

2-02-24 During ‘meet and greet’ after this year’s Alpha Omega Alpha Medical
Society event in which his son in medical school was inducted, we learned with the
greatest pleasure from CP’s long-time friend, Dr. William Kronenberger, that he
had been appointed the next Arthur B. Richter Professor of Child Psychiatry. We
can think of no one more deserving of the title. On behalf of CP, congratulations to
the Kronenbergers, son, father, and entire family. We also congratulate the
Gramelspacher family on Dr. Greg Gramelspacher’s induction among Alumni.

2-03-24 to 2-14-24. Women in Philosophy. Email correspondences among
Angeline, Matt and Ayana Shirai in Tokyo who had requested the syllabus of
the original CP special interest group comprised of Meg, Mary Lou
Gramelspacher, and Matt.

2-18-24 to present. We worked on The Illuminated Lyric of Lafracoth, a version of
the original Lyric of Lafracoth richly illustrated by Deborah C. Galvin. It will be
submitted in pdf to Jere Odell for inclusion on Conscience Works pending
Deborah’s review and approval of the formatting.




4-6-24. At the scholarship brunch organized by Lori Fields and her event team and
hosted by Dean Hess this year at Madame Walker Center, Matt and Meg had the
distinct pleasure of meeting Joseph Cooper a second-year medical student who
expressed keen interest in the CP and asked to be included on our distribution list.
Welcome to CP Joseph.

The next in-person CP Meeting is TBA.

Respectfully submitted,
MG2 04- -24



APPENDIX

We thought the following email correspondence over the period 1-25-24 to 2-26-
24 initiated by Dan Scott might be of interest to CP friends and participants. Dan
has recently earned his doctorate in cognitive neuro-science and Erin is associate
professor of English literature and philosophy at University of Texas, Dallas.

DAN: I read this interesting blog post just now and thought you might find it
interesting. As ever, where psychological studies are referenced, I at least take
them as only suggestions, but my faith in Scott Alexander's general reasoning is
always high. I'd love to hear any thoughts you may have!

[Dr. Scott Alexander’s blog The Psychopolitics Of Trauma has been reproduced in
full followed by our email correspondence and commentaries which have been
edited. MG2]

---------- Forwarded message ---------

From: Astral Codex Ten <astralcodexten@substack.com>
Date: Wed, Jan 24, 2024, 7:36 PM

Subject: The Psychopolitics Of Trauma

To: <dnscott87@gmail.com>

Everyone knows politics makes people crazy. But what kind of crazy? Which page of the DSM

is it on?

I’m only half joking. Psychiatrists have spent decades developing a whole catalog of ways
brains can go wrong. Politics makes people’s brains go wrong. Shouldn’t it be in the catalog?
Wouldn’t it be weird if 21st century political extremists had discovered a totally new form of

mental dysfunction, unrelated even by analogy to all the forms that had come before?
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You’ll object: politics only metaphorically “makes people crazy”; we just use the word “crazy”

here to mean “irrational” or “overly emotional”. I’'m not sure that’s true. Here are some stray

findings that I think deserve to be synthesized:

Very smart people lose basic reasoning abilities when the topic switches to politics.
This isn’t just a truism, . You can give
people simple math/logic problems and confirm that they get the right answers.
Then you can change the wording from “five apples and eight oranges”, to “five
Democrats and eight assault weapons” and these same people will flounder and say
idiotic things.

Paranoia and conspiracy theories, considered psychotic symptoms in individuals,
are almost the norm in politics. Forget the people who believe that
Biden/Trump/FEMA/whoever literally want to put them in camps. The coastal
elites/the patriarchy/the rich/the liberal media may all be real groups with agendas
different from yours, but the way some people think about them actively plotting to
dismantle everything good in the world shades into paranoia (if you don’t believe
this about your side, at least consider it on the other!) I’'m not just making fun of
other people, I find myself making this mistake constantly.

Politics can create such strong emotions that they impair normal social functioning.
People mock college students who demand trigger warnings whenever they must
listen to a conservative speaker. But I’ve talked to some of these college students
and they’re not making it up - they find listening a politically discordant opinion is
as unpleasant as (let’s say) a claustrophobic person sitting in an enclosed space. If
you’re a right-winger who feels tempted to dismiss this response, imagine having
to sit through a six-week diversity training workshop and give the answers the
lecturer wants or else you’ll fail. Obviously you could just fake the right answers
and fly through easily, but doesn’t something about this still sound profoundly
enraging and invalidating on a deep level? Enraging even beyond the level of (for
example) having to fake the right answers in a class on acupuncture because you’re
doing an undercover investigation or something?

Politics can become something between an addiction and an obsession. People can
spend hours every day watching cable TV or scrolling through their Twitter feeds,
trying to stay abreast of the latest outrage the other side is perpetrating. To be clear,
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they hate this. Each time they hear another outrage they’re somewhere between
dejected and enraged. But they keep doing it. For hours a day. They will justify this
with claims like “I need to stay informed so I can make a difference”. Then they
will forget to vote because they were tired on Election Day.
In any other situation, a condition with impaired cognition, psychotic symptoms, emotional
instability that impaired normal functioning, and associated addictions/obsessions would

qualify as a mental disorder. So again, which mental disorder is it?

This post is about the possibility that it might be trauma.

I1.

When Donald Trump was elected, some people described themselves as “traumatized”.
Someone asked me for comment on the record, hoping I would say something like “as a real

psychiatrist, trauma is a real disorder with strict criteria, and all you people are dumb”.
I did not, in fact, make this comment.

“Trauma” isn’t technically a mental disorder. The DSM contains seven “trauma and stressor
related disorders”, of which the best-known is PTSD. An eighth disorder, “complex PTSD”,
didn’t quite make it into the DSM but has been accepted by other classification systems,
including the ICD-10 and WHO; other proposed trauma disorders are even less well-
established. “Trauma” itself is a vague word encompassing all of these plus many less-well-

defined situations.

Although the vague concept “trauma’ goes well beyond the DSM’s formal definition of PTSD,

I think the latter makes a good reference point. Let’s look at the diagnostic criteria:

[A trauma victim is someone who has] exposure to “actual or threatened death, injury, or

sexual violence in one or more of the following ways:

1. Directly experiencing the traumatic event(s).

2. Witnessing, in person, the event(s) as it occurred to others.



3. Learning that the traumatic event(s) occurred to a close family member or close
friend. In cases of actual or threatened death of a family member or friend, the
event(s) must have been violent or accidental.

4. Experiencing repeated or extreme exposure to aversive details of the traumatic
event(s) (e.g., first responders collecting human remains; police officers
repeatedly exposed to details of child abuse).

This is already quite broad! The victim doesn’t need to have anything bad happen to them - just
be threatened with it. And they don’t need to personally be the victim of the threat. They can
learn that it happened to someone close to them, or they can just hear about it happening to

someone else. A police officer who hears about child abuse may be a trauma victim!

The DSM’s job is to draw a medico-legal boundary - this counts, but that doesn’t. The real
world has no obligation to obey the DSM, and often doesn’t. For example, can someone be
traumatized by something happening to a distant family member? It would be insane to think
this has never happened, and that some law of nature limits it to c/ose family members. The

DSM is just using the heuristic that probably it’s worse when it’s someone close to you.

It goes on:

[Part 4] does not apply to exposure through electronic media, television, movies, or pictures,
unless this exposure is work-related.
Did someone prove it was a natural law that you can only be traumatized by seeing a story on

TV if it’s for work? Or is this another unprincipled compromise?

People not involved in the DSM, unbound by medicolegal considerations, have added all kinds
of stuff to this basic definition. For example, even though it’s not in the strict DSM definition,

psychologists almost universally agree that can be traumatizing.

And in the current social climate, inevitably people have started talking about collective trauma,
eg for some individual black person even if they
personally have never been victimized in any dramatic way. The knowledge that people hate

their whole group serves as an adequate proxy for anybody abusing them personally.
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Can you chain all these exceptions together? Can witnessing a family member suffering
emotional abuse be traumatizing? Can learning secondhand about someone encountering
institutional racism be traumatizing? Can you be traumatized by hearing on TV that someone
was emotionally abused on account of their race? Only if it’s part of your job? At this point the

nice crisp distinctions of the DSM are starting to feel a little artificial.

I think of all of this in a deflationist, spectrum-y type of way. Anything can be traumatizing if it
gives you strong negative emotions and makes you feel helpless and victimized. The DSM
points to some categories that are especially likely to cause this kind of reaction. Other people
have added their own. But if something you hear on TV makes you feel victimized and
helpless, then sure, go ahead and call it traumatizing. If Trump’s election made you feel
victimized and helpless, then I’'m prepared to say “trauma” is a potentially fruitful lens through

which to investigate this response.

(I’'m not saying that Trump’s election was inherently traumatizing, or that trauma was
the correct response. If you prefer, you can think of it as a condemnation of the media for
irresponsibly fanning fear of Trump. I’m just saying, without trying to lay blame, that lots of

people did experience feelings of fear and helplessness around Trump’s election.)

1.

I didn’t personally feel traumatized by Trump’s election. My own story, which I don’t claim is
atypical or sympathetic in any way, is that in college a bunch of people tried to cancel me for
something I’d intended to be an anti-racist joke, but which apparently didn’t come out that way.
Former friends turned against me, I got a few death threats, and I was told to attend a criticism
session at a local social justice meeting group (which I foolishly did; I thought people would
realize | was cooperative and agreed with them, and so lay off - obviously this didn’t work). I
briefly considered dropping out of college to avoid the hatred; instead I spent a month locked in

my room, waiting for the storm to blow over. It was the worst experience of my life.

Ever since then, when I read arguments promoting social justice and cancel culture, or saying
that their victims are probably bad people and shouldn’t be allowed to defend themselves, I get
all kinds of easily noticeable unpleasant bodily and emotional reactions. When I read good

arguments against these positions, I get some kind of nice calm feeling, like that I’'m suddenly
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safer and the world has brightened a little bit. I try as hard as I can to approach these kinds of
issues fairly, but it wouldn’t surprise me if [ make more of the “five Democrats and eight

assault weapons” style reasoning errors there than I would on some boring topic like taxes.

Of course, I hear similar stories from people on the other side of this particular culture war. A
typical example (this is a pastiche of many people) would be a transgender person who
sometimes gets harassed when they try to go into public restrooms. Even if it never gets beyond
catcalling, they remember all the stories they read about trans people getting murdered, and
even looks of disapproval feel like they carry the potential for physical violence. Then they hear
about trans bathroom bills in North Carolina or wherever and absolutely see red; they feel like
Society as an abstracted entity is trying to deny their right to exist. Then they invent

to prevent themselves from ever having to talk to or interact

with the sort of people who would support such a thing.

Most people haven’t personally been cancelled or discriminated against, and they might not
have stories like these. But they might feel like society is “threatening” them with these kinds
of experiences. Or they might have “close family” or “close friends” who qualify. Or they

might have heard about them on TV.

(In a work-related context? Sure, let’s say yes.)

But also, there’s the collective trauma exemption! Everybody belongs to various groups - black
people, white people, Jews, Christians, men, women, LGBTs, gun owners, socialists, cops.
Parts of each of these groups have developed narratives about how they’re being singled out for
special persecution by the people in power. You probably believe that some of these groups’
narratives are valid, and others are false and offensive. That doesn’t matter. The important thing
is that (some of) the group members believe it. The DSM is quite clear that people react

to threatened trauma, not actual trauma. If some very silly person works himself up into a
frenzy believing he’s being abused and persecuted because he eats eggs for breakfast, that’s

potentially traumatizing, even if his concerns have no basis.

But also, everyday political debate crosses lines that would qualify as emotional abuse in any
other sphere of life. People get told they’re disgusting or idiotic or deserve to die. They must

watch as powerful rivals plot openly how to ostracize them from polite society. Groups of their
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enemies get together to spread the rumor that they are Satanists, Nazis, or pedophiles. They
have their views twisted into totally false claims that they want to murder children, which then

“go viral” to people who otherwise know nothing about them.

If you’re not famous, this might not happen to you personally - nobody says “John Smith is a
Nazi pedophile”. But John Smith might be a socialist, and someone might say “All socialists
are Nazi pedophiles”. If we believe that racism can traumatize minority individuals even if
they’re not personally named in the stereotypes, we should believe that the discourse around
socialism can traumatize socialists, even if they’re not personally involved. I’'m probably not
describing this well, so I can only beg you to supplement my inadequate words with your lived
experience. All bullying sounds trivial when you’re not involved. “He called me a fatty on the
playground!” Well, whatever, laugh it off. But somehow from the inside, iterated over many
experiences, coming from people you perceive as more socially powerful than you, it creeps up
on you, starts getting power you definitely don’t remember giving it. Think of some discourse
you’re involved in, some issue you feel really invested in, and think about the people you find
most unfair and enraging on the other side. I dunno, either you’ve had this experience or you

haven’t.

I think a lot of people feel persecuted and threatened by politics, a lot of people feel emotionally
abused by politics, and a lot of people feel like they’ve had vicarious experiences of people they
identify with being harmed by politics. This isn’t enough for a formal PTSD diagnosis - they

probably didn’t watch the relevant TV news segments in a work-related context. But it might be

enough to start doing some really unhealthy things to their brains.

IV.

Here’s what the DSM has to say about some symptoms of PTSD:

B4: Intense or prolonged psychological distress at exposure to internal or external cues

that symbolize or resemble an aspect of the traumatic event.

The popular term for criterion B4 is “a trigger”. For example, if you were raped, you might be
triggered by hearing someone describe rape. This is justification for so-called “trigger

warnings” in books and movies.
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Triggers have long since jumped from the lexicon of PTSD to the lexicon of politics. Left-
wingers describe exposure to right-wing ideas or symbols as “triggering”. Right-wingers try to
avoid the terminology, because it sounds too leftie, but they have the experience so often that

lefties asking right-wingers “oh, are you TRIGGERED?” has become a meme.

Twitter searches for “triggered” are an interesting anthropological experience.

WHITE,
STRAIGHT,
CONSERVATIVE,
MALE.
ARE YOU
TRIGGERED?

A Google search brought up this lovely t-shirt. I think eBay’s policy of promoting inclusiveness
by displaying shirts on ethnically diverse models may have failed them in this case.
This is only the tip of the iceberg. Donald Trump Jr has a book called ,and a
biweekly TV show of the same name. Sheila Jeffreys’ biography is called

. Jeffreys and Trump Jr may not have much else in common, but they are

united by a shared appreciation for applying this technical psychiatric term to politics.
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I think this makes the most sense if political triggering and psychiatric triggering are literally

the same thing because political toxicity is a subspecies of PTSD.

D2: Persistent and exaggerated negative beliefs or expectations about oneself, others, or

the world.

Do I even need to explain this one?

D3: Persistent distorted cognitions about the cause or consequences of the traumatic

events that lead the individual to blame himself or others.

As stated, this doesn’t really apply to politics. But I claim this is an overly restrictive
description of the true problem, which is a general distortion of cognition around traumatic

stimuli.

See for example

Here the researchers make people solve math/logic puzzles with five apples and eight oranges
or whatever; as usual, most people do fine. Then they change the content to traumatic stimuli,
like five rapists and eight abusers. Nobody is particularly happy about this change, but
traumatized people seem to do worse when the stimuli relate to their own trauma. This is an
exact analog to the “five Democrats and eight assault weapons” task discussed above; I don’t

know if one line of research inspired the others, but they show some similar results.

Other people have even more general findings. You may remember the Stroop Effect, where
people have to say the color of words without getting distracted by their content. One variant is
the Emotional Stroop Effect, where instead of giving color words (“yellow”, “red”, etc), you
use emotional words and traumatic stimuli. Traumatized people tend to do worse at Emotional

Stroop tasks relating to their specific trauma. See

See also for a discussion of how this effect might happen.

E1: Irritable behavior and angry outbursts (with little or no provocation) typically

expressed as verbal or physical aggression toward people and objects.
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As seen at your family Thanksgiving table. Politics makes otherwise kind people into angry

jerks.

E3: Hypervigilance

This is defined as a heightened awareness of surroundings, constantly scanning for danger, and
misinterpreting innocuous stimuli as threatening. Wikipedia describes it as “there is a perpetual
scanning of the environment to search for sights, sounds, people, behaviors, smells, or anything

else that is reminiscent of activity, threat or trauma”.

. Microaggressions. The hallmark of the advanced political partisan is the ability to
describe everything the other side (or neutral third parties) do as secretly a political offense, and

to reduce every possible situation to their issue of choice.

For the past ten years, I’ve been involved in the anti-Al-existential risk movement, and have
gotten to know other people in this movement pretty well. I can say with high certainty that the
number one motive of these people is that they do not want to be killed by robots. Still, over the

years people have ascribed every possible motive to us except that one, for example:

e It’s aplot by Big Tech to distract from other harms they are committing.
e It’s aplot by Big Government to regulate Big Tech.
o It’s a plot to support white supremacy, though nobody can explain exactly how this
would work.
e It’s a plot by woke people to make Al biased in favor of liberal values.
e It’s aplot by STEM people to feel self-satistfied about their own intelligence and
superior to more well-rounded types.
It constantly fascinates me how, confronted with an apparently nonpolitical stimulus, everyone
will hallucinate whatever feels most politically threatening to them personally. If this example
doesn’t move you, think up one of your own. Or just pick a random blog post on the economics
of oil prices, or the life cycle of the Latvian pine slug, and see how long it takes someone to use

the word “woke” in the comments section.
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V.

I want to be transparent: I’m cherry-picking here; there are about a dozen other criteria for
PTSD that politics don 't meet. Most of these are optional. Not all cases need to have all

symptoms. The ones I mentioned are almost enough for a diagnosis on their own.

But I’'m skipping entirely over the non-optional Section C: “persistent avoidance of stimuli
associated with the traumatic event”. You could sort of apply this to politics if you squint;
conservatives get “triggered by” and so avoid liberal arguments and institutions, and vice versa.
Still, the overall picture of 21st century American life hardly looks like the most triggered

extremists avoiding political stimuli!

Here I want to bring in a more speculative concept from traumatology: traumatic reenactment.
Along with the standard picture where people avoid traumatic stimuli, there’s another picture

where they paradoxically seek them out. From

Victims of trauma often experience a wide range of psychiatric symptoms, including
intrusive recollections of the trauma, numbing and avoidance of stimuli associated with it,
anxiety, hypervigilance, and other symptoms indicative of increased arousal. Many
individuals re-create and repetitively relive the trauma in their present lives. These
phenomena have been called reenactments. For example, it has been found that women who
were sexually abused as children are more likely to be sexually or physically abused in their
marriages. It has been noted that traumatized individuals seem to have an addiction to
trauma. A number of researchers have observed that retraumatization and revictimization of
people who have experienced trauma, especially trauma in childhood, are all too common
phenomena.
Here’s my own observations: an acquaintance of mine who got raped now seems to have a
pretty rape-centric view of the world. Whenever she talks to me, it’s to tell me some new fact
about rape that she recently learned or thought about. She seems to spend her time planning
interesting new governance structures that communities can use to prevent rape and talking
them over with people. While I think this is healthy (she is using her bad experience to

potentially help others), it sometimes seems to go beyond that; I cannot imagine that most of
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her speculation ends in concrete changes to social norms. In any case, she certainly isn’t doing

the “expected” victim behavior of meticulously avoiding all rape-related stimuli.

(She might have gotten off easy: a lot of victims develop rape fetishes. Again, not judging;

again, doesn’t fit the usual victims-avoid-stimuli view.)

A transgender friend explicitly describes themselves as “hate-reading” transphobic blogs. They
admit this is a “form of self-harm” but can’t stop themselves. My experience is that the most
traumatized transgender people don’t avoid ever thinking about transphobia. They obsess over
it, and who is doing it, and what types there are, and let it consume their entire lives. Again, it’s
admirable to care about an issue that affects you and other people. But if someone cared about

their risk of getting bitten by spiders at that level, I would call them clinically arachnophobic.

Several sources (eg ) describe an “addiction to trauma”. The exact mechanism is vague.
Some people say it’s endorphin release (the same postulated mechanism as exercise addiction,
spicy food enjoyment, and some forms of masochism). Other people say it’s desire to gain
control over the trauma, feel like you’re choosing it rather than being helplessly victimized.

Still others say that it’s a wish that you can re-enact it but give it a better ending.

This last one rings true to me. I had my bad cancellation experience before “cancel culture”
entered the national scene. But once it did, I found myself over-focusing on cancel culture
stories, especially the most outrageous ones (“college students attack white yoga instructor for
culturally appropriating ancient Indian practice!””) Looking back, I feel like the attractive aspect
of this was bonding with other people who were outraged by the event, and getting to retell the
story in a way that ended with “and everyone agreed the woke cancellation mob was in the
wrong, and the students apologized to the yoga instructor, and she was reinstated and lived
happily ever after.” Or, even if that didn’t happen, getting to retell it in a way that had moral
clarity, where no reasonable person was on the side of the cancellers - even if things ended
badly for the yoga instructor, I could tell it in a way that ended with “but she was clearly a

misunderstood martyr, and this proves the rightness of the anti-woke cause.”

Everyone agrees we’re . I find this phenomenon fascinating, and

analogizing it to trauma addiction is the only way I’ve been able to make sense of it.
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VI

In order to defuse the question of whether political partisans literally have PTSD, I want to take
a step back and discuss the neuroscience of trauma. No two psychiatrists ever agree on anything

and this is my interpretation of the science only.

The brain is a learning machine. It learns responses at various levels: instinctive, emotional,
rational. These form “priors” (assumptions, schemas, stereotypes) that guide action in a range
of situations. As the brain gathers more evidence, it refines and updates these priors to stay

relevant and functional.

For example, suppose your parents abuse you as a child. You might learn a prior that people are
scary and violent. This is a correct lesson during childhood, and will help you navigate the
situation. Then you get taken from your parents and adopted by a loving foster family. Since
you’ve never known loving people before, you start with your assumption that they will be
violent. But as time goes on and they show you love, you update. If you’re healthy, you update
towards “some people are nice and some people are mean and it’s hard to know which are
which”. If you’re a bit more anxious, you might update towards “all people are mean except for

this one new family, they seem okay”. But you should, hopefully, update a little.

Some priors are very hard to update. . For example,
suppose you are so afraid of everyone that it is impossible to have a good experience with a
new person. As soon as they talk to you, alarm bells start ringing in your brain and you flee and
hide. You “learn” that they were actually pretty mean - they made you afraid and miserable! No
matter how nice they are to you, your distorted picture will cause each encounter with them to

further update you in the direction of “they, and everyone else, are mean.”
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A diagram from the Trapped Priors post

Trauma, in this model, is a negative event so compelling that it creates a new threat-related
prior strong enough to become trapped. The soldier whose wartime experience was so terrifying
that even back at home they can’t shake the feeling that guerillas might pop out from behind the
bushes. The rape victim who feels so violated that they can’t trust any men, even those who
have repeatedly established their good nature. The cynophobe who got bitten once and now

hates all dogs, including friendly puppies.

When I say that politics is analogous to trauma, I mean that decades of consuming news
favoring your chosen side, learning its arguments, learning the approved counterarguments to
the other side’s points, and hearing about the outrages perpetrated by your enemies - have
trapped both the relevant cognitive and emotional priors: you are absolutely sure your side is
right, and you feel such intense negative emotion about the other side that it makes it

impossible to interpret anything they say fairly.

I discuss this a little in the Trapped Priors post:

(cg
agree with their own party's position on scientifically contentious issues, even when
outsiders view it as science-denialist). If they were merely biased, they should start out
wrong, but each new fact they learn about science should make them update a little toward
the correct position. That's not what we see. Rather, they start out wrong, and each new fact

they learn, each unit of effort they put into becoming more scientifically educated, just
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makes them wronger. That's not what you see in normal Bayesian updating. It's a sign of a

trapped prior.

Political scientists have traced out some of the steps of how this happens, and it looks a lot
like the dog example: zealots' priors determine what information they pay attention to, then

distorts their judgment of that information.

So for example, asked partisans to read pairs of studies about
capital punishment (a controversial issue at the time), then asked them to rate the
methodologies on a scale from -8 to 8. Conservatives rated the pro-punishment study at
about +2 and the anti-execution study as about -2; liberals gave an only slightly smaller
difference the opposite direction. Of course, the psychologists had designed the studies to be
about equally good, and even switched the conclusion of each study from subject to subject
to average out any remaining real difference in study quality. At the end of reading the two
studies, both the liberal and conservative groups reported believing that the evidence had
confirmed their position, and described themselves as more certain than before that they
were right. The more information they got on the details of the studies, the stronger their
belief.

This pattern - increasing evidence just making you more certain of your preexisting belief,

regardless of what it is - is pathognomonic of a trapped prior. These people are doomed.

I want to tie this back to - discussion of "dog whistles".
This is the theory that sometimes politicians say things whose literal meaning is completely
innocuous, but which secretly convey reprehensible views, in a way other people with those
reprehensible views can detect and appreciate. For example, in the 2016 election, Ted Cruz
said he was against Hillary Clinton's "New York values". This sounded innocent - sure,
people from the Heartland think big cities have a screwed-up moral compass.

But argued it was actually Cruz's way of signaling support for anti-
Semitism (because New York = Jews). Since then, almost anything any candidate from any
party says has been accused of being a dog-whistle for something terrible - for example,
apparently Joe Biden's comments about Black Lives Matter were dog-whistling his support

for rioters burning down American cities.
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Maybe this kind of thing is real sometimes. But think about how it interacts with a trapped
prior. Whenever the party you don't like says something seemingly reasonable, you can
interpret in context as them wanting something horrible. Whenever they want a seemingly
desirable thing, you secretly know it means they want a horrible moral atrocity. If a
Republican talks about "law and order", it doesn't mean they're concerned about the victims
of violent crime, it means they want to lock up as many black people as possible to strike a
blow for white supremacy. When a Democrat talks about "gay rights", it doesn't mean letting
people marry the people they love, it means destroying the family so they can replace it with
state control over your children. I've had arguments with people who believe that no pro-life
conservative really cares about fetuses, they just want to punish women for being sluts by
denying them control over their bodies. And I've had arguments with people who believe
that no pro-lockdown liberal really cares about COVID deaths, they just like the government
being able to force people to wear masks as a sign of submission. Once you're at the point
where all these things sound plausible, you are doomed. You can get a piece of evidence as
neutral as "there's a deadly pandemic, so those people think you should wear a mask" and
convert it into "they're trying to create an authoritarian dictatorship". And if someone calls
you on it, you'll just tell them they need to look at it in context. It’s the bitch eating cracker
syndrome except for politics - even when the other party does something completely neutral,
it seems like extra reason to hate them.
In that post, I speculated that trapped priors might be responsible for some of the cognitive
symptoms of political hyperpartisanship. But trapped priors have both cognitive and emotional
manifestations, and I’m starting to think that they might just explain the whole picture. I think
the easiest way to express this concept for public consumption is “political hyperpartisanship is

a form of trauma.”

VII.

Is this actually a good way to express a concept for public consumption?

I’m nervous about the creeping expansion of “trauma”. On the one hand, it’s good that people
who feel traumatized by things can have access to trauma-related resources and have other
people respect/validate their suffering. On the other, it might be dangerous to create an

expectation of traumatic consequences for minor wrongs.
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Ancient warriors . Everything about this claim is still controversial,
but the explanation that makes the most sense to me is that they had a narrative in which war
was heroic and inspiring, not traumatizing. I think this story is backed up by

and : thinking you’re supposed to feel traumatized is a risk

factor for problematic trauma symptomes.

So this theory is dangerous even if it’s true: it might make people feel more triggered by
political disagreements and less able to laugh them off. On the other hand, I don’t really see a
lot of people laughing off political disagreements now. Maybe we’ve already maxed our our

ability to feel traumatized by political stimuli?

This is a strong claim, but I make it in the context of the whole political ecosystem. Suppose
that outrage addiction is, in fact, trauma addiction. That means the media ecosystem is a giant
machine trying to traumatize as many people as possible in order to create repeat customers, ie
trauma addicts. Combine that with the explicit, confessed desire on both sides to “trigger” the
other as much as possible, and you have a lot of very clever people all trying to maximize one
another’s trauma levels. On the external level, that looks like weaving as strong a narrative of
threat and persecution as possible and trying to hit people in their psychological weak points.
On the internal level, it means making sure they replace their normal ability to update with a
series of triggers that make them replace reality with pre-packaged stories about how the other
side is innately evil and everything they do is for specific threatening and evil reasons. Once
you have a machine like that running, I’m not sure that identifying it will make things too much

WOTrSE.

But thinking of things this way has made me less interested in consuming this kind of media,

and I hope it does the same for you.

MATT: Dear Dan: Thank you. I read Scott Alexander's blog with great interest
and immediately associated some of the conversations our Conscience Project
group have had in the past during in-person meetings. The summary of one such
meeting [on 6-19-2010] [contained] visuals attempt[ing] to convey the ideas we
were then discussing:
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One current flowed to the topic of VITRIOL with attention being paid to how
sometimes (maybe more and more of the time) there is obligatory polarization on
issues. With separation into two camps nothing resembling civilized discourse
endures. Rather we are offered a spectacle of opposing pundits judging and
crucifying one another. [Neuroscientist] Joe DiMicco opined that once a person
possesses a polarized opinion, all new incoming data is filtered according to
whether it can be used to sustain or confirm the opinion. Moreover, under
polarized conditions, there is lack of compassion in the social judgments made by
and upon the persons at antipodes. At this point it was observed that we might
well have been discussing how modern political arguments and ethical discourses
can be distinguished. In political argument opponents engage on the diagonal of
any given value matrix, solely representing their own best reasons while only
allowing their opponents’ base motives. In ethical discourse, the ethicists desire to
engage each other on the level of best reasons while making explicit (and
attending to) their own base motives (e.g., conflicts of interest).

THE WALUATIOMN MATRIX THE VALUATION MATRIX
AN POLITICAL ARGUMENT IN ETHICAL DISCOURSE

Now, in the case of ethical discourse, imagine the valuational matrix in 3-D with
all moral stakeholders brought into connection and organized in an array in
which sapiential and practical authority are distributed, authoritarian hierarchy
minimized, and accountability shared.

The value matrix in ethical discourse bears a family resemblance to an adaptation

of the square of oppositions that we have used to depict healing progress in the
context of psychotherapy.
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THERAPEUTIC CONTRACT (C)

unconscious communications(D)

H+H +C>cT+T+D

THE SQUARE OF COMMON CAUSE (adapted from the square of opposition in
syllogistic logic) and the representation of maintenance of the therapeutic frame is
depicted above. The square maintains integrity only if the strength of the
concordance at the top (represented by the bi-directional vector) plus the work
done effectively to prevent excesses on either side (represented by unidirectional
vectors) together exceed the disintegrating forces generated at the base by
contrarieties at antipodes, plus those distortions of perception diagonally directed
from corner to corner. However, many will have concluded through their own
work that D is unpredictable, a wild-card, that can sometimes be positive and
transformative.
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Dr. Alexander is on the right track although I am not at all wedded to the idea of
the nomothetic, categorical diagnostic system of DSM being sufficient to capture
all forms of human misery. As Alexander concedes, PTSD is but one way in
which a person can be psycho-pathologically shaped by adverse life experiences. I
believe mood dysregulatory, anxiety and even disruptive behavior disorders are
other diagnostic categories also appropriate to consider [as outcomes of adverse
life experiences]. I have long felt that the old V and 995 codes (both of which
have been conveniently read by third party payors as 'non-reimbursable') that first
appeared in the now defunct multiaxial system of DSM, such as '"Victim of Child
Sexual Abuse' should have been elevated to more significance in biopsychosocial
formulations and conceptually linked to putative neurobiological changes
identified on the biomedical Axis III. Humble as they are, the V and 995 codes do
not carry the nomothetic baggage of the major diagnostic categories such as
Trauma and Stress Related disorders. In any event, I would argue that the neuro-
biological modulation and transduction of stress in both acute and enduring
forms could lead to changes that are crosscutting through categorical diagnostic
systems and perhaps more at home in dimensional ones. That is why, in our
Demoralization and Harm Prevention schematic we wish to distinguish several
things at play:

1. Stressors and oppressors including over-exposure to extremism in social media
(or overexposure to social media in general at developmentally critical periods)
occasioning hopelessness and helplessness (and, yes traumatic 'repetition
compulsion'-- to use the old term) often do contribute to allostatic burden but may
be mitigated by _coping skills and strategies conceived to include unconscious
defense mechanisms as well as autonomous (self-reliance) and

heteronomous (help seeking from others) forms. When not mitigated by coping
strategies, these stressors and oppressors can alter functional trajectories towards
de-moralization-- a term we would very much like to be understood in a very
technical sense in the context of each of the domains of conscience (or 'moralized
consciousness' if you prefer).

2. Trauma and stress related disorders (including PTSD) diagnosed per DSM or
International Classification of Diseases are indeed among a plurality of forms

of psychopathological interferences (that implicate putative but potentially
quantifiable biological correlates) producing neuro-psychiatric 'roadblocks,' of
which, hopefully, some are susceptible of therapeutic interventions. Also, we
must reckon, guided by the principle of non-maleficence, with how easily
interventions intended to be corrective and remove or reduce the roadblocks may
in themselves become stressors and, when founded upon--or corrupted by--
systematic biases, oppressors.
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3. Demoralization may or may not become a disposition to harm oneself or others
and issue into the zone of moral injury as we are now coming to understand it.

[The two schematics below have now been included in our submission to the
2024 AACAP Annual Meeting, in the context of healing use of the 1972 play
Catamaran (e.g., in Angeline Larimer’s Veterans’ Writing Course) as a depiction
of de-moralization and the beginning of re-moralization-MG2].
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Meg will also respond soon. We would love to hear or--in my case--read more of
your thoughts when you have a chance of it.

26



MEG: Hi, Dan, I am behind Matt - just finished reading Scott Alexander's blog -
wanted to read it before I read Matt's response. [.... My response includes personal
anecdotes and some more observations as well].

First - about Trauma. 1 read with interest [Alexander’s] outline of the 7 kinds of
trauma and then the discussion of DT's election in 2016. I was working in the
Learning Center at North Central [High School the following Wednesday
morning]. [ was feeling sickened (but I am not sure I would say ‘traumatized”)
when I encountered several teens in tears. They were really upset, and [ would say
traumatized. They feared deportation, arrest, being kicked out of school - I imagine
all or most had been on social media the night before and their fears had been
magnified. I suspect that if DT wins again those fears stand a strong chance of
being realized.

Triggers - this one may seem a trivial example, but it will not appear so to
physicians who did their residency training back in the old days. When we were on
call, we carried pagers (no cell phones), and we also were alerted to big emergency
events in the hospitals (cardiac arrests or codes) by overhead paging systems. After
three years of carrying pagers and responding to codes, I could barely tolerate
going to the malls. When their overhead paging systems came crackling on,
offering dress deals or lunch specials or something. My heart raced, and my right
hand went immediately to my right hip where my pager always was. It took over a
decade I think to 'lose' that response.

At the end of section IV, [ Alexander refers to his involvement in the anti-Al-
existential risk movement and cites various conspiracy theories that attend the
emergence of Al] — you may find the March Atlantic cover story about auto-
technocrats —a very good piece — that makes me wonder whether some of those
'"plots' might be real:)

Addiction to trauma. I do think people can be addicted to trauma - but maybe
[what appears as addictive behavior in a person] reveals a need to be cared for at
some very fundamental level. The section of the 'trapped priors' — I found very
intriguing.

Finally, toward the end, Alexander mentions the 1979 study about attitudes toward
capital punishment - and refers to the subject as 'controversial at that time.' Seems
ironic - there was, for the first time ever I think, last week an execution using
nitrogen gas. Ghastly. Still controversial.
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DAN: Thanks for sharing your thoughts and experiences Meg. Sorry for the delay
in getting back [to you both], it's hard for me to find time during the week for
much beyond work.

It sounds like one could make an interesting case, synthesizing some of the pieces
from your conscience & moral injury framework with Scott Alexander's
comments, that not only are people stressed-out by constant exposure to "the
opposite team" (or perhaps just media coverage thereof), they are also caught by
this stress in a situation with more undesirable options than good ones. In
particular, not coping effectively would put them in the demoralization branch of
your diagram, at which point there is a risk of disposition to harm, perhaps
weighted more heavily towards self-harm if even via less severe anxious or
depressive symptoms. Alternatively, one way to cope effectively in a group
conflict situation would seem to be adopting a combative mindset, which might
maintain an individual's psychological well-being at the expense of social cohesion
and of others. A third option would be taking a more sanguine and deflationary
approach to whatever the stressor is, insofar as it is really not a physical threat. So,
I count two routes to externalizing responses, one route to an internalizing
response, and one "healthy and socially adaptive" response (for e.g. politics), of
which two appear to proceed through demoralization. Perhaps you would not count
combative coping as a strategy leading up the left arrow to flourishing, but I
confess I believe some people are wired to flourish at the expense of others,
evolution being an indifferent mechanism.

In general, this question of the nature of internalizing and externalizing responses
1s very interesting to me. I'm not even remotely knowledgeable about it, so if it's a
bad fit here, I'd be plenty happy to hear you point that out, however. I also find it
interesting, given this context, that the classic "measure" of these things (resilience,
coping, depressive symptoms) in animals is the "forced swim test," in which you
put a rodent in a bath and see how long it struggles to find a place to get out before
giving up and floating. You are both probably aware of this measure, and it would
seem to elevate active coping, particularly struggling against one's situation
somehow, as normative. I think this is a defensible idea, but here, too, I'm not
especially knowledgeable or invested. If this were correct in a broader, ecological
sense, it would suggest that we (collectively) have a very tricky problem to solve
of finding and promoting some narrow, workable middle ground psychologically
between people having internalizing and externalizing pre-dispositions.
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Re. your pager story Meg, all I can say is ... yikes! That sounds rough! I'm
reminded of walking down alleyways in Oak Cliff when we first moved there and
being repeatedly startled by snarling dogs behind fences. It's not fun to be put on
your toes like that.

Re. Al - I'm afraid I don't know what you're referring to. I'd love to hear about the
plots =).

MEG: Dear Dan, No need ever to apologize - we know you are busy, committed
and only glad to 'chat' whenever we can. Thank-you for this great response!

I do NOT know the forced swim test. In general, it does seem right to struggle
against 'a wrong,' or a threat of course. I suppose floating could be an example of
the animal’s resilience - or perhaps it is just exhaustion and self-preservation, or
defeat/capitulation (but it does lead to survival assuming the rodent CAN float:))

I also thank you for your close reading of the demoralization [prevention] plan —
and very interesting commentary. I do not know about the idea of combative
attitudes and behaviors leading to flourishing. It is hard for me, who has tried to
live a pacifistic life for decades now (not always successfully) to believe that
benefiting from someone else's damage does happen - [ mean, I think the
combative person is diminished in some real way [detracting from what humanists
and others would consider genuine human flourishing]. But - I agree, evolution and
human history show other examples. (One of the really difficult pieces of the last
few years for me has been to recognize the intensity of my dislike - abhorrence - of
certain political figures and postures, to realize that I do not think I could do the
kind of respectful listening that Erin writes so eloquently about which is necessary
for bridging ideologies and preventing harms, that I do not seem able to maintain
balance or remain sanguine... my moral emotional responsiveness gets in the way.
Put another way — [I am struggling to include within my own ambit of conscience,
others in, or seeking to gain, power who make appeals to mean spirited egoism and
who advocate for extreme exclusion of others from their moral considerations].
You are right about the problem of not coping with the stress - in this case
politically related - that sends one toward the ‘harm’ portion of the curve, and
especially toward self-harm. An important part of the demoralization and harm
prevention plan is that it is meant to be personalized, so as you list the various
ways of responding I am thinking of which of those ways I respond, are they
toward (my) flourishing or toward harm, what are my corrective skills and who are
the persons who can help me get back on track? The point is, I have a vision of
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myself which may be improved or diminished, and I am trying to figure out how to
do the former.

ERIN: I'm finally catching up on this email chain, and what a pleasure to engage
with you three and your minds, and hearts, via this medium -- and what a joy it is
to see you three engaging with each other. I'm still quite jet-lagged and not at my
most eloquent or coherent, but I want to chime in to say, first, thank you for
sharing all of your thoughts and experiences. And second, a few thoughts currently
percolating -- partly in response to Scott A's piece, and partly, at least in ways, in
response to the conversation between you three:

* From Scott A's piece, I’'m intrigued by:

o The proposition that the "addiction to trauma" pathology might be a useful
analogy with which to understand the "addiction to outrage" that evidently
characterizes our contemporary moment. This rings somewhat true to me -
or at least, the sense that trauma might be a useful analogy for the way that
certain negative responses can be actively sought out and cultivated. Freud's
whole "compulsion to repeat" comes to mind, and I'd be interested to hear
more from those of you skeptical of Freudian theory (ahem, Dan) about what
you think regarding the data on traumatic repetition, or
compulsive/obsessive reading about similar traumas, and so forth. Scott A's
favored thesis, that the compulsion gives the traumatized person a hope that
there might be a happier ending in each iteration (and thus some wider-
ranging consolation) seems plausible.

o But when I think about social media and political "hate-reading" or
"addiction to outrage," I think of a number of additional, non-trauma-
analogous (maybe?), explanations. Such as, simply, a tribalistic
impulse that for historical reasons is not being tempered, but instead
inflamed - and maybe tribalistic "othering" has for whatever reason
similar addictive neural pathways?

o Or that other human tendencies with more positive pro-social valences
- desire for affirmation and attention from community, intellectual
curiosity and desire for stimulation of the mind - are "hijacked" by the
dopamine-and-endorphin-stimulants of social media, which have been
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designed to addict. By this theory, outrage is simply the lowest-
hanging-fruit, the easiest way to scratch the itch that evolution wants
us to scratch by, for instance, learning and problem-solving and
socializing and doing altruistic things that our community rewards.
Instead of any of these things, social media catches users in a loop of
unfulfilling, but easy, alternatives.

o The combativeness-as-coping thesis - which, however much it
detracts from visions of flourishing we believe in, might be a strong
factor in sustaining this bad culture.

o There are undoubtedly lots of other hypotheses that neuroscientists
and psychiatrists and medical ethicists could come up with! and |
know that Babak's research on polarization probably could tell us a
lot...

The role that collective norms - and narratives - play in framing
psychosomatic responses (e.g., the "controversial" thesis that ancient warrior
cultures did not have war-related PTSD, because the experiences we'd call
traumatic they called heroic). This is especially fascinating to me for a few
reasons -- first, I simply remain astonished by our minds and bodies, and
how each reciprocally impacts the other (or rather, how the very framing in
my grammar belies the actual inseparability of the two, which - being
inseparable - do not exactly "impact" each other, but are always-already
working together?) -- second, I obviously care a lot about narrative! and
norms, and culture... And relatedly, how the nature of the reciprocal
interrelatedness of brain and body changes in different contexts because of
culture/narrative/norms. It seems to me that the fact that something like
"social norms" or ideologies or narratives can be a powerful explanation for
why the same "objective" event can have such different psychological and
physical consequences for an individual -- and such different cumulative
consequences in the form of something like a new "cancel culture" that is
fed by, and feeding of, the same outrage seeking-and-stoking behaviors --
suggests that

1. we should think much more about the ethics and politics of
culture than we do.

2. we should try harder to have some kind of deliberate, healthy
culture than we do (but how!?)

3. we should DEFINITELY not let "the market" and whatever-
sells-ads be the force driving the development of culture, new
technology, etc. (and in the backdrop of all of my thoughts
these days is Al)
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All of the above are things I think about mostly from the standpoint I know/occupy
best, in academic literary and philosophical circles - but I love trying to understand
better how they appear from the perspectives of psychiatric/therapeutic practice
(the one-on-one relationship mediating between the shared culture and the
individual patient), conscience-centered work both with kids and with med
students, and cognitive science.

And another thought — re: conscience - I'm remembering a talk by Adam Phillips, a
psychoanalyst and theorist [ have found very compelling at times, in which he
analogizes the idea of the conscience to the idea of the "super ego" in Freud and
suggests that "conscience" is something like a socially-influenced "voice"
representing the normative expectations of a culture. To link this to the above, and
to our narratives about political discourse, we might wonder how to distinguish the
kind of conscience you (we) want to support -- the morally serious, independent
and healthy voice within the person, helping guide and protect against
demoralization, moral injury, etc. -- from the noise of moral outrage so loud in our
current culture, which in fact can be a cause of demoralization and moral injury.

Does this make sense? There's a deep difficulty separating "morality" from
"moralism," or ethics from politics... And this of course makes the whole
combativeness / demoralization / coping skills and flourishing inquiry very
complicated!!

Meanwhile, I'm sitting in a very cozy library looking out a window at a gray and
blustery, but nonetheless somehow beautiful, Berlin landscape).

[N.B. Erin’s recent podcast on her evolving philosophy of conversation can be
heard at: New Books in Literary Studies: Erin Elizabeth Greer, "Fiction, Philosophy and the
Ideal of Conversation" (Edinburgh UP, 2023) on Apple Podcasts MG2]
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