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I did not want to write this book.
There are easier topics. Simpler projects. Less dangerous ideas.
But once I looked in the box, I could not pretend I hadn’t.
The metaphor will become clear in time, but by then you too will have looked into the box and seen the inescapable truth: that the price of free will is obligation. And once you see that, you can’t go back to pretending that you hadn’t.
For now, know this: the box on the tracks is a place where we are forced to choose, without knowing with certainty what is at stake without looking inside, but what is inside is likely the thing you least want to see -- and where choosing not to choose is itself a decision.
This book began when I realized that too many moral arguments collapse not from lack of compassion or clarity, but from avoidance of responsibility. We claim not to know, so we stop looking. We avoid uncertainty by defaulting to slogans, deferring to authority, and pretending that our roles are inconsequential. But responsibility does not dissolve in the face of ambiguity. It deepens.
What follows is an argument -- not for any one position on the moral dilemmas of our age, but for the structure of moral thought itself. It is an argument for Agency -- for recognizing that to choose, to investigate, and to act with intention in uncertainty is not just a right, but an obligation.
Looking in the box changed me.
Now it is your turn to look in the box.
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Every moral system begins with a simple but unavoidable fact: we live as though choice is real. The dispute between determinism and free will has no resolution, yet our daily experience forces us to act, to deliberate, and to bear responsibility. Whether freedom is genuine or illusory, the necessity of Agency remains -- it is the scaffolding on which ethics, justice, and human accountability rest. This chapter reframes the free will debate not as a puzzle to be solved, but as a precondition we cannot escape: if we are to reason about morality at all, we must begin by assuming Agency.


In this volume we will build a practical framework for moral decision-making. But first: is meaningful choice possible? Agency -- our ability to author our actions and decisions -- must be real for responsibility to mean anything. If Agency were merely an illusion, then all responsibility collapses and moral reasoning loses its ground. For the purposes of this book, we treat agency as the condition that makes moral speech and judgment possible.
This chapter does not aim to resolve the debate between determinism and free will, but rather to establish why Agency must be treated as real, regardless of its metaphysical status.
Whether we exist as purely causal beings or possess genuine autonomy, the lived experience of choice remains undeniable. Law, ethics, and interpersonal responsibility all depend on the assumption that actions can be chosen -- and without that assumption, moral discourse ceases to function.
By refining our understanding of our ability to make choices, we lay the groundwork for everything that follows. Responsibility, consequence, obligation -- these only make sense if humans are capable of choosing, and those choices carry meaningful impact.
From the Trolley Problem’s stark moral test to the philosophical tensions between freedom, determinism, and accountability, this chapter builds a framework for why Agency cannot be ignored, even if its true nature remains uncertain.
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Imagine a gut-wrenching scenario. A trolley hurtles down a track toward five unaware workers. You stand at a switch. If you pull it, the trolley diverts onto another track -- where only one person stands. The numbers are clear. The choice seems obvious and inevitable. And if you choose this way in this scenario, what about other gut-wrenching scenarios that parallel it?
This is the Trolley Problem presented by philosopher Philippa Foot: a moral dilemma that has fascinated philosophers and psychologists for decades. The scenario’s power lies not in its realism -- few of us will ever face such a moral dilemma -- but in its abstraction. It distills ethical reasoning into a single binary decision.
But the need to make a choice based on morality doesn’t require the life-or-death decision that Foot forces upon us. It happens every moment of every day, even in the most seemingly trivial of choices. The core of morality lies not in spectacle, but in accumulation. You are not shaped by a singular act of heroism or cowardice. You are shaped by a thousand small pivots -- some conscious, some automatic, some in full light, others under the shadow of uncertainty.
In this volume, we borrow the imagery of Foot’s trolley, not to rehash her scenario, but to explore how choices based on morality actually work.
Because in reality, choices are rarely binary. They’re tangled knots of incomplete information, emotional investment, and competing obligations. The clarity of Foot’s lever masks the fog of real-world decision-making. We may not see the track clearly, nor know that something was on the tracks until the chance to decide has passed.
We’re not investigating yet another twist on the same tracks. Instead, we repurpose the setting -- a trolley, a driver, a track -- as a familiar symbolic landscape for discussions on mechanisms of choice. The question Foot confronts us with is not our focus. The subject of this book is the act of choosing itself: the processes that make a choice possible and valid, and the responsibility that comes from it.
Imagine yourself navigating an entire day. A hundred small decisions: some trivial, some momentous, some made with knowledge, some blind. You’re not saving lives with every turn -- but you are choosing.
Let's take the most mundane example:

	
	
	
You arrive home from work after a long day as a trolley driver. You're tired.
You approach the elevator -- but the stairs are right there too. The elevator is quick, habitual, easier on the knees after standing up all day. But the stairs would be better for your health. Better, even, for the environment.
You hesitate. Your hand hovers. Maybe you’ve promised yourself to exercise more. Maybe you don’t want to sweat. Maybe there’s someone waiting on the elevator you’d prefer to avoid.




This is not a grand ethical crisis. There are no workers on the tracks. No life or death decision. Just a simple choice: elevator or stairs. But it is a moment of making a choice that involves both consequence and uncertainty, decided by you not by blind mathematics or established tradition.
For simple, everyday choices like these, you may not even realize you're choosing.
We could have used a dozen other metaphors -- a surgeon in triage, a parent choosing bedtime stories, someone picking a movie on a Saturday night. But in this example, you are a trolley driver arriving home from work. You are a trolley driver, not to solve Foot’s problem, but because she gave us a vivid and accessible grammar for moral tension. For that, we acknowledge the debt.
Remember, we are not looking at a variant of the Trolley Problem. We are on an exploration of the underlying processes of making decisions that involve the Self, Consequence, and Uncertainty -- of the ways in which we exercise our Agency in every decision, whether monumental or mundane. Our goal is not to offer a solution to an impossible dilemma or to twist the knife that Foot placed in our collective gut the way other philosophers have, but to understand how we make choices at all -- and how to make the results of our choices as valid as possible, most closely aligned with what we judge right for the situation.

	Key Terms

Agency -- The uniquely human capacity to originate action through reflective authorship -- to generate, evaluate, and direct behavior beyond reflex or external compulsion. It entails self-awareness, the ability to deliberate on alternatives, and the capacity to modify future possibilities.
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You can ask yourself: Did you really choose to take the elevator instead of the stairs? Or was that decision made long before -- determined by your upbringing, your habits, your blood sugar level, the aching in your knee, or the exact configuration of neurons firing in your brain at that instant?
Maybe you believe in fate, and think the elevator was your destiny. Maybe you believe you were conditioned -- by parents, advertising, trauma, or culture -- to behave a certain way. Or maybe you believe in complete, unconstrained free will, where each act is born independent of history or divine design. Either way, the question lingers: Did I really choose?

	
	
	
The day had been long and tiring, and the elevator felt too slow to bring you the rest you craved.
You chose not to take the stairs, despite the promise you made to yourself earlier. Instead, you rationalize the decision. You tell yourself that you didn’t really have a choice -- that fate pushed you to take the elevator, that it wasn’t really your fault.
Now, tired and worn, you stand holding your dirty uniform. The fabric is stained, the sweat still clinging to it, a reminder of the hours you spent working, moving, existing. You could toss it in the wash, letting it join the heap as you’ve done a thousand times before. You could leave it crumpled on the floor, too tired to care, rationalizing that the task can wait. Or perhaps you could rinse it out in the sink, scrubbing the stains, then hang it up to dry, as though performing a small act of self-discipline.
But in this moment, as you look at that uniform and think about whether or not you can blame fate for taking the elevator, you must ask: is anything truly up to you? Was it your choice to care, to act, or was it the culmination of countless influences -- the fatigue clouding your mind, the habits ingrained by years of routine, the societal expectations that nag at the edges of your conscience? Was the act of choosing simply another way your brain responded to physical stimuli, or was there, in fact, a moment where you could have done something radically different -- something truly your own?

	
	
	



These questions don’t yield satisfying answers. Whether framed by physics or psychology, divinity or DNA, every explanation for our behavior seems to cast doubt on our independent authorship of it. The more we investigate, the more each apparent decision begins to look like a domino tipped by prior causes, which in turn were tipped by even more prior causes.
Some argue that our sense of choice is merely an illusion -- that we are automatons driven by forces beyond our control. Others suggest that the complexity of molecular motion and neural activity is so intricate that it gives rise to something we experience as free will. And still others try to find a middle ground, where our choices are shaped by outside influences but still authentically our own.
Yet the question remains unprovable.
Philosophers have long engaged in rigorous sparring over this conundrum -- not to reach closure, but to sharpen thought, expose assumptions, and refine the questions themselves. This tradition is intellectually rich, but for most of us, it does not resolve the lived tension between determinism and free will.
We ask ourselves whether we ever truly choose -- or whether we are simply acted upon, puppets to physics, genetics, history, or divinity. Each step, each hesitation, each word or silence may be nothing more than inevitability dressed as deliberation. And if that is so, what meaning can any choice possibly have?
And if we can’t choose, what makes us any different from a biological machine? An extension of the rigid rules of mechanics? Are we even human -- or merely elaborate automatons mistaken for moral agents?

	Key Terms

Free Will -- The capacity to choose among alternatives in a way that is not completely determined by prior causes.
Determinism -- The philosophical argument that all events, including human choices, are the inevitable result of prior causes and natural laws.
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Your question about whether you really have free will -- even in the simplest, most mundane situations like deciding whether to take the elevator -- is not unique. It’s a question philosophers have wrestled with for centuries, without arriving at a definitive answer. Becoming entangled in this debate can leave us paralyzed, unable to move forward. We often get stuck wondering whether we truly have the capacity to choose, missing the more pressing point altogether.
The ringing phone illustrates this perfectly.

	
	
	
The phone rings. The shrill sound breaks the silence of the room, jarring you from the dirty uniform.
Maybe it's a friend calling, eager to chat. Maybe it's an automated service reminding you of an appointment you didn't remember making. Maybe it's just an electronic glitch, a random occurrence, the device malfunctioning in some inexplicable way.
Or maybe, just maybe, you're imagining it ringing, the sound merely an illusion playing tricks on your mind.




It doesn’t matter. One way or the other, the sound of the ringing is identical. The ringtone, the pattern of tones, the urgency of the sound -- it’s real, whether caused by a friend, a malfunction, or some telemarketer. The true origin of the sound is unknown. The obligation to respond is not. The moment it rings, you are confronted with the reality of it. You can’t simply ignore it or pretend it isn't happening.
You have to act as though it’s really ringing, because denying it would be to deny reality itself. If you choose to ignore the phone, you still have to acknowledge that the ringing persists in your environment. It doesn’t disappear just because you close your eyes to it. You may choose not to answer, but you can’t erase the fact that you hear a phone ringing.
In the same way, whether we believe in genuine free will or suspect that every decision is determined by upbringing, biology, or circumstance, we still find ourselves making choices. Even if we believe our actions are preordained, we continue to navigate our lives as though we can decide what to do next.
Agency may be debated in theory, but it is lived in practice.
If we deny our capacity to choose altogether, we risk becoming frozen -- unable to act, even in the smallest matters. The truth is this -- whether we believe we are fully autonomous or entirely shaped by forces beyond your control, the need to act remains inescapable. The critical question, then, is not whether we can choose in some ultimate metaphysical sense, but how we engage with the necessity of choosing -- however it arises.
By assuming Agency as real, we do more than preserve the ability to engage in moral discourse -- it lets us prepare to shape it.
No Moral System can function without the presumption that individuals have some capacity to choose among alternatives. If no one could be held responsible for their actions because everything was preordained by physics, psychology, or random chance, the very idea of justice would collapse. Accountability would become meaningless, because there would be no distinction between right and wrong -- and no reason to reward virtue or punish harm.
Social structures built on ethics, law, and personal responsibility would unravel, leaving us in a world where consequences no longer follow from actions. Without choice, the foundations of punishment, praise, and even personal growth would dissolve. How could we teach someone to act differently if they had no capacity to choose between actions? How could we hold someone accountable for a decision that was never truly theirs to make?
Without the possibility of choice, Moral Systems -- whether founded on commandments, calculations of the common good, or promoting virtue -- would lose their purpose. There would be no moral framework with practical application, because there would be no “actor” to carry out decisions. The entire structure of human society depends on the assumption that individuals can and do make choices that shape the world around them. Remove that assumption, and society loses its capacity for judgment, for ethics, and ultimately, for meaning.
This presumption is so foundational that it often goes unnoticed. We constantly debate what people should do, but rarely pause to ask whether they truly can choose differently. Yet once that ability is questioned, the entire structure of moral discourse begins to wobble. Without the capacity for choice, there is nothing to teach, nothing to learn, and nothing to hold accountable. The ability to make a valid moral choice is not a philosophical luxury -- it is a precondition for any sustainable Moral System.

	Key Terms

Moral Systems -- A structured set of rules, institutions, and practices that guide, evaluate, and respond to human choices.






1.4 The Non-Negotiable Nature of Agency

We've shown that Agency cannot be avoided: whether or not free will exists in a metaphysical sense, the lived reality of choosing remains. We act. We deliberate. We bear responsibility. That necessity anchors every moral system.
This cannot be stated more plainly: Agency is not merely necessary; it is so basic to being human that it is non-negotiable.
By “non-negotiable” we do not mean “never limited.” We mean: we do not trade Agency for other goods. When Agencies conflict, the only justified limits are those that, by the least-restrictive, proportionate means, preserve or restore Agency overall -- for the person and the community, now and over time.
To erode Agency is to erode the conditions that make moral life possible. Where Agency is stripped, authorship collapses into reflex; execution remains but ownership disappears. A society that permits the diminishment of Agency corrodes its own humanity.
Over all else, Agency has primacy.
Different roads reach the same conclusion. The secular road: without Agency, responsibility, justice, and praise or blame lose meaning. The pragmatic road: every functioning moral and legal system presumes Agency; remove it and the system fails. The theological road: if Agency is a gift -- an image of authorship -- then protecting Agency honors the giver.
These origins differ, but they converge here: Agency must be protected. Not because we always use it well, but because without it nothing we call moral life can stand. The phone rings; the box sits on the tracks. To turn away is itself a choice. Protecting Agency is protecting our humanity.
Harm to Agency is the most fundamental of immoral acts -- not always the most severe in its effects, but the one that corrodes morality at its root. Other wrongs borrow their moral weight from this: theft undermines self-authorship, deceit distorts uncertainty, violence denies consequence. To strike at Agency is to strike at the foundation upon which all moral life rests.
This follows directly from Agency’s primacy: since Agency makes moral life possible, then every immoral act is, at root, an assault on Agency -- and every assault on Agency is immoral.
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In this chapter, we've traversed roughly three weeks of a college freshman’s Philosophy 101 -- and then stepped beyond it. We’ve examined the stalemate between determinism and free will, not to solve it, but to show that its irresolvability doesn’t derail our lived experience. Whether our choices are fully free, entirely determined, or somewhere tangled in between, the same conclusion emerges: we must act as agents.
Agency is not dependent on metaphysical certainty. It is embedded in the structure of our lives -- in every hesitation, every decision, every moment where consequence follows intention. Even if freedom is an illusion, the need to respond to the world remains real.
In the next chapter, we’ll explore what it means to act not just as agents, but as moral agents -- where choice carries consequence, and consequence gives rise to responsibility. Because once we assume Agency, the moral terrain becomes unavoidable.
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Years ago, I sat across from a friend whose marriage was quietly unraveling. He didn’t ask for advice, and I didn’t offer any. I could have voiced concern, or at least offered an affirmation that he wasn’t alone in his doubt -- but I didn’t. I told myself that if he wanted help, he’d ask.
He didn’t know how to ask. I didn’t know how to offer.
In that moment, just as in every moment of my life, I had Agency. I chose -- not well, but freely. It was a choice to let the silence stand. I still don’t know what difference it would have made in how the events later played out, but I remember the moment because it cost me something I still struggle to name -- not guilt exactly, but a recognition that the moment had offered me a different choice, and I’d declined it.
There is comfort in believing that I had no choice, that I was merely a puppet of physical, evolutionary, societal, or divine forces. If I really believed that, I could absolve myself of the burden of responsibility. But I cannot bring myself to truly accept that view, because if I did, I would relinquish something essential -- my ability to make a difference.
In a moment of choice, there is something irrevocably human about the act of deciding, the possibility of shaping the future, even when that choice seems trivial.
I am a physicist. I understand the relentless logic of causality, the deterministic laws of motion, and even the unsettling implications of the Block Universe, where past, present, and future are locked into an immutable structure. Yet despite all of this, I still believe in free will.
Before I am a physicist, I am a pragmatist. I do not need metaphysical certainty to recognize that my experience of Agency is undeniable. Whether free will is a profound reality or the most intricate deception the universe has ever woven, the result is the same: we must act as though Agency is real, because every facet of moral reasoning depends on it.
And so, I do not argue for free will as an absolute truth, but for the necessity of Agency as the foundation of moral existence. Whether by design or delusion, one fact remains: we are beings who must choose.
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Please feel free to skip these shaded boxes. They are here to provide academics with the nuances and technical details they require, in a language that speaks to their scholarly approach. The rest of us can safely ignore these notes without missing anything essential for understanding how we make choices in the real world -- where uncertainty reigns, and we can never fully predict the consequences of our decisions.

Volume Note:
This volume is written primarily for the lay person. We've included these academic notes at the end of each chapter and the appendices at the end of the volume to provide the rigor that is expected of works of philosophy. It is important to keep in mind that throughout this volume, there are very few points where the intent is to refute well-established moral and ethical models. Most cases that may appear to be so are actually reframing in order to better understand the mechanics of morality systems.

1.1 A Familiar Starting Point
In ethical theory, the Trolley Problem serves as a tool for analyzing moral dilemmas involving Utilitarianism and Deontological ethics. The underlying assumption that we can directly compare outcomes based on quantity (e.g., saving five lives vs. one) is contested by numerous scholars, particularly those examining moral psychology and the nature of moral intuitions. Research in cognitive science suggests that humans often make moral decisions based on intuition rather than cold, calculated analysis, leading to discrepancies between the theoretical “best” choice and the choice that individuals report as “right.” Furthermore, the Trolley Problem's abstraction from real-world context raises concerns regarding its application to more complex, real-life scenarios where consequences are less immediate and less clear-cut. For example, decision-makers in situations of moral uncertainty may also face social, emotional, and temporal influences that the binary structure of the Trolley Problem fails to encapsulate.
The Trolley Problem, while valuable for exploring Utilitarian versus Deontological ethics, is not an ideal model for understanding the processes of Moral Choice. The problem simplifies complex decision-making into a binary choice with clearly defined outcomes. However, real-world moral decisions rarely present such stark dichotomies. The intricacies of human Agency often involve incomplete information, competing values, and a multitude of contextual factors that cannot be distilled into a single, clear-cut decision. The Trolley Problem also assumes that the person making the decision can have full knowledge of the consequences, a condition rarely met in real-life situations, where Moral Choices are frequently shrouded in uncertainty. Additionally, the starkness of the dilemma risks reducing moral deliberation to a mere calculation of harm, which fails to capture the emotional and psychological dynamics involved in everyday moral decisions.
However, despite its limitations, the Trolley Problem remains a compelling set of images, providing a familiar symbolic landscape that can be useful in discussions of Moral Choice Process. Its stark simplicity offers a useful starting point for thinking about moral tension, even if it doesn't fully encompass the complexity of real-life choices. The familiarity of its imagery -- the trolley, the tracks, the lever -- resonates with a wide audience, making it an accessible metaphor for examining moral conflict.
While there is a risk of reflexive confusion -- where one might mistakenly read the ensuing discussion as yet another twist on the Trolley Problem -- we deliberately use these images not to replicate Foot’s thought experiment, but to borrow from the vividness and emotional resonance they evoke in popular discourse, while also inviting the general reader into a more rigorous and nuanced exploration. In this way, we use the imagery to illustrate the broader process of Moral Choice, one that is continuous and often far more nuanced than the theoretical dilemma Foot originally presented.

1.2 Is It Even a Choice? The Illusion -- or Necessity -- of Free Will
This section does not attempt to resolve the metaphysical debate over free will and determinism -- a topic exhaustively explored by generations of philosophers -- but instead presents its contours to evoke the existential tension it creates for moral agents like ourselves, and perhaps to encourage the reader to engage in this foundational debate personally.
The question of free will versus determinism is far from new. For centuries, philosophers and scholars have sparred over the implications of each, with no definitive resolution in sight. Whether framed through metaphysics, ethics, or psychology, the discussion has pervaded intellectual history in numerous forms. Classical physics, with its deterministic laws of motion, long supported the view of a mechanistic universe, where every event follows inevitably from prior conditions -- leaving little room for genuine free choice.
Philosophers have long split over how to respond to this apparent absence of freedom. Hard determinists like Paul-Henri Thiry (Baron d’Holbach) argued that all human actions are the inevitable results of prior causes, rendering autonomy an illusion. In contrast, libertarians such as Roderick Chisholm maintained that agents can originate actions independently of causal chains, introducing the notion of Agent causation to preserve free will. Compatibilists -- including David Hume and, more recently, Daniel Dennett -- sought to reconcile determinism with moral responsibility by redefining free will in practical rather than metaphysical terms. These schools diverge not just in metaphysical commitments, but in what they take moral Agency to require.
While the debate itself is longstanding, recent developments in physics have added new complexity. One notable example is Norton’s Dome, a thought experiment in Newtonian mechanics where a mass perched atop a specially shaped dome may spontaneously begin to move -- at no fixed time and without any external cause. The equations are valid, yet even if all of the inputs are predetermined, the outcome is not uniquely determined. This undermines the long-standing assumption that physical systems must behave deterministically and reopens philosophical space for questioning what constraints, if any, govern human decision-making.
In this context, traditional arguments on both sides remain valuable -- not because they deliver closure, but because they force us to confront our assumptions, our biases, and our need to believe that choice is real. Even if these discussions remain unresolved, the fact that we continue to engage with them -- from quantum physics to quotidian decisions -- reveals a deep and persistent human concern: the desire to know whether we are the authors of our lives.
In that sense, while no final resolution may come, the conversation itself is essential.
What follows may seem like an attempt to settle it, but in reality, having introduced the debate and acknowledged its significance for true understanding, I will step out of the conversation. From here, I will guide the reader toward a specific, pragmatic application, leaving further exploration of these profound questions to those who have wrestled with them in depth -- well beyond the scope of this book.

1.3 Agency Assumed: The Foundation of Moral Systems
It may be novel to consider that no matter the source -- whether deterministic, divine, or some combination thereof -- we experience Agency.
While philosophers have long debated the origins and nature of human choice, this work takes an unexplored practical turn: acknowledging that no matter how it is caused, we choose. Regardless of the philosophical stance one adopts on free will versus determinism, the reality of Agency is the same -- our experience of making choices, assuming responsibility for those choices, and acting upon them remains unchanged.
While the metaphysical debates on free will and determinism have existed for centuries, with no conclusive resolution in sight, they often miss a critical point. The problem is not whether we are the ultimate authors of our actions, but whether Agency itself exists in any practical sense, and how we engage with it. In this sense, we are not concerned with proving whether free will is "real" in some metaphysical sense; instead, we focus on the lived experience of Agency and its role in our moral and social worlds.
This argument follows a pragmatic tradition, drawing guidance from Aristotle’s concept of phronesis, or practical wisdom. Aristotle emphasized the importance of acting in accordance with practical reason, grounded in the here-and-now, rather than endless speculation about ideal forms or metaphysical uncertainties. In the same vein, this work asserts that Agency, regardless of its origins, is a practical necessity. We cannot avoid acting, choosing, and taking responsibility -- even if we cannot prove the ultimate cause behind these actions.
The questions of free will and determinism are foundational to understanding human existence. They have shaped centuries of intellectual history, from early philosophers like Paul Holbach and Roderick Chisholm, to modern thinkers like Daniel Dennett and compatibilists. These debates are valuable in their own right, but they often distract from the more pressing reality of human experience: whether or not we can ever prove the metaphysics of our choices, we undeniably experience the reality of making them. The fact that we choose remains, in practical terms, the most significant outcome of the discussion.
Instead of resolution, we choose confluence. No matter the source, we still reach the same conclusion, choosing occurs in all practical, real terms.
To this end, we will use the term Agency to maintain clarity. When we say Agency, we are not referring to free will or to the deterministic illusion of free will, but rather to the necessary conclusion that, no matter what the source, we make choices. This assertion may be at odds with some traditional philosophical perspectives, but it is grounded in the lived reality of every human being: the experience of making decisions, from the mundane to the momentous.
Philosophers have long debated whether free will is an illusion, a consequence of biological determinism, or a force independent of physical causality. Hard determinists argue that every action is the result of prior causes, while libertarians assert that humans can originate actions independently of those causes. Compatibilists, on the other hand, have sought to reconcile determinism with moral responsibility by redefining free will in a more practical, less metaphysical light.
Despite the sophisticated philosophical arguments on all sides, the fact remains that these debates do not resolve the practical tension we experience in our daily lives. Whether free will is an illusion or an undeniable reality, the moment of choice remains central to the human experience. As Descartes famously argued in his assertion, "Cogito, ergo sum" (I think, therefore I am), we may not be able to prove beyond all doubt that Agency exists in some ultimate, metaphysical sense, but we must live as though it does. Our actions, our choices, and our moral responsibilities depend on it.
As such, the goal of this work is not to delve deeper into the metaphysical debate, which has been exhaustively explored by generations of philosophers. Rather, it is to take a practical approach to Agency, affirming that regardless of the cause, it remains central to how we live our lives. The act of choosing -- whether determined by external causes, or freely chosen in some metaphysical sense -- is still our act, and we must still bear the consequences of it.
In closing, we will step away from this foundational debate, acknowledging its intellectual importance, but shifting focus toward a practical application of Agency in moral reasoning. The reader, having been introduced to the contours of the debate, will now be guided toward understanding Agency not as a metaphysical puzzle, but as a real, actionable force in their own lives. While philosophers may continue to wrestle with the questions of free will and determinism, we, as agents, cannot afford to wait for resolution -- we must act. This practical, unresolvable tension is the essence of Agency: it does not need to be resolved to be lived.

1.4 The Non-Negotiable Nature of Agency
This section advances a normative claim that remains consistent with the pragmatic stance established in this chapter even without resolving the metaphysics of free will. Agency functions as a non-negotiable constraint for any moral framework that aims to preserve responsibility and reasons-responsiveness. The claim is not that libertarian freedom is proven, but that moral discourse, accountability, and system design presuppose agents who can engage with Moral Choice to the extent that a community intends to sustain those practices, it must protect the conditions for Agency.
Multiple traditions converge on this conclusion. Kantian and post-Kantian accounts of autonomy (e.g., Korsgaard on practical identity) treat persons as bearers of self-legislation, such that undermining Agency violates the basis of dignity. A pragmatic line observes a performative tension: giving and asking for reasons already treats interlocutors as agents; to deny Agency while issuing demands or blame hollows the practice from within (compare Strawson’s “participant stance” and the reactive attitudes). Consequentialist and epistemic arguments, in turn, note that Agency supports error-correction, learning, and long-run welfare (a familiar theme from Mill): institutions that secure Agency better track truth and repair harm. Theological derivations, where relevant, treat Agency as gift or image; even traditions that warn against willfulness thereby confirm its centrality.
Calling Agency “non-negotiable” does not entail simple absolutism. Proportionate, narrowly tailored constraints can be justified when they are the least-restrictive means to preserve or restore Agency (e.g., due-process safeguards, informed-consent standards, competence thresholds, protections against manipulation). The touchstone remains whether an intervention increases, over time, the capacity of agents and communities to make valid moral choices. This sits comfortably alongside Rawlsian appeals to basic liberties as securing the social bases of self-respect and choice, Gewirth’s argument that agents must claim the conditions of action for themselves and others, and the capabilities approach (Nussbaum/Sen), which treats practical reason and control over one’s environment as central capabilities.
Operationally, the §1.4 thesis is a design requirement for later chapters: preserve informative contestation so Uncertainty is rightly engaged, protect authorship conditions so the Self is genuinely present (non-coercion, time, attention), and maintain consequence loops (traceability, feedback, and repair). Framed this way, “protecting Agency” becomes the criterion by which institutional scaffolds will be distinguished as promoral or antimoral in the analyses to come.

Note: Because this volume is written primarily for the lay reader, this chapter deliberately engages free will and determinism only at the level necessary to establish Agency as non-negotiable for moral life. A more complete engagement with the determinism debate -- including formal definitions of Agency, its structural requirements, and its implications for moral responsibility -- will appear in a forthcoming companion volume intended for professional philosophers rather than the general reader. That work will position the framework advanced here within the long-standing discourse on free will and determinism.










[bookmark: _Toc204768515]Chapter 2: The Nature of Agency and Moral Choice


Agency is not mere motion; it is authorship. This chapter defines when a decision rises to the level of a Moral Choice: only where Agency can be engaged -- consequence is perceived, uncertainty remains to be judged, and the Self is involved. Reflex, automation, or dictated answers fall outside that boundary; participation, interpretation, and deliberation mark its inside edge. Here we separate execution from authorship, clarifying why responsibility attaches wherever Agency is truly exercised. With this structure in hand, we can distinguish trivial movement from moral action, and we prepare for the harder task ahead: diagnosing how this process fails, fragments, or is sabotaged.


We’ve already established that no matter whether our choices arise from true free will, subtle conditioning, or cosmic predestination, we still must choose. We are Agents -- not because we’ve resolved the metaphysics, but because reality demands response.
But being an Agent is not just about having the capacity to act. It’s the state that makes moral action possible. And it’s not automatic. Not every action implies authorship. Not every event implies intent. To be responsible, one must first be involved.
Agency means participating in the choice -- not as a passive conduit, but as a deliberate interpreter. It requires that we take in the moment, filter it through belief and experience, weigh consequence, face uncertainty, and then decide to act. When we move through that process -- when our perceptions, thoughts, emotions, and intentions converge into an action -- that choice is ours. And so is the moral weight it carries.
This chapter examines how Agency functions -- not just as a philosophical idea, but as a mechanism for meaningful ethical engagement. We’ll explore what distinguishes a true Moral Choice from instinct, automation, or role-bound response. Specifically, we’ll trace how uncertainty, consequence, and the presence of Self form the necessary structure for making a Valid Moral Choice (a choice that most closely match what best judgment would select under ideal conditions) -- and what happens when that structure fails.
You may have encountered these ideas before -- free will, guilt, responsibility, intention. But here, we’re not trying to settle age-old disputes. Instead, we’re offering a lens that reveals when moral judgment even applies.
By chapter’s end, we’ll have built a working definition that will let us begin treating Moral Choice as a process that can be analyzed, maintained, and improved.

	Key Terms

Valid Moral Choice: The choice that most faithfully reflects what the Agent's best judgment would have chosen had adequate time, resources, attention, and clarity been granted. It does not imply that the choice is morally right, ideal, or aligns with external moral standards -- only that it is the most responsible, internal expression of the Agent’s Agency under ideal conditions.
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Being an Agent lets us make choices that are ours -- informed, intentional, and entangled with consequence. It’s what separates us from automation. It’s what makes our decisions morally real.
At its core, an Agent engages the world deliberately -- not merely reacting to forces, but pushing back, guided by judgment, shaped by experience, and mindful of outcomes. We doesn’t operate like machines; an Agent weighs, considers, filters, and chooses. That kind of choosing is what we call a Moral Choice.
A Moral Choice is a decision situation that permits the exercise of Agency. Exercising Agency, in turn, requires live engagement with three conditions: Consequence, and Uncertainty and Self.
· Consequences -- The knowledge that the decision will have some effect, at least on the Agent's experiences, that must be weighed and chosen between.
· Uncertainty -- The realization that the information about the decision and its effects are incomplete and may not fully reflect reality.
· Self -- The fact that the decision relies on the Agent's judgment and the ability to gather and process information.
If a decision situation does not offer an opportunity to engage with any one of these three, it does not permit the exercise of Agency and is not a Moral Choice. In fact, without any one of them, it is arguable that what remains isn’t a choice at all, but mechanism, accident, or triviality.
For a Moral Choice, we need to able to engage with consequences. Not all consequences, that's impossible, but believing that our choices will have some effect is essential to a choice being possible, since a choice requires that consequences be weighed. No ability to weigh, no way to make a choice.
It also means that there actually needs to be a choice. A choice where the answer is dictated, where calculations give us the results, or where we know that our answer will have completely random results really isn't a choice. If there is no uncertainty, or absolute certainty, there's no way to question and weigh it, and thus no way for us to make a choice.
And we also have to be an integral part of the decision-making. We are not just executing a command or following a script -- we are part of the process. We interpret the situation, draw on our values, and decide to act. For there to be a choice, there has to be a chooser.
Many philosophers limit their definitions of Moral Choice to those of major consequence, but for this volume we are seeking universality, where our model describes even the most trivial decision as a Moral Choice. Other philosophers describe Moral Choice as those decisions that yield right and wrong, good and bad, or moral and immoral. But again, any universal description of Moral Choice would also apply to any choice, as long as it permits the exercise of Agency.
Because we have expanded, Moral Choice arises in any decisions -- where Self, Consequence, and Uncertainty can be engaged, which is, effectively any real choice. But that’s good for us, since we can look at any decision and see the same mechanisms that exist in questions of good and bad, moral and immoral.
Keep in mind that in this volume Moral Choice does not mean the morally best outcome. A choice that faithfully reflects an our engagement may nonetheless produce harmful results. Our interest here is the process of choosing -- how it can be enabled, corrupted, and repaired -- rather than pronouncing immediate moral verdicts on every outcome.
Let's return to our narrative.
When the phone rang, you turned your head -- automatically and reflexively. You didn’t control that. You weren't part of the decision-making process, so it wasn't a Moral Choice, because, technically, there wasn't even a choice made.

	
	
	
The phone is still ringing.
Your shift was long -- too long. Every muscle in your legs aches, and your dirty uniform needs attention. But your phone keeps ringing.
Habit kicks in. You barely process the movement, only the split-second decision: uniform in the dirty clothes pile now, phone in hand now, deal with the uniform later. The uniform lands where it will be handled eventually, but the call? It’s happening in this moment.




Was deciding to toss that uniform in the dirty clothes pile a Moral Choice? Did it permit the exercise of Agency? Since you were involved in the decision-making however trivially, there was clearly an opportunity to be engaged with the decision. The uniform will need to be addressed eventually and this changes how you will do it, so you had an opportunity to engage with consequence. And you have no idea who is on the phone or what it may mean to your choice, so there is uncertainty when you do or don’t plop the uniform among the other dirty clothes.
Since it had the opportunity to engage with Self, Consequence, and Uncertainty, for our purposes, it was a Moral Choice.
Not every Moral Choice demands deep contemplation. Most times, we weigh the options, relying on habit or luck because that’s all the capacity we can afford to throw at the decision or that's all the attention the consequences call for. Others, such as deciding on matters of life and death, require considerably more engagement. Appropriate engagement with a Moral Choice varies with its stakes: some choices are rightly discharged by habit or low-effort recognition, while others require deliberate, sustained deliberation -- a topic we treat in full when we discuss proportionality and virtue in later chapters.
In this volume, we are concerned primarily with the processes involved in making Moral Choices no matter how significant. Some choices have highly significant consequences, some have uncertainty that makes the choice difficult, and some deeply involve the person's reasoning and values. A few may do all three at high levels. Most don't.

	Key Terms

Moral Choice -- A decision situation that enables the exercise of Agency, and therefore must permit active engagement with Self (authorship), Uncertainty (what is not known), and Consequence (outcomes that follow). The term names the structure of the choosing, not its virtue or stakes: it is not contingent on the magnitude of consequences or on whether the outcome is morally good or bad.
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A Moral Choice is not simply any decision point. It is a specific kind of decision that permits the engagement of Agency. It arises when three essential elements come together: the opportunity to engage with consequence, uncertainty, and the presence of the Self. Each of these elements is necessary. If even one is missing, the decision falls outside the realm of choice and becomes either mechanical, predetermined, or trivial. In this section, we focus on one of these essentials: consequence.
Moral Choice requires that we are able to engage with the belief that our actions have the potential to produce outcomes -- whether large or small -- that matter to ourselves, to others, or to the world. Without consequence, there is nothing at stake, and no moral weight attached to the choice.
We don’t restrict moral judgment to high-stakes decisions because to do so would imply that moral responsibility is a privilege of crisis. For our purposes, even the smallest choices, when made with consequence, uncertainty, and the presence of the Self, belong to the moral realm.
To see why this matters, let’s continue our narrative.

	
	
	
You check the screen on your phone. You already plan on answering it but there are some calls that you'd rather not answer and some that might completely disrupt your desire for rest.
The choice to check the screen may be largely automatic, at least more so than the turning of your head, but it now involves a consequence -- like the possibility of stress or relief depending on who’s calling.
But now imagine you hesitate. You recognize the caller. You feel conflicted. You could let it ring. You could answer and pretend to be cheerful. You could respond with frustration, or with care.




In that moment, you’re weighing not just your own feelings but the consequences for the person on the other end, and for your relationship with them. Whether you choose connection, honesty, avoidance, or confrontation -- each path carries outcomes. Those potential outcomes are what make the choice moral rather than merely mechanical.
Even something trivial, like which hand we use to answer the phone, could be a Moral Choice. For instance, one hand might hurt, and continuing to use it could worsen an injury. Or perhaps the gesture itself sends a social signal. Most of the time, we don’t notice such stakes -- and that’s fine. Not every action demands the attention and resources of full moral scrutiny. But when consequences, no matter how small, are present -- and we able to recognize them -- we are in the realm of Moral Choice.
A trivial consequence is still a consequence. It’s possible to argue that the actions we freely take within our private fantasies, where there seem to be no external impacts, may still be enough to be considered Moral Choices, because they carry internal consequences. We don't have to be deciding whether or not to declare war to be making a Moral Choice, just deciding to daydream about going outside is enough.
These internal outcomes fulfill the first element necessary for Moral Choice: the ability to engage with consequence, even those internal and small.
Engaging with Consequence involves not only anticipating and weighing the outcomes we can foresee, but also accepting responsibility for what follows.
At the extreme, when we walk barefoot through grass and feel only sunlight and soil, we may still be crushing blades and insects -- but without perceiving that effect, we are not morally present. It would not be enough on its own to trigger an act of Agency, since it is still possible to be aware of it. it's a Moral Choice by our definition.
But there is no way to know that by stepping on a bug prevented, weeks later, from it distracting a driver at a crucial and fatal moment; that distant, unknowable chain does not permit engagement and thus cannot ground Agency on its own.
It's also possible to imagine a fictional scenario where there is no consequence, where our choice has no internal impact on yourself or external impact the rest of the world. If such a scenario came to pass, there would be no Moral Choice.
Yes, most choices are subtle or low-impact. But the principle of Agency does not change it its validity by the scale of the consequence. A minor consequence that can be perceived and deliberately made is enough -- just with lower intensity. To exclude such choices from our model for simplicity would be unnecessary, since the principles apply at any scale, and doing so would compromise the universality of the framework.
In some situations, imagined consequences can permit the exercise Agency. If we believe that pressing a red button might flood villages downstream, and not pressing it risks flooding the reservoir behind us and certain destruction of the dam, we are morally engaged because we perceive consequence and must choose in an act… even if the button has no effect. Consequence is morally relevant when it is perceived and engaged, whether or not it is real.
But the ability for us to engage with consequence is just one requirement for a decision to become a Moral Choice. Consequence, uncertainty, and the presence of the Self are all essential. Without any one of them, the decision falls outside the moral realm and becomes mechanical, predetermined or trivial.

	Key Terms

Consequence -- The perceived outcome of a choice that affects oneself, others, or the world, permitting the engagement of Agency.






[bookmark: _Toc204768518]2.3 Moral Choice Exists Only with Uncertainty

The exercise of Agency in a decision requires the three essential elements, if there is no uncertainty there is no need for deliberation, no role for judgment, and no room for responsibility. A decision without engaging with uncertainty may conform to a Moral System’s rules, but it isn’t truly a decision -- it’s merely an answer.
Uncertainty refers to the absence of complete knowledge about the outcomes of a choice and the information used for making the choice. We never know with absolute clarity how any decision will unfold. In this way, uncertainty is woven into nearly all real choices -- even when the odds seem obvious or the patterns familiar.
When uncertainty is present, we must weigh various outcomes -- often with limited information, competing signals, and imperfect foresight. And it is precisely within that uncertainty that our personal values, ethical frameworks, and moral instincts are activated. Without uncertainty, our choices would be either mechanical or dictated. Moral judgment would have no place.
In a world where outcomes were always known and fixed, ethics would be obsolete. We wouldn’t need virtue or reflection -- just compliance. Every situation would yield a single inevitable path. The very concept of "decision" would dissolve.

	
	
	
So you press the answer button on your phone. That green one. The right one. There is no doubt that it is the correct button to press.




You didn't make a Moral Choice in pressing the green button since there was no uncertainty. In fact, you didn't actually make a choice at all. Yes, the decision to hit the answer button or not was a Moral Choice, but which button to press was never in doubt.
Consider the question: What is one plus one? The answer is two. There’s no uncertainty, and therefore no Moral Choice.
But if we choose to say “ten” or “three” to provoke, deceive, or achieve a hidden aim, uncertainty re-enters -- not about arithmetic, but about impact: how others might react, what confusion might arise, what trust might erode -- those uncertain consequences shift the act from informational to ethical. It becomes a Moral Choice.
Now consider the opposite extreme: total blindness.
Suppose you're asked to name the 1000th digit of π. If you haven’t memorized it -- and you probably haven’t -- you have no basis for judgment. No pattern to follow, no data to weigh. Any answer is a guess, entirely detached from deliberation.
And that’s not a Moral Choice. Not because the stakes are low, but because the process of choosing has collapsed. We’re not making a Moral Choice -- you’re flailing.
Just as complete certainty eliminates moral engagement, so too does total ignorance. Both extremes leave no room for thought, no friction for judgment, no call for the presence of Self, and no space where a Moral Choice can exist.
A low uncertainty isn’t inherently problematic. Reducing uncertainty often improves our decisions, morally or otherwise. But absolute certainty eliminates genuine choice. A situation with only one path offers nothing to weigh, nothing to judge, and no opportunity to act as an Agent, taking it outside of the process of Moral Choice.
Engaging with Uncertainty involves not only working to reduce the uncertainty to make clearer decision, but to cope to terms with what remains unknown.
Let's address a couple of quibbles here. Even when there is absolute certainty, we could decide to not apply it. Deciding whether we go with a predetermined answer is indeed a Moral Choice, since there in uncertainty in the consequences, but the predetermined answer itself is not. They are two different decision opportunities.
It's also theoretically possible to engage with the uncertainty of a predetermined answer, much the same as a philosopher who wrestles with the question "do I exist?" Since we are throwing the broadest possible net in our framework, even a predetermined decision, or a totally random one, is technically possible to be engaged with, so they too technically qualify as offering potential to engage. Should someone want to include them, the framework still holds, but for simplicity we can safely ignore them throughout our exploration.
Moral Choice exists only where uncertainty remains. That lingering ambiguity is not weakness -- it is the ethical space where values meet reality.

	Key Terms

Uncertainty -- The lack of complete knowledge about the inputs, deliberation, and outcomes of a choice. It is the condition in which a decision’s consequences cannot be fully predicted, creating the space for judgment, deliberation, and moral responsibility.
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The third essential ingredient of a Moral Choice is our ability to engage with the presence of the Self in the decision. If consequence gives our choices stakes, and uncertainty opens space for judgment, then presence of Self brings responsibility to life. Without it, there is no Agent -- only behavior.
Presence of Self isn’t about consciousness in general. It’s about being mentally and morally engaged in the moment of decision. When we see, interpret, reflect, and act with awareness, we are the ones choosing. Moral weight attaches because we were there when it happened.
Consider a trapper who sets a snare to catch a wolf. The Moral Choice lies in the trap’s placement, intention, and understanding of its reach. But if the trap springs and snares a dog instead, the outcome wasn’t chosen. The trapper made a Moral Choice in setting the trap, but not in capturing the dog. That part happened without the Self present.
The same applies to algorithmic systems. If a dam's water level reaches 45 feet and software releases water downstream automatically, no one chooses. The act has consequence. It may have been designed with forethought. But the release itself lacks Moral Choice -- because no Self was present in the moment to weigh that decision.
Machines have inputs and outputs. People have reflection, values, and judgment. People experience personal consequences as a result of their choices that will force them to engage with the choice, reflect upon it afterward, and correct problems in the process to make better decisions in the future. Machines can't.
Moral Choice belongs only where someone stands in the gap between possibilities.

	
	
	
When you press the green button on your phone, the electronics activate and the call connects.




From a technical standpoint, it’s flawless -- designers made choices, programmed behaviors, and shaped the interface so that your intent could trigger a specific response. But the phone itself didn’t choose. It executed.
The Moral Choice -- the true act of Agency -- occurred upstream: when you decided whether to answer the call. You decided to touch the green button. Those moments involved awareness, intent, and consequence.
The phone’s designers may have made Moral Choices in crafting how calls are answered, what options are presented, and how data is used. But once the phone is built, it cannot choose.
It is a system responding to inputs. You are an Agent responding to judgment. That is the difference.
This presence distinguishes moral Agency from execution. Even the most elegant moral algorithm cannot choose. It can enact a decision authored by a Self -- but it cannot own the moment it triggers. It cannot hesitate. It cannot reflect. We can.
Even our own behavior becomes morally inert when the Self is absent. Reflexes, habits, or deep automation might play out through us without moral meaning -- unless we pause, perceive, and engage. That’s when we become Agents again.
Engaging with the Self involves not only recognizing that we are the ones choosing -- that our judgments carry our own biases, histories, and the pressures of outside forces -- but also working to make the best choice we can, reducing those distortions as our resources allow and as the consequences demand.
Ultimately, the presence of Self is the spark. Consequence provides fuel. Uncertainty creates space. But only the Self lights the fire.

	Key Terms

Presence of Self: The conscious awareness that one is the author of a decision. Presence of Self transforms a reaction into a Moral Choice by anchoring the decision in personal identity, intention, and accountability. It is the internal recognition that “this choice is mine,” and without it, responsibility cannot take root.
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Before we continue, let's make sure it's said outright:   There is no moral choice unless it engages self, uncertainty, and consequence.  Without self, there is no authorship, no Agency, and no one making a decision.  Without Uncertainty, there is no real choice at all, only calculation or randomness.  And without consequence, there is nothing at stake, no impact on the Agent or others or the world, and therefore nothing moral. All three are required, and these three are the only elements our definitions rely on throughout these volumes.
A Moral Choice is present when Self, Uncertainty, and Consequence are engageable. The moment an agent recognizes such a choice, Responsibility arises. Why? Once we recognize such a choice, responsibility to engage proportionately arises. Why? Because any subsequent action -- including refusal to engage -- reshapes someone’s Agency (one’s own or another’s), and Agency is non-negotiable as a first principle.
Moral choice always touches our own or someone else's Agency. It does so through each of the three requirements for a Moral Choice.
· Consequence: Outcomes reallocate resources, risks, permissions, and norms. They open some paths and close others; this redistribution modifies how agents (including ourselves) can act tomorrow.
· Uncertainty: Our choices change the information landscape -- what is disclosed or obscured, which options others can see, which frames they inherit. Narrowing or widening uncertainty conditions others’ ability to engage.
· Self: Our authorship habits either strengthen or atrophy our future Agency. Choices train or degrade the chooser; they alter our capacity to stand as Agents next time.
Because Agency is the foundation of moral life, choices that predictably alter Agency carry responsibility by their very nature. This is not a call to heroic activism at every crossroad, instead it demands proportionate engagement.
When Agencies conflict, we must choose the least-restrictive option that protects a baseline floor of Agency for each person, minimizes total Agency loss, and improves long-run Agency capacity.
Responsibility of course scales with stakes (magnitude of Agency impact), foreseeability (what a diligent agent could reasonably anticipate), and control (your real capacity to influence the outcome). Low-stake, low-control choices warrant habit-level engagement; high-stake, high-control cases demand deliberation and care. Responsibility is agent-dependent: where we can recognize and engage, we are responsible in proportion to the situation. (A hidden Moral Choice can exist without assigning us responsibility; once recognized, it binds.)
Non-action still shifts Agency: when we refuse to engage in a choice that we are aware of, it leaves harmful frames unchallenged, allows consequence paths to proceed unchecked, and reinforces habits of authorship or abdication in the Self. Responsibility therefore attaches to how we engage (including principled restraint), not merely to overt intervention.
Agency’s non-negotiable status and the structure of Moral Choice (Consequence/Uncertainty/Self) together entail that recognizing a Moral Choice brings responsibility -- to engage in ways that best preserve and enhance Agency, beginning with our own authorship and extending to the systems your choices affect.
With Responsibility stemming directly from the effect on Agency, we are responsible for making the best possible Moral Choices and protecting the mechanisms that make Valid Moral Choices possible. This means investigating the causes of failures of the process of Moral Choice and addressing them.

	Key Terms

Responsibility: The moral ownership of a decision and its outcomes, arising because it always impacts Agency and Agency is non-negotiable. It attaches when the Agent recognizes the Moral Choice, making even non-engagement a Moral Choice.






2.6 Why "Permits Engagement"?

We define a Moral Choice as a situation that permits engagement, not simply as something that happened. Looking only at choices after the fact pushes us to judge outcomes -- good or bad, harmful or beneficial -- which is useful when describing consequences, but not very useful when we want to understand how decisions are made (or broken) in the first place.
Saying a situation permits engagement means it creates an opportunity: we could notice uncertainty, see or imagine consequences, and bring their judgment to bear. That simple shift lets us, later in this book, study the many ways engagement can fail:
· We might never notice the opportunity (ignorance);
· We might notice but prudently decline to engage (pragmatic non-engagement);
· We might engage poorly -- too little or too much attention on one element (under/over-engagement);
· Or our biases, the environment, or others might obstruct or distort engagement (external corruption).
These failure modes are invisible if we only look at intentions and results. Treating Moral Choice as permitting engagement makes the mechanisms visible and therefore fixable.
A quirk follows from making the definition universal: technically almost every event could be framed so that the opportunity to engage with Consequence, Uncertainty, and Self is present -- even the tiny, theoretical cases. We could bar those by adding words like “significant” or “meaningful” to our definition, but that would undercut our commitment to a universal, diagnostic framework. Instead we keep the universal definition and treat extremely trivial opportunities as pragmatically irrelevant: time and attention are scarce, and Agents rightly allocate engagement where it matters.
If we make the case sufficiently insignificant, so much so that so that no Agent could ever engage Consequence, Uncertainty, or Self -- then, by our definition, the situation does not permit engagement and therefore is not a Moral Choice.
So while trivial cases are included in principle but ignored in practice, those that can never be engaged with are by definition not Moral Choices.
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In this chapter, we defined what makes a choice a Moral Choice. We explored how Moral Choice arises not from scale or drama, but from structure. If a decision permits engagement with consequence, uncertainty, and the presence of the Self, it belongs to the moral realm. We tested these ideas through simple examples -- from answering a phone to walking through grass -- and clarified what separates reflex from responsibility.
At the heart of this volume lies the principle that Agency is non-negotiable. Agency and Moral Choice are inseparable. To be an Agent is to choose morally. To choose morally is to enact Agency. This reciprocal relationship rests entirely on the presence of the self: the one who weighs options, interprets impact, and claims responsibility. Consequence gives the choice weight, uncertainty gives it depth, and presence of Self gives it authorship. And wherever that authorship occurs, responsibility is born -- not only for what was chosen, but for what follows.
And because every Moral Choice has some impact on our or someone else's Agency, there is responsibility to make the best possible moral choices.
We now understand what defines a Valid Moral Choice and how its structure gives rise to Agency and responsibility and are prepared to begin understanding the forces that corrupt it.
Moral Choice is not a guarantee of good, valid, moral outcomes -- it is a process, and processes can fail.
In the chapters ahead, we turn to the ways moral decisions falter: not because the Agent lacks intent, but because the conditions for clarity, engagement, and judgment can break down. Chapter 3 begins this exploration by examining how the very mechanisms of Moral Choice -- deliberation, planning, and action -- can misfire, fragment, or be sabotaged.
To understand our responsibility fully, we must also understand its limits, and the fault lines where Agency begins to slip.
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I’ve always found comfort in defining things clearly. Naming a concept, building its boundaries, understanding its moving parts -- these are the tools I use to keep chaos at bay. Agency is no exception. Having defined it, I feel better equipped to recognize it in myself and in others.
But recognizing Agency also brings a sobering realization: no matter how clear the definition, the exercise of Agency is rarely straightforward.
In the real world, I’m unlikely to face situations where my will is outright stolen or manipulated. More often, I find myself in situations where every choice seems to carry its own compromises, uncertainties, and consequences. In these moments, it can be tempting to wish that responsibility could be set aside -- perhaps in certain dire circumstances, it would be easier to pretend that the consequences of my choices aren't fully mine to own.
But here’s the hardest truth: the exercise of Agency is never exempt from responsibility. Even in uncertainty, even under pressure, even in pain, I still own the choices I make and the consequences they create. No one chose for me. I chose. No one decided the best path, I did. No one else can be responsible since I was the one making the decisions.
The clarity of defining Agency isn’t meant to simplify Moral Choice; it’s meant to face it head-on -- without illusions. Moral Choice is not about perfect decisions, but rather about the responsibility that comes with having the capacity to choose in the first place.
The deeper we explore Agency, the clearer it becomes that our ability to make Moral Choices carries with it an inescapable obligation to the consequences of those choices. This responsibility exists, regardless of how fraught or complex the situation may be. The challenge, then, is not in escaping responsibility, but in confronting it -- honestly, and without avoidance.
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2.1 Moral Choices
In this work, Agency is defined as the capacity to engage deliberately in decision-making, rather than merely reacting or executing. It is not synonymous with free will or freedom of action. Instead, it is characterized by the agent’s active presence in the choice -- including awareness, deliberation, and enactment.
The term Moral Choice, as used throughout this book, refers not to a decision between “right” and “wrong” as judged by outcome, rule, or virtue, but to any decision made: under conditions of uncertainty, with perception of consequence, and with the active presence of the Self.
This definition diverges from classical moral theories, which often assume that intentionality, deliberation, or the compliance to standards alone qualifies a choice as moral or immoral. But it is not our goal in this work to determine whether choices are moral or immoral, focusing on the mechanics of the choice. Here, the threshold for Moral Choice is structural: if there is no uncertainty, no potential impact, or no active engagement of the Self, then there is no Moral Choice -- only behavior or mechanical events.
It is possible to argue that the requirements for Moral Choice in this work can be reduced to simply "choice" as described in decision theory but without specifying the interdependent parts of uncertainty, consequence, and Self, we would be unable to develop an understanding of the mechanics of Moral Choice and proceed to identify failure mechanisms and corrections.
This structural framing aligns with aspects of Frankfurt’s model of personhood and second-order volition (1971), but shifts the emphasis from internal psychological coherence to moral salience based on conditions of choice.

2.2 Moral Choice Exists Only with Consequence
The claim that moral judgment requires perceived consequence extends a long-standing theme in moral philosophy: that responsibility must track foreseeable impact. In Utilitarian frameworks (e.g., Bentham, Mill), moral value hinges on outcomes. In Deontological models (e.g., Kant), duty is more central -- but still assumes that the Agent understands how their action will affect others. This chapter offers a structural requirement: the perception of consequence is necessary for any act to qualify as a Moral Choice, regardless of outcome.
By shifting the burden from actual consequence to perceived consequence, this account mirrors the moral weight given to intention and foresight in doctrines such as the Principle of Double Effect or in modern legal concepts of mens rea. Unlike consequentialism, which judges choices retrospectively based on outcomes, this framework locates moral salience in the agent’s anticipatory awareness.
A novel implication is that even fictional, trivial, or purely internal actions (e.g., private fantasies or symbolic gestures) may carry moral structure if they involve Self, uncertainty, and perceived consequence. This allows us to maintain a coherent moral framework even when action lacks external visibility or tangible effect -- an extension that challenges many public-facing theories of ethics.
This allows us to maintain a coherent moral framework even when action lacks external visibility or tangible effect -- an extension that challenges many public-facing theories of ethics, though it presents no serious objection to our framework. We recognize that we are describing the structure of Moral Choice, not its magnitude, and that choices will differ in significance. Some may deserve deeper scrutiny and resourcing, but all Valid Moral Choices share the same structural prerequisites.
This approach also supports the development of the “Moral Choice” construct as analytically separable from theories of right and wrong. It provides a testable internal structure: without perceived consequence, the Agent is not morally engaged. This claim is foundational for later distinctions made in the book between behavior, mechanical action, and moral engagement.

2.3 Moral Choice Requires Uncertainty
This section posits uncertainty as a necessary condition for Moral Choice -- a position that both builds upon and challenges key positions in moral theory and decision science. While moral philosophers have long acknowledged that ethical dilemmas often involve uncertain outcomes (e.g., the Trolley Problem, or Bernard Williams’ discussion of moral luck), few have asserted that without uncertainty, moral judgment cannot occur at all. That is the claim advanced here: certainty invalidates moral authorship.
This stance diverges from Utilitarian frameworks, which evaluate morality based on outcome utility, often assuming the Agent has (or should seek) full predictive knowledge. It also goes beyond Deontological models, which treat moral rules as categorical imperatives independent of situational variables. Instead, this view is closer to existentialist and virtue ethics traditions, particularly those of Kierkegaard, Simone de Beauvoir, and Alasdair MacIntyre, which foreground the individual’s grappling with ambiguity, conflict, and subjective experience in moral life.
Crucially, this model reframes uncertainty not simply as a challenge to be minimized, but as a prerequisite for moral relevance. If the Agent believes an outcome is guaranteed, or that no difference will result from their action, then their decision lacks moral weight -- not because of apathy, but because no real choice is taking place. This bears resemblance to the principle in economics that choice implies opportunity cost; morally, the cost is borne in possible futures foregone.
This argument also has significant implications for debates around automation, moral delegation, and procedural ethics. Systems that remove uncertainty from human decisions -- whether through strict policies or algorithmic automation -- are not merely simplifying action; they are removing moral capacity. This insight forms a bridge to later chapters addressing Antimoral Systems and moral outsourcing.
By defining uncertainty as a structural requirement for moral engagement, this section lays critical groundwork for the later development of Engency and Moral Systems Engineering. In a world increasingly dominated by decision-avoidant processes, this chapter reclaims uncertainty as a space where moral meaning resides.

[bookmark: _Toc204768524]2.4 The Presence of Self
The requirement that a Moral Choice includes the “active presence of the self” draws upon -- but also sharpens -- decades of inquiry into autonomy, volition, and authenticity. Traditional discussions of moral Agency often assume the agent’s presence but do not examine the degrees or conditions under which that presence is eroded or absent. This section addresses that omission by asserting that the presence of Self is not binary, but variable -- and that its absence invalidates moral authorship.
In moral philosophy, the role of intention has long been treated as central to moral evaluation. Kantian ethics, in particular, privileges the autonomous will, where actions must be undertaken from duty and through reason to possess moral worth. Yet Kant assumes a rational Agent always capable of such deliberation. This work diverges by recognizing gradients of self-involvement and their moral implications -- echoing more contemporary treatments of Agency, such as Frankfurt’s concept of second-order volitions or Harry G. Frankfurt’s "personhood" as requiring reflective endorsement of one’s motivations.
This section also draws implicit support from theories in moral psychology and neuroscience that recognize the difference between reflexive, automatic responses and reflective, deliberate ones. The claim that one must be "part of the decision-making" aligns with cognitive models of moral reasoning (e.g., Joshua Greene’s dual-process theory), but reframes it normatively: only when the Self is present in decision-making can moral responsibility apply.
By emphasizing interpretive engagement, the framework resists attempts to outsource moral decisions to scripts, roles, or institutional defaults -- a theme expanded later in the critique of "moral outsourcing" and "rule as machinery." This insistence on self-involvement as a structural requirement, not merely a desirable ideal, sets the foundation for identifying failures of Agency in both individual and systemic contexts.
The concept of “Presence of Self” thus serves as both a criterion and a diagnostic. It enables distinctions between actions that are merely reactive and those that can be said to carry moral weight -- an indispensable tool for the analytic rigor of later arguments.

2.5: Agency and Moral Choice are Inseparable -- And So is Responsibility
This section formalizes a claim that is already implicit in the framework established in Chapter 1: once Moral Choice is recognized (Self, Uncertainty, and Consequence are become engageable), responsibility arises because acting or refusing will predictably alter someone’s Agency -- and Agency is non-negotiable. The argument is normative-pragmatic rather than metaphysical: it does not require a prior victory for libertarian free will; it requires only the preservation of practices such as reasons-responsiveness, accountability, and repair that presuppose Agency.
There is ample precedent for connecting recognition, address, and responsibility. P. F. Strawson’s account of reactive attitudes (“Freedom and Resentment”) treats responsibility as rooted in our participant stance: to recognize another as an addressee of reasons is already to place them within a field of accountability. Stephen Darwall’s second-person standpoint makes this explicit: responsibility arises where claims and demands can be addressed and answered. T. M. Scanlon’s contractualism similarly grounds “what we owe to each other” in reasons-responsiveness between agents. Contemporary responsibility theory (e.g., John Martin Fischer & Mark Ravizza on guidance control) clarifies that full alternative possibilities are not required; what matters is reasons-responsiveness under the agent’s control.
The call for proportionality aligns with familiar resources. Aristotle’s phronesis (practical wisdom) already scales deliberation to stakes; H. L. A. Hart’s fairness concerns in Punishment and Responsibility and Susan Wolf’s emphasis on sanity (responsiveness to reasons) help mark limits where capacity is impaired. The Frankfurt tradition on alternative possibilities (and later compatibilist work) supports the stance that genuine responsibility can attach even when metaphysical freedom is contested, provided guidance control and reasons-responsiveness are present.
The claim that choices bear special weight where they affect Agency also has both deontic and consequentialist allies. Kantian autonomy (and Christine Korsgaard on practical identity) treats persons as self-legislating; undermining authorship is therefore a violation of dignity. From an epistemic-consequentialist direction, John Stuart Mill’s case for liberty as a condition for truth-tracking and error-correction supports the volume's insistence on preserving contestation, information quality, and feedback loops as Agency conditions. In institutional contexts, Philip Pettit and Christian List on group agency show how organizations can bear responsibility when structures sustain or erode Agency; Iris Marion Young’s analysis of structural injustice clarifies how responsibility can be shared across diffuse systems without vanishing. Rawls’s basic liberties and the Nussbaum/Sen capabilities approach converge on the idea that social scaffolds must secure the standing conditions of Agency (practical reason, control over one’s environment) before downstream goods can be pursued.
Constraints on intervention -- least-restrictive means that preserve or restore Agency -- fit existing practice. Informed-consent doctrine, due-process protections, competence thresholds, and prohibitions on manipulation are standard examples of promoral scaffolds: they are restrictions whose aim and effect are to increase future Agency for the person or community involved.

2.6 Why “Permits Engagement”?
Defining Moral Choice as a situation that permits engagement shifts evaluation from ex post outcome-judging to ex ante process. It resists outcome bias and “moral luck” (Nagel; Williams; Baron & Hershey) by asking whether, at the time, an agent could have engaged Self, Uncertainty, and Consequence. “Permits” is a modal claim (can/may) that preserves the “ought implies can” intuition and aligns with reasons-responsiveness accounts of responsibility (Fischer & Ravizza; Darwall): accountability is apt where claims and reasons could have been recognized, even if engagement in fact failed.
The framing is empirically literate. Under bounded rationality (Simon) and heuristic reasoning (Kahneman -- Tversky), agents seldom optimize, but environments provide affordances (Gibson) that invite or mask viable actions; expert practice often follows recognition-primed patterns (Klein). Describing choice as permitting engagement keeps these structural invitations visible and later lets us sort promoral scaffolds (which enhance S/U/C affordances) from antimoral sabotage (which hide or distort them).
Scope remains universal and diagnostic: any situation that permits S/U/C counts, while trivial cases are included in principle but triaged in practice by proportionality and scarce attention. If no agent could, even in principle, engage Self, Uncertainty, or Consequence, the situation does not permit engagement and is not a Moral Choice. This coheres with the capabilities tradition (Sen; Nussbaum): what matters is not only what agents do, but whether institutions make room for choosing -- information, time, non-coercion, feedback.
Crucially, this framing is what later enables engineering the Moral Choice process: diagnosing where engagement fails, and designing targeted, least-restrictive interventions to preserve or restore Agency.
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Agency does not end with the moment of decision; it extends into the planning and execution that follow. This chapter examines the full process of Moral Choice -- the Crucible of deliberation where the Moral Choice is made, the Forge of planning where we determine how we will address the choice, and the Hammer of action -- and the ways each can falter. Breakdowns may be accidental, the product of fatigue, bias, or pressure, or they may be deliberate, acts of sabotage aimed at disabling moral authorship itself. We explore how fragility, distortion, and interference compromise Agency, and why the duty to defend the process is inseparable from the act of choosing. By tracing failure in its many forms, we uncover not just how responsibility can collapse, but why its preservation demands vigilance and commitment.


Since every Moral Choice affects our own or someone else's Agency, we bear responsibility for the consequences of our actions. It is essential to understand what we are responsible for, how the process of Moral Choice operates, and most crucially, how it can fail. So having established the foundations of Moral Choice -- its existence, its dependence on uncertainty and consequence, and the burden of responsibility it carries -- we must now expand our focus beyond the moment of Moral Choice to include the plan for acting and the actual action taken. Decide-Plan-Act, together, we will call the Moral Choice Process.
The Moral Choice Process, like any mechanism, is not infallible.
Our choices, plans, and actions can falter due to breakdowns in reasoning, external influences, or inherent fragilities in the process itself. In this chapter, we will explore the mechanics of the Moral Choice Process, identifying the conditions under which the process of making and acting on Valid Moral decisions can stumble, collapse, or be undermined.
We begin by examining the framework of the Moral Choice Process through the lens of The Crucible, the Forge, and the Hammer, exploring the conditions under which Moral Choices are refined and tested. From there, we’ll analyze Functional Breakdowns, or unintentional failures -- caused by incomplete information, cognitive overload, or mistimed responses -- that derail the process.
This is followed by an investigation into deliberate Sabotage of the Moral Choice Process. Next, we’ll turn to the Conditions that Make the Moral Choice Process Fragile, such as social conditioning and binary framing, which can blindfold the absence of genuine choice. Finally, we will address the inescapable obligation to preserve and improve the Moral Choice Process.
Through this exploration, we will build a deeper understanding of the vulnerabilities and risks inherent in the Moral Choice Process. By identifying these immediate failures, we prepare to navigate the challenges of responsibility with greater clarity and purpose. Let’s delve into the mechanisms -- and potential failures -- of Moral Choice.

	Key Terms

Moral Choice Process: A structured sequence by which a Moral Choice is made and acted upon. It includes deliberation (The Crucible), planning (The Forge), and execution (The Hammer), and is vulnerable to both failure and distortion.
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To analyze the Moral Choice Process through the lens of systems engineering, we must break it into distinct, interdependent components and address them separately, as each has their own processes and limitations. The Crucible, The Forge, and The Hammer. Each represents a critical step in the process, with unique inputs, outputs, processes, and triggers that define the pathway from deliberation to action. Together, they illustrate the dynamic nature of Valid Moral Choice and action.
Because we are examining the mechanics of the Moral Choice Process rather than advocating for particular ethical doctrines, our focus lies in how moral decisions are constructed, validated, and enacted -- not in prescribing what those decisions ought to be.

The Crucible: Refining What Is Right and Wrong
The Crucible is where we forge, alloy, and refine the dimensions of Moral Choice/ It is the space for us to deliberate, where we weigh and clarify the questions of what which choices are right and which are wrong. This stage is the Moral Choice as we defined it in chapter 2.
· Inputs: Our observations of the situation, principles of morality, personal values, and external guidance (e.g., laws or social norms).
· Processes: Our critical reflection, balancing competing values, and determining ethical boundaries.
· Outputs: Our reasoned choice of what we believe is right in this particular situation.
The Crucible doesn't promise us virtue, but it requires our engagement. It doesn’t declare, “This is a moral thing to do” or “This is immoral.” Instead, it says, “This is the right thing to do based on my understanding of the situation.” This is moral authorship -- not moral perfection.
It defines the moment when a we step into our ethical Agency, bearing the responsibility that choice demands -- even if the path we choose carries weight they and the world around them must later bear. We havn't developed a plan of how to make the choice real or taken action yet, but we have decided what should be done. Our Moral Choice is made here -- with Consequence, Uncertainty, and Self engaged -- kicking off the Moral Choice Process.

The Forge: Crafting the Action Plan
Once the Crucible has refined the decision on what action fits the situation best, our action plan is created in the Forge. This involves mapping out the practical steps required to execute the decision.
· Inputs: Our moral conclusion from the Crucible, situational constraints, available resources, and personal abilities.
· Processes: Developing strategies, assessing risks, and integrating real-time feedback to adjust the plan as necessary.
· Outputs: A detailed and actionable plan for achieving the moral objective.
Forging an action plan does not require certainty but it does require our intention. Even incomplete plans, built under pressure or doubt, still mark the moment when choice begins to take shape as action.

The Hammer: Taking Action
The Hammer represents our execution of the forged plan -- the act of carrying out the moral decision. This is where our intention becomes reality, and our Moral Choice is tested in practice.
· Inputs: Our action plan from the Forge, combined with ongoing assessment and evolving circumstances.
· Processes: Implementing the planned action while continually reevaluating its effectiveness and adapting as necessary.
· Outputs: The tangible consequences of the action taken, along with further reflection on whether the action fulfilled its intended purpose.
The Hammer is where choice stops being theoretical and becomes visible in the world. As Agents, we act, and in doing so, confirm our authorship. Every swing carries consequence, and every impact begins a new chapter in responsibility.
It defines the moment when we step into our ethical Agency, bearing the responsibility that our choice demands -- even if the path we choose carries weight we and the world around us must later bear.

We find weaknesses and failure points when looking at parts
By breaking the process into these three interconnected components, we highlight not only the importance of each step but also the vulnerabilities and failure points that we will explore in the following sections. The Crucible, Forge, and Hammer together form the foundation of Valid Moral Choice and action.
Let’s now delve into the ways these steps can falter.

	
	
	
Your friend on the phone asks you to come over to help him work out some "personal issues".
You go through the Crucible when you decide whether or not the situation calls for it. You weigh your relationship, the impact of going and not going, your upbringing, his tone of voice, and a million other factors and arrive at a decision -- for you, now, in this circumstance you decide to go over.
Then you decide how to act from that point in the Forge. Rush over? Walk? Take a cab? Let it wait? Bring ice cream?
Then you act out that plan, wielding the metaphorical Hammer. You get dressed in decently clean clothes, head downstairs, and off to go help.
At every step along the way, you reevaluate. Should you go faster? Should you get back to doing your laundry? Should you take the stairs because the elevator is so low? And with every step you revise your plan and act accordingly -- you put your action plan back in the Forge and continue to Hammer it out into the outcome you targeted when you put the question into the Crucible.




This small moment -- the vague invitation, the internal weighing, the evolving plan, and the actions that you actually take -- embodies the full Moral Choice Process. It wasn’t dramatic. But it was real.
You didn’t simply "decide to go"; you reflected on meaning, assessed relational impact, and entered into authorship. That’s the Crucible. You didn’t just walk out the door; you shaped a response -- through timing, preparation, symbolic gestures. That’s the Forge. And you didn’t just show up; you acted, adjusted, stayed present, and bore responsibility for showing up. That’s the Hammer.
What makes this example so useful is its ordinariness. Our Moral Choices don’t need a headline -- it needs our engagement. And this process doesn’t stop once the door is closed behind us. It loops back as we reflect on how it went, how we felt, how the world around us responded, and whether our actions made a difference. That reflection feeds the next Crucible.
And technically, every element, every input, every thought could be broken into its own Moral Choice Process, which can then be broken into further and further. But in our scenario if it's raining, you don't have to go very far in that process before you are still wet no matter how much you ponder the rain.
But what if the Crucible had cracked? What if there were flaws in our planning of execution and thus, a flawed Forge that doesn't align with what we decided was right? What if our Hammer isn't strong enough, aimed right, or struck often enough, making our actions not live up to our plans?
There will always be uncertainty, but what if the inputs were entirely wrong? In the scenario, what if your friend had downplayed the urgency, and you misjudged the stakes? What if your Forge hadn’t accounted for your exhaustion, or your Hammer struck too late, or too softly? This is where the process falters -- not through malice or neglect, but through pressure, distortion, or fragility.
And that’s where we go next: into the breakdowns. Because making Moral Choices isn’t just about what we choose -- it’s about how the machinery operates under stress and uncertainty.

	Key Terms

The Crucible: The first phase of the Moral Choice Process, where values, context, and consequences are weighed. It is the space of moral deliberation, where one determines what action is ethically appropriate.
The Forge: The second phase of the Moral Choice Process, where a plan is crafted to enact the chosen moral course. It incorporates real-world constraints and refines intention into strategy.
The Hammer: The third phase of the Moral Choice Process, where action is taken and intention is tested in reality. It requires responsiveness, persistence, and adaptation.
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The Crucible, where moral dimensions are alloyed and refined, is essential to the Moral Choice Process. But it is not immune to failure. Functional breakdowns in this phase can derail our ability to interpret the moment and arrive at a reasoned conclusion. The examples below illustrate just a portion of the ways the Crucible can falter -- each one showing how moral engagement can be compromised, distorted, or interrupted.
· Failure to Trigger -- Sometimes, the Crucible does not activate at all. We may observe a morally significant situation but fail to initiate reflection. A person might witness someone struggling and feel no obligation to respond -- either because the cues were too faint or self-awareness never surfaced. When the Crucible fails to trigger, moral authorship never begins.
· Incomplete Information -- The Crucible relies on accurate and meaningful inputs. But when information is missing, misleading, or misinterpreted, moral determination can skew. If in your experience your friend treats every minor hiccup in life as a life-or-death crisis, you might undervalue the importance.
· Corrupted Processes Due to Preconceptions or Dogma -- Rigid ideologies and entrenched biases can infect the Crucible. When our moral reflection is pre-filtered through Dogma, opposing perspectives or context-specific nuances may be dismissed. Someone clinging to a singular framework may reach conclusions that feel "moral" to them but fail broader ethical scrutiny.
· Cognitive Overload -- The Crucible is vulnerable to pressure. Emotional distress, informational chaos, or time compression can all overwhelm its function. An emergency responder might face competing priorities -- saving a life versus containing a wider threat -- and find the moral calculus collapsing under urgency. In such cases, the Crucible distorts or freezes.
· Lack of Reassessment -- The Crucible is meant to iterate. Moral clarity is rarely final on first pass. But when the Agent clings to early impressions, refuses to incorporate new information, or resists adjustment, the moral conclusion remains stagnant. A choice made in haste or certainty becomes calcified, even as reality shifts around it.
Those failures -- missing triggers, distorted inputs, overload, or rigid conclusions -- often manifest as distortions of engagement with the three elements of Moral Choice. Instead of balanced attention to Consequence, Uncertainty, and Self, the Crucible either burns too dim or too hot:
· Inadequate Engagement -- The Crucible lights, but too dim to refine a valid conclusion and one or more of the three requirements of Moral Choice are not fully engaged. If we under-engage with Consequence, stakes are minimized and the importance of the real consequences are ignored leading us into false paths. If we under-engage with Uncertainty, we treat the results as a forgone conclusion or give in to fear and falsehoods. If we under-engage with Self, we fall back on habit, dogma, or use proper judgement.
· Over-Engagement -- The Crucible overheats; one element crowds out the others. If we over-engage with the Consequences, we are driven to abandon the crucible, under-engage with Self and Uncertainty, and retreat to habit or surrender. If we over-engage with Uncertainty, we retreat by under-engaging with Self and Consequence, seeking the comfort of false paths or habit. If we over-engage with Self, we obsess, and neglect the importance of Consequence and Uncertainty, leading us to surrender and distraction.
Let's see how this plays out in our scenario with your friend and his "personal issues".

	
	
	
When you got the call, it was disturbing enough that you knew you really should go. But you were tired. The whole day was irritating. You still have to work tomorrow. Maybe it's not a big deal. Those are factors that come into play.
But also the uncertainty -- what was the actual problem? You don't know. What are the consequences of not going? You don't know.
And maybe your upbringing gave you a personal bias that says that if a man has a problem, he'll keep it to himself, he'll work it out on his own, or he will outright ask for help.
You go anyway, but the uncertainty, the tiredness, the aggravation, the other time constraints, and your upbringing all come into play. You could easily have chosen otherwise.




These kinds of distortions -- uncertainty about inputs and outputs, bias, overload, emotional compression -- can all damage the effectiveness of the Moral Choice Process. They don’t erase our Agency, but they blur it. A decision made under pressure still counts as a Moral Choice, but its validity may be weakened. Outcomes may carry unexpected consequences, or clash with personal and societal ethics. That doesn’t mean no choice was made -- it means the Crucible strained to produce it.
And when that strain is too great, the result may edge so close to randomness that we might as well have flipped a coin, meaning no true choice at all can be made.



[bookmark: _Toc204768528]3.3 How the Forge Can Fail

The Forge is where the determination made in the Crucible is translated into a plan of action. It involves crafting practical steps to carry out the moral decision while adapting to situational constraints and dynamic conditions. However, the Forge is prone to its own functional breakdowns, which can compromise the effectiveness of the plan or its ability to address the moral goals established in the Crucible.
· Incomplete Action Planning -- One of the most common failures in the Forge is the creation of an action plan that lacks the detail or thoroughness required to achieve the moral objective. For example, after deciding to help a stranded motorist, we might fail to consider safety measures, such as using hazard lights or ensuring our own car is parked securely. Incomplete plans lead to unintended consequences or outright failure of the intended action.
· Mismatched Objectives and Constraint -- The Forge can falter when our crafted plan does not align with the situational constraints or available resources. For instance, we may decide to intervene in a heated argument but lack the social skills or authority to de-escalate the situation effectively. This mismatch between objectives and practical constraints renders our plan unworkable.
· Failure to Adapt in Real-Time -- Effective action planning requires flexibility. If the Forge creates a rigid plan that cannot adapt to evolving circumstances, the entire Moral Choice Process may collapse. For example, while assisting the stranded motorist, new information might arise -- such as discovering the motorist requires specialized medical assistance. Failure to adjust our plan accordingly would compromise the moral objective.
· Cognitive Overload During Planning -- The Forge may fail under cognitive overload, where we are overwhelmed by the complexity or emotional weight of the situation. In high-stakes scenarios, this can lead to oversimplified or poorly thought-out plans. For instance, in a natural disaster, a responder trying to save victims might create a rushed plan without considering the risks to themselves or others, leading to potentially harmful actions.
· Lack of Iterative Feedback -- Planning is rarely perfect on the first attempt. The Forge must allow for iterative refinement based on feedback from the situation. If the process lacks this feedback loop, the plan may proceed unchanged despite clear indications that adjustments are needed. For example, if helping the motorist reveals that their own vehicle presents a hazard to oncoming traffic, the plan should evolve to address this new risk.

	
	
	
The same tiredness and aggravation and concerns that shaped your decision of going or not going to your friend's aid also affect your plans on how to get there. You also feel a high level of urgency, so you don't necessarily think everything out, you decide to simply put on the first clothes you can grab and head out the door with minimal planning.
Uncertainties exist. Will there be problems along the way? Does the planned action fit the decision? Will the plan even fit within reality?
And your own biases, upbringing, society's expectations, experiences all come into play.




Your simple plan of how to get to your friend's apartment reveals how easily the Forge -- the space between moral conclusion and action -- is fraught with uncertainties. You made the moral decision to go. That part was forged in the Crucible. But how you chose to get there -- the walk, the timing, the assumptions about timing -- are all vulnerable to breakdown.
The Forge is even trickier than the Crucible because it's not just one assessment of whether or not something is the right or wrong thing to do, it's often an assessment of dozens or even hundreds of small decisions, all of them laden with Consequence, Uncertainty, and Self, and each of which can cause your plan to have problems.
In fact, it's possible to know exactly the right choice, but also see no way to make actions that will let that right choice happen. For instance, we may know with certainty that it is right to save a child from a burning building on the other side of town, but getting there will take so long that affecting the rescue would be impossible.
It's also possible to fail to even think of a plan, being frozen in fear at the risk of a high consequence decision being wrong, facing too much uncertainty, or any number of internal and external factors that pull you away from the plan, despite knowing what you think is right or wrong.
And on top of all that, our society and moral upbringings rarely give us the shortcuts of distinct rules on exactly how to walk down stairs, whether or not to call a ride, or turn up one block before cutting over or wait an extra block before turning up a block.
The Forge does not fail because we lack commitment -- it fails because translating intent into action is fraught with friction. Each step between the moral decision and its execution invites distraction, distortion, or derailment. And unlike the singular tension of the Crucible, the Forge demands an orchestration of judgments, adjustments, and self-awareness under imperfect conditions. To act morally is not simply to decide well, but to carry that decision forward through constraints, missteps, and the ceaseless hum of real life. That is where our integrity is tested -- not just in knowing what is right, but in daring to do it with all that stands in the way.
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The Hammer represents the execution of a Moral Choice -- the point at which the plan crafted in the Forge is put into action. Unlike the Crucible and the Forge, the Hammer does not involve decision-making; it is the moment when intention becomes reality. However, the Hammer is not immune to failure. Numerous mechanisms can disrupt the effective execution of a moral plan, compromising the intended outcomes.
· External Interference -- The Hammer can falter when external factors disrupt the execution of the plan. For example, while attempting to assist a stranded motorist, a sudden storm or oncoming traffic might prevent the action from being carried out as planned. External interference highlights the limits of control during execution.
· Poor Coordination or Execution Errors -- Even with a well-crafted plan, execution can fail due to errors in coordination or physical limitations. For instance, if the person assisting the motorist fumbles with equipment or misunderstands the motorist’s needs, their actions may hinder rather than help. This type of breakdown stems from the gap between planning and real-world execution.
· Overcommitment to the Plan -- Rigid adherence to the original plan, even when conditions change, can lead to failure during execution. For example, if assisting the motorist reveals an unexpected danger -- like a nearby vehicle fire -- a failure to adapt may result in harm to both the helper and the motorist. Execution requires flexibility to respond to evolving circumstances.
· Insufficient Feedback -- Execution must be informed by real-time feedback to ensure that actions align with the intended moral objective. A lack of responsiveness to situational changes can result in ineffective or even harmful outcomes. For instance, if the motorist communicates that they need medical attention rather than mechanical help, and the helper does not adjust their actions accordingly, the Moral Choice fails to meet its purpose.
· Fatigue or Psychological Barriers -- The Hammer can also falter due to internal factors, such as fatigue or emotional distress. A helper who is overwhelmed by fear, stress, or exhaustion may struggle to carry out their intended actions effectively. These barriers highlight the human vulnerabilities that can impede execution.
· Ethical Drift During Execution -- In some cases, the moral integrity of the action can erode during its execution. For example, while helping the stranded motorist, we may become frustrated by the complexity or effort required and act dismissively or impatiently, compromising the ethical quality of their assistance. This drift demonstrates how execution can deviate from the original moral intent.

We can see that in our scenario of helping a friend.

	
	
	
You decided to walk, not run, or call for a ride. But the instant you step outside, you realize that the choice will cost you. It has started to rain.
And you didn't wear wet-weather clothing.
And taxis and ride services are hard to get in the rain.
And the street is flooded, it's raining so hard.
And you are soaked in the first five seconds.
You consider calling your friend and saying the plan changed, but you're soaked anyway and your day couldn't get any worse, might as well help him out.




The moment you step outside and are instantly soaked illustrates the most common form of Hammer failure: the breakdown between plan and reality. You had a Valid Moral decision (your Crucible held) and a good-enough plan (the Forge shaped something workable). But reality -- cold, wet, uncontrollable -- had different ideas.
This is not sabotage. It is not moral cowardice. It is not a failure of commitment.
It is a pure failure of execution caused by unanticipated, uncontrollable variables: weather, transit availability, clothing. These weren’t morally significant when you planned; they became morally relevant only as you acted. That’s the paradox of the Hammer: it operates in the world, and the world resists.
This kind of failure illustrates several key breakdown categories:
· External Interference -- the rain, traffic, and soaked clothes disrupt your execution.
· Feedback Lag -- you get new data (it’s pouring) only after you're committed, and adapting becomes reactive, not proactive.
· Psychological Resistance -- the thought of calling your friend and bailing arises not from malice but from fatigue and discomfort.
And yet, you keep going.
This is where moral execution diverges from success. You might fail to arrive dry, or on time, or emotionally composed. But you still arrived. Your Hammer swung, even if it hit sideways.
But what if you turned back -- not because of new moral insight, but because the rain was unbearable -- and later justified it by claiming it wasn’t important after all? This would not be a recalibration. It would be moral cowardice: the quiet betrayal of authorship, followed by the retroactive erasure of responsibility. The difference lies not in whether you changed course, but whether that change was driven by honest moral re-evaluation or by the impulse to flee discomfort and preserve self-image.
Importantly, societies -- across cultures and histories -- tend to reward those who persist through adversity in the name of principle. The soldier who holds position under fire, the whistleblower who speaks despite cost, the friend who shows up in the rain: these are celebrated not merely for success but for commitment. Moral courage, in practice, often means pressing forward when the Hammer is hardest to wield. To turn back and then retroactively justify that retreat is not only a betrayal of self-authorship -- it forfeits the quiet honor that accompanies principled defiance. Moral Cowardice, then, is not merely a failure of will; it is a refusal to claim the dignity that follows from enduring moral execution.
Yet not all execution failures are external or intentional. Sometimes, the Hammer fails internally. You may step out the door intending to follow through -- but as you walk, your mind spirals. You think of the unfinished laundry, the early workday tomorrow, the awkwardness of whatever awaits at your friend’s apartment. These thoughts accumulate not as sabotage, but as static -- amplifying discomfort, clouding resolve. You haven’t changed your mind in the Crucible, nor adjusted your plan in the Forge, but your execution starts to drift. Focus collapses. Purpose blurs. The Hammer falters -- not by external resistance, but by internal noise. This too is a breakdown: a subtle, invisible erosion of follow-through.
By analyzing these functional breakdowns, we see that the Hammer’s role in the Moral Choice Process, while seemingly straightforward, is fraught with potential vulnerabilities. These failures emphasize the importance of adaptability, awareness, and resilience in carrying out moral actions. Addressing these breakdowns is crucial to ensuring that Moral Choices are not only made but effectively realized in practice.
By analyzing these functional breakdowns, we see that the Hammer’s role in the Moral Choice Process, while seemingly straightforward, is fraught with potential vulnerabilities. These failures emphasize the importance of adaptability, awareness, and resilience in carrying out moral actions. Addressing these breakdowns is crucial to ensuring that our Moral Choices are not only made but effectively realized in practice.
Even the plans made with the best information and the best reasoning can fall through, have unintended consequences, on unexpected hurdles. That's the nature of uncertainty. Deciding how to come to your friend's aid
That movement matters. You’re still an Agent. But when the Forge cracks, the path gets harder, and the consequences might drift from the original moral goal. Sometimes plans bend toward resilience. Sometimes they fold into regret. But all of it -- miscalculation, discomfort, perseverance -- feeds the next round of authorship.
By analyzing these functional breakdowns, we can identify critical vulnerabilities in the Forge that undermine the translation of moral decisions into effective action. These failures highlight the importance of adaptability, thoroughness, and feedback in ensuring that plans align with the moral goals established in the Crucible. Next, we will explore functional breakdowns of the Hammer to examine how execution itself can falter.

	Key Terms

Moral Cowardness: The act of abandoning moral action out of discomfort, fear, or desire to preserve self-image -- followed by post-hoc rationalization. A betrayal of moral authorship.
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While the Moral Choice Process operates as an integrated mechanism for making and acting upon ethical decisions, many conditions can render it fragile -- leaving it vulnerable to failure, distortion, or outright collapse. These conditions often compromise one or more components of the process, masking the appearance of true choice and undermining its integrity.
· Cognitive Weaknesses in the Moral Choice Process -- Even when we are motivated to act ethically, the reasoning we use may be compromised. Some weaknesses are structural -- due to gaps in education, stress, or cognitive capacity. Others are habitual, rooted in cultural norms or flawed shortcuts.
· Logical Incoherence -- Sometimes, we unable -- either permanently or situationally -- to follow the chain of cause and effect necessary to reason morally. This may be due to cognitive impairment, extreme stress, or underdeveloped critical faculties. We may believe helping a friend will "make things worse" without connecting that belief to evidence or valid reasoning. These are not heuristics or biases; they are errors in structure, where inputs and outputs do not correspond. The Crucible fails not due to bad values, but because the mental machinery does not always operate properly.
· Invalid Heuristics and Fallacies -- Even when basic logical function is intact, we often rely on faulty shortcuts -- we rely on inputs from others, especially those who claim authority or what seems to be the group consensus, we fall back on tradition, we call prey to false dilemmas. Shortcuts lead to failed logic that distorts both the problem and its solution. These habits may feel rational and even culturally reinforced, but they reduce the accuracy of our moral judgment and weaken both the Crucible and Forge stages of the process.
· Social Conditioning -- Social norms and pressures can influence the Crucible, Forge, and Hammer, steering Moral Choices in a way that aligns with group expectations rather than individual moral reasoning. For example, societal stigma might discourage us from helping a stranded motorist for fear of being judged as meddlesome, overriding our personal sense of ethical obligation. Tribalism -- deciding that membership in a group makes a difference, is common in most societies. Assumptions about the situation based on learned or socially ingrained prejudgments are practically invisible to us. And while social conditioning may lead to invalid choices, they may actually feel absolutely right when making those decisions because that is what we were taught.
· Trauma -- Trauma can impair the Moral Choice Process by creating internal distortions -- particularly in our perception, emotional response, and risk evaluation. For example, someone who has experienced betrayal may struggle to trust others, leading to reflexive avoidance of engagement even when moral reasoning supports it. Trauma may bias the Crucible by inflating threats, constrain the Forge by narrowing perceived options, or weaken the Hammer through paralysis or emotional withdrawal. These failures do not arise from selfishness or apathy but from protective adaptations that once served survival. In this way, trauma quietly reshapes what appears rational, masking our avoidance as prudence and disengagement as wisdom.
· Trained Passivity -- Trained passivity arises from repeated exposure to situations where Moral Choices appear futile or go unrewarded. Over time, this conditions us to suppress engagement, interpreting inaction as prudence or inevitability. This form of fragility may dull the Crucible by silencing moral evaluation, weaken the Forge by discouraging plan formation, or paralyze the Hammer by reducing confidence in impact. For example, someone raised in an environment where speaking up led to punishment -- or where moral actions consistently failed -- may hesitate to intervene in ethically urgent situations, not from apathy, but from habituated disengagement.
· Binary Framing -- Presenting a moral dilemma as a simplistic either/or choice can erase nuance and inhibit reflection. For example, we might feel morally compelled to help or to protect ourselves -- missing the space for creative or indirect forms of engagement. Binary framing often masquerades as clarity but functions as a cage: it limits our moral range by eliminating complexity.
· Illusory Obligation -- Some moral actions are not taken from genuine moral reasoning, but from internalized scripts -- what "good people" are supposed to do. This removes us from authorship of the decision, replacing engagement with performance. It may look virtuous, but it bypasses the actual process of moral discernment.
· Absence of Feedback -- Without feedback loops to validate or adjust decisions and actions, the entire Moral Choice Process becomes fragile. For instance, after helping a stranded motorist, the absence of gratitude, acknowledgment, or clarity about the impact of the assistance might erode the willingness to make similar Moral Choices in the future.
These conditions highlight the vulnerabilities inherent in the Moral Choice Process. When Agency is blindfolded or distorted by external pressures, emotional barriers, or systemic issues, the process loses its ability to produce Valid Moral Choices. Recognizing and addressing these fragilities is critical to safeguarding the integrity of moral decision-making and ensuring that Agency remains meaningful in practice.

	Key Terms

Fragility: A condition where the Moral Choice Process is vulnerable to failure due to internal or external weaknesses -- such as cognitive distortions, trauma, social conditioning, or fatigue.
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Often there are deliberate actions that undermine the ability to make, plan, or execute Valid Moral Choices. Unlike unintentional breakdowns, sabotage is intentional interference to distort outcomes by corrupting the integrity of the process. While sabotage can come from external forces, it can also be self-inflicted. Individuals may, consciously or subconsciously, undermine their own moral reasoning, planning, or execution in order to avoid responsibility, discomfort, or perceived risk. This internal sabotage is just as corrosive, and often harder to detect, because it masquerades as prudence or resignation.

Sabotage of the Crucible
The Crucible can be sabotaged by efforts to distort moral reasoning or corrupt the deliberative process:
· Manipulation of Information: Feeding incomplete, false, or biased information to influence the moral determination unfairly. For example, spreading misinformation about a stranded motorist to deter potential helpers -- or in the other direction, the motorist purposefully imitating a limp to gain sympathy and thus influence decision-making.
· Prejudicial Framing: Presenting the moral dilemma in a way that reinforces biases or undermines ethical reflection. For instance, framing assistance as a waste of time or a liability rather than a moral obligation. Even word choices make a difference -- it’s easier to support an idea described as a "bold plan" than a "risky scheme."
· Undermining Confidence: Instilling doubt or fear in the decision-maker, causing them to question their moral compass or ability to reason effectively. This leads to retreat from making valid choices.
· Avoiding Consequence: Avoiding the pain of Moral Choice by Distortion and distraction, often by irrational actions, such as recklessness and hedonism.
· Withdrawing Self: Avoiding engagement with the decision, often by resorting to dogma, calculation, or outright dismissal of the choice.

Sabotage of the Forge
The Forge can be sabotaged by efforts to disrupt the planning and preparation phase. Since the Forge involves a whole series of subordinate decisions -- structuring action, evaluating trade-offs, sequencing steps -- many of the same tactics used to sabotage the Crucible also apply here. Manipulated information, prejudicial framing, and undermined confidence can infect each individual decision point within the plan, resulting in a compounded breakdown that appears procedural but is rooted in ethical corrosion:
· Distracting or Overloading the Planner: Overwhelming the decision-maker with irrelevant details or exaggerated risks, making action planning chaotic or disorganized.
· Introducing Contradictory Objectives: Manipulating the situation to create conflicting priorities, ensuring the action plan becomes fragmented or impossible to follow.
· Planting Barriers: Placing practical obstacles in the way of crafting the plan, such as withholding resources or blocking communication with others who might assist.

Sabotage of the Hammer
The Hammer can be sabotaged by interference during execution, undermining the ability to carry out the Moral Choice:
· Physical Disruption: Creating external obstacles that prevent the individual from acting, such as actively blocking access to the stranded motorist or interfering with their actions.
· Erosion of Resolve: Using discouragement or intimidation to weaken the person’s commitment to following through with their actions. For example, shaming or threatening the individual for helping.
· Corrupting Outcomes: Exploiting the results of the action to shift perceptions or consequences in a negative direction. For instance, framing the helper’s action as meddling or causing harm, regardless of their intention.

Broader Implications of Sabotage
Sabotage of the Moral Choice Process not only corrupts individual actions but also targets the very capacity for morality itself. A person can make a mistake, act in haste, or fail to follow through -- but purposeful sabotage is not a mistake. It is an intentional act designed to cripple Agency, distort judgment, or block moral execution. Such sabotage is not merely immoral -- it is intrinsically immoral within any sustainable Moral System, because it constitutes an attack on the foundation of moral authorship and responsibility. This idea will be examined in greater depth in a later chapter.
Whether enacted through disinformation, intimidation, emotional manipulation, or systemic obstruction, sabotage erodes trust, disfigures conscience, and replicates fragility. It disables not just one choice, but the chooser. It spreads across systems, seeding cynicism, disengagement, and institutional collapse.
In every sense of the word -- ethical, philosophical, and human -- this is wrong, so wrong that terms like detestable and evil could easily be used to describe it. And the more central the sabotage is to the Moral Choice Process -- and the greater its consequences -- the more harshly it is judged when uncovered.
The only moral response to sabotage is resistance: to expose it, correct it, and protect the process it seeks to destroy. For if Moral Choice is what defines us, then sabotaging that process is a direct attack on what makes us human. When manipulation, intimidation, or distortion permeates Moral Choices, the fabric of ethical behavior weakens -- creating mistrust and apathy. Recognizing and addressing sabotage is crucial to preserving the integrity of Agency and ensuring that Moral Choices remain meaningful and impactful.

	Key Terms

Sabotage: Intentional interference that corrupts or disables the Moral Choice Process -- whether through manipulation, misinformation, or coercion. Unlike accidental failure, sabotage is a moral attack.
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As individuals with Agency, we are undeniably responsible for making choices that have consequences. This responsibility creates an inescapable obligation: the duty to make the best choices we can.
The obligation to make the best choices we can is inescapable because it flows directly from the structure of Agency itself. If we possess the capacity to make Moral Choices, then we also possess the power to harm or preserve that capacity -- not just in ourselves, but in others. To ignore this is not neutrality, but neglect.
Once Agency exists, the duty to protect and cultivate it cannot be set aside without moral consequence. It is not enough to simply act; we are morally bound to preserve and enhance the conditions under which the Moral Choice Process operates. This includes ensuring clarity, reducing the likelihood of failure, and fostering an environment where ethical decisions can thrive.
If we knowingly refuse to protect the Moral Choice Process from its inherent weaknesses and external attacks, we share culpability with those who actively undermine it. Moral authorship demands more than abstaining from harm -- it requires defending the capacity to choose morally as well.
Without a term that adequately captures this obligation, we must introduce one: Engency. Derived from the root of “Agency” and the Latin prefix en- (to cause or bring about), Engency captures the consequential nature of Agency itself. It is the state of being morally compelled to ensure that the conditions for responsible choice remain intact. Not merely an echo of engagement.
Engency reflects an aspect of Agency deeper than simply possessing the power to choose -- we also inherit the duty to protect that power. It signifies the active and continuous commitment to uphold and strengthen the Moral Choice Process. It is more than a passive acknowledgment of responsibility -- it is an imperative to act intentionally and thoughtfully to create the best possible Moral Choices and the best possible conditions for Moral Choices in general, both in our own lives and within the societies we shape.

The Core Tenets of Engency
It is tempting to create a list of Tenets -- "Thou shalt ..." -- but such a list should not be left to a single person and adopted without discussion or argument, which itself would be an abandonment of Agency. Any list of Tenets must be left to those who follow. Moral Systems evolve, and prescriptive rules risk ossification.
Instead, we offer a few examples of the kinds of responsibilities that any sustainable framework of Engency might include:
· Make the best possible choices with the information and resources at hand.
· Dedicate resources according to consequence, risk, uncertainty.
· Foster clarity in moral reasoning, avoiding distortion or ambiguity where possible.
· Protect the integrity of the Moral Choice Process for others, not just oneself.
· Resist manipulative framing and reveal it when it occurs.
· Encourage conditions where people can make meaningful choices -- free of coercion, misinformation, or structural blindness.
· Accept feedback and recalibrate when choices fall short.
Whatever the list is, whatever form it takes, remember that the goal is the advancement of Valid Moral Choice, not the construction of commandments.

Why Engency Matters
Engency underscores that the ability to make Moral Choices is not a static privilege but an ongoing responsibility. It acknowledges that without intentional effort, the process can degrade -- compromised by social conditioning, personal biases, or systemic failings. By embracing Engency, we take ownership not only of our individual choices but also of the broader conditions that allow the Moral Choice Process to function effectively.
This concept reinforces the moral weight of Agency, transforming it from a passive capacity into an active duty. In the following sections, we will explore how this obligation impacts ethical frameworks and societal systems. For now, Engency stands as the cornerstone of our commitment to act responsibly, ensuring that the integrity of Moral Choice is preserved and enhanced at every turn.

	Key Terms

Engency -- The inescapable moral obligation to preserve, protect, and enhance the conditions under which Valid Moral Choices can be made. Rooted in the concept of Agency, Engency transforms the capacity for choice into an active duty to uphold the Moral Choice Process -- for oneself and for others. It reflects a commitment not just to act morally, but to ensure that moral action remains possible.
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In this chapter, we examined the ways the Moral Choice Process can break down -- even when intent is present. We explored the full sequence of moral action through three core components: the Crucible (deliberation), the Forge (planning), and the Hammer (execution). Each of these stages is vulnerable to distinct failure modes, from hesitation and collapse of logic to environmental barriers and loss of focus.
We distinguished between unintentional breakdowns -- caused by fatigue, trauma, flawed reasoning, or social pressure -- and intentional acts of sabotage. This led to a crucial realization: moral failure is not always the result of poor values or apathy, but often of fragility in the systems that support moral Agency. Yet when those systems are deliberately undermined -- by others or by ourselves -- the result is not merely error but something deeper: an attack on morality itself.
To name our responsibility to preserve and protect the Moral Choice Process, we introduced the concept of Engency. Rooted in the consequences of Agency, Engency expresses the obligation to defend the conditions that make moral authorship possible. It is not a list of commandments, but a living principle that demands vigilance, clarity, and care.
Now that we are armed with an understanding of the Moral Choice Process, how it is weak, how it can be attacked, and our inescapable obligation to make Valid Moral Choices and protect the Moral Choice Process, we are ready to stress test it under conditions of uncertainty.
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I remember one morning when I failed to act, despite knowing better. I was on my way to work, running late as usual, when I saw a car stuck in the middle of a busy traffic circle. A woman was stranded, and drivers were honking and passing her by. It was one of those moments where I could clearly see the situation unfolding, the opportunity to help was staring me in the face. In this part of the world, where help from strangers is often rare, I knew that lending a hand might not just ease her situation, but could make a dozen people’s day a little bit better.
But there I was, stuck in my own rush, feeling the weight of my own schedule pressing against me. I didn’t stop. I drove past. As I did, I felt the deep pang of moral failure -- not because I didn't know what the right thing to do was, but because the Forge was weak. My best judgment, despite the clarity of the Crucible, wasn’t enough to make me act. In that moment, personal concerns overrode the collective good, and my decision to not help caused a momentary delay in not just my own day, but likely others' as well.
That failure stays with me because it reflects a deeper truth: even when you know the Moral Choice, it’s still a battle to make it. The Crucible may define what is right, but it’s up to us to apply that judgment in the moment. I failed at the Forge.
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3.1: The Crucible, the Forge, and the Hammer: Valid Moral Choice and Action
This section offers a systems-theoretic reframing of moral decision-making, drawing heavily from cybernetic and engineering paradigms. The tripartite division -- Crucible (deliberation), Forge (planning), and Hammer (execution) -- bears resemblance to action theory models in both ethics and psychology, yet departs significantly by incorporating continuous feedback loops and highlighting fragility at each stage, more akin to process steps in systems engineering.
Notably, the schema resonates with Donald Schön’s "reflection-in-action" (1983), though this framework is applied not to professional practice but to everyday moral engagement. The use of industrial metaphors -- Crucible, Forge, Hammer -- invokes a craftsperson’s relationship to moral construction, paralleling virtue ethics' emphasis on moral character and the development of judgment over time (cf. MacIntyre, After Virtue, 1981).
The framework also shares conceptual lineage with Aristotelian phronesis (practical wisdom), yet emphasizes modular breakdowns and operational diagnostics rather than teleological virtue development. It moves away from Deontological abstraction and instead introduces a mechanistic but dynamic model that enables Moral Choice Process evaluation in situ.
By modeling Moral Choice as process rather than event, this section advances the philosophical discussion toward testable structures. It lays the groundwork for future chapters’ analysis of failure modes and aligns with systems thinking in fields like software engineering (cf. Leveson, Engineering a Safer World, 2011), where process resilience is critical.

3.2: How the Crucible Can Fail
This section marks a shift from structural theory to applied diagnostic -- examining vulnerabilities in moral deliberation. The idea that the Crucible can “fail to trigger” or be overloaded parallels research in cognitive psychology on inattentional blindness (Simons & Chabris, 1999) and moral disengagement (Bandura, 1999). The breakdowns described also echo findings in bounded rationality (Simon, 1957) and dual-process models of moral reasoning (Kahneman, Thinking, Fast and Slow, 2011; Greene et al., 2001), where System 1 (intuitive) and System 2 (reflective) conflict or misfire.
The concept of corrupted deliberation through Dogma or bias invites comparison to Jonathan Haidt’s "social intuitionist model" (2001), which critiques overconfidence in moral reasoning by showing how post hoc rationalization often replaces genuine moral reflection. However, this section resists relativism by anchoring moral authorship in engagement with consequence and uncertainty -- distinct from mere intuition.
The discussion of iterative reassessment expands moral responsibility beyond a singular moment, aligning with continuous moral development theories in narrative ethics (e.g., Ricoeur, Oneself as Another, 1992). By portraying failure as distortion rather than absence, the section rejects binary moralism and instead encourages a graded model of moral validity.

3.3: How the Forge Can Fail
Here the work extends from classical theories of intention into a more fine-grained view of practical implementation. This section complements and challenges Kantian ethics, which traditionally emphasizes the motive and universality of maxims over situational constraints (Kant, Groundwork, 1785). The Forge, by contrast, recognizes that even a well-intended Agent may produce harm through poor planning, suggesting a pragmatic turn more aligned with Dewey’s experimental ethics (1932).
Failures of the Forge are akin to implementation gaps seen in policy theory (Pressman & Wildavsky, Implementation, 1973), where moral aims break down under logistical or situational strain. The analysis here implicitly critiques ideal theory in moral philosophy -- arguing that moral worth cannot be assessed solely by the decision, but also by the quality and adaptability of the plan.
The observation that Agents may freeze despite clear moral insight draws from research on moral injury (Litz et al., 2009) and trauma response literature, where execution is impaired by emotional overload. The Forge model thus foregrounds moral action as vulnerable not just to external obstacles, but to internal collapse -- marking a contribution to the underdeveloped discussion of moral paralysis in applied ethics.
Taken together, the section invites a systems-engineering analogy: an Agent is not just a node of decision, but a process in motion. Failure in one domain (e.g., planning) does not absolve responsibility, but identifies a site for moral repair.

3.4: How the Hammer Can Fail
This section addresses a neglected area in both normative ethics and applied moral psychology: the fallibility of moral execution. Most ethical theories focus on deliberation (Crucible) or intention formation (Forge), but few explore the vulnerabilities of follow-through. In doing so, the section breaks important ground, echoing themes in praxis-oriented philosophy (cf. Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, 1970) and executional integrity in virtue ethics (Hursthouse, 1999).
Failures of the Hammer are framed in terms of environmental unpredictability, psychological disruption, and the decay of moral intent. These draw support from empirical studies on decision fatigue (Baumeister et al., 1998), performance under stress (Yerkes & Dodson, 1908), and the effects of moral injury (Litz et al., 2009). The inclusion of moral cowardice as a post-hoc rationalization process introduces a psychologically astute critique: ethical failure may not always reside in the moment of action, but in how one retroactively narrates that action.
The metaphor of the “swinging Hammer” -- especially when misaligned, deflected, or persevering despite hardship -- invites comparison to Camus’s notion of “moral absurdity,” yet here with a redemptive frame. In doing so, this section lays the philosophical groundwork for distinguishing between moral success, moral intention, and moral courage -- elements often collapsed in mainstream accounts.

3.5: Conditions That Make the Moral Choice Process Fragile
This section introduces a taxonomy of fragility factors that hinder moral functioning, rooted in interdisciplinary literature across philosophy, psychology, and sociology. The account goes beyond standard limitations (e.g., bias, lack of knowledge) and incorporates trauma, social conditioning, and epistemic distortion, offering a more holistic and compassionate model of compromised Agency.
The inclusion of logical incoherence and invalid heuristics aligns with the tradition of cognitive fallacy research (Tversky & Kahneman, 1974), but reorients these findings within a moral framework. This is a critical philosophical move, transforming what has often been a descriptive domain into one with normative stakes. The discussion of social conditioning parallels Foucault’s ideas of disciplinary structures (1975), though this treatment focuses less on institutional power and more on moral perception.
The mention of trained passivity and illusory obligation speaks to Hannah Arendt’s concern about the “banality of evil” (1963), but with a stronger emphasis on systemic reinforcement over individual culpability. The section pushes further by categorizing fragility as distinct from both moral failure and moral sabotage -- creating space for rehabilitative, rather than retributive, responses.
The section’s primary contribution is the analytical separation of capacity, distortion, and choice, which enables a richer understanding of moral dysfunction without collapsing it into simple failure.

3.6: Sabotage of the Moral Choice Process
Here, the manuscript moves into territory less mapped by mainstream moral philosophy: the deliberate corruption of moral cognition, intention, and execution. While moral injury and epistemic injustice (Fricker, 2007) touch on adjacent ground, the notion of sabotage as an intentional attack on the conditions for moral authorship is largely novel.
This framework resonates with political philosophy's concern over propaganda, misinformation, and coercion, but it does so with sharper analytic precision by dissecting the process into Crucible, Forge, and Hammer. The delineation of sabotage by stage enables a structural diagnosis of ethical breakdowns in systems and institutions -- a move parallel to failure mode and effects analysis in systems engineering.
Most significant here is the identification of internal sabotage: where Agents pre-emptively distort or neutralize their own moral capacities. This bears resemblance to Akrasia (weakness of will) in classical philosophy, but reframes it not as weakness, but as covert self-preservation that mimics prudence. This insight fills a conceptual gap between voluntary failure and honest mistake, opening the door for more nuanced accounts of culpability and self-deception.
Finally, by asserting that sabotage is intrinsically immoral within any sustainable Moral System, the text prefigures the later formalization of Antimorality. In this way, Section 3.6 is a pivotal bridge between structural diagnostics and emergent normative theory.

3.7: The Inescapable Obligation: Engency
The introduction of Engency marks a key philosophical innovation and provides the capstone for the chapter’s moral architecture. It is here that the text shifts from descriptive systems theory into normative imperative. Engency builds on the foundational premise that the existence of Agency implies responsibility -- not just for one's choices, but for the conditions that make choice possible.
The etymological construction (Agency + Latin en- prefix) is deliberate and successful, functioning both as neologism and conceptual wedge. It recalls earlier philosophical efforts to define post-Kantian duty (e.g., Korsgaard’s Sources of Normativity, 1996) but relocates the imperative not in reason alone, but in the ecology of moral infrastructure.
The emphasis on Engency as non-delegable resonates with Emmanuel Levinas’s claim that ethical responsibility precedes all rational justification. However, this text is more operationalist: rather than ground responsibility in transcendental alterity, it ties it directly to structural awareness. One becomes responsible because one sees the system -- and sees its vulnerabilities.
Notably, this section resists laying down a fixed set of tenets. While readers might expect a prescriptive list akin to moral commandments, the text deliberately avoids this. Rather than offering a codified system, it emphasizes that a living framework must emerge collaboratively through discourse and adaptation. This refusal to prescribe from above mirrors critiques of moral rigidity made by Nietzsche and later post-structuralists, though the underlying intent here remains constructivist and normative.
By placing the reader in the position of moral custodian, Engency invites ongoing engagement with systems rather than reliance on inherited norms. This gesture -- making the reader a participant in defining the obligations they inherit -- is philosophically significant. It reframes moral duty as something dynamic, emergent, and co-authored. In this sense, the section connects individual Agency to the shared moral ecology in which it operates, reinforcing the book’s larger argument: that Agency is never just personal -- it is infrastructural.
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When certainty disappears, Agency is tested, not suspended. This chapter moves from tidy dilemmas to the real terrain of choice: incomplete information, shifting signals, and stakes you can sense but cannot fully see. We examine how the Crucible, Forge, and Hammer operate under ambiguity, and why responsibility attaches not only to outcomes but to the process of seeking knowable truth. Willful blindness is itself a moral act; preserving the Moral Choice Process requires us to look, to learn, and to decide anyway. Here, uncertainty is not an alibi -- it is the arena in which valid moral authorship is proved.


Of the three elements that define Moral Choice -- Self, Consequence, and Uncertainty -- two have long traditions of philosophical treatment. Consequence has been dissected by utilitarians, deontologists, and legal theorists alike; Self has been explored through autonomy, identity, and personhood. Uncertainty, however, has often treated only as a constraint or side-effect to be minimized.
Yet it is here, in the fog of incomplete knowledge, that moral authorship becomes most visible by actively engaging with it. For that reason, this chapter focuses its attention on Uncertainty, not to diminish Self or Consequence, but to deepen the least-examined element -- the one that most often determines whether Agency is validly engaged or quietly abandoned.
The concepts of Agency and its inherent responsibility have guided us through a landscape of choices, consequences, and obligations. Now, we take that understanding and bring it into more concrete (though theoretical) practice, where uncertainty reigns and the full scope of moral reasoning comes into play.
Throughout this work, we have frequently referenced the Trolley Problem, borrowing its imagery as a powerful tool to explore moral decisions. However, we won't be making a choice between one life and five -- a dilemma that, while unsettling, is often oversimplified. Instead, we will delve deeper into the nature of moral reasoning when the stakes are more uncertain, and the choices are far less clear-cut. This is where things become even more unsettling -- where uncertainty, unpredictability, and incomplete information force us to confront the full weight of our Agency.
As we've previously established, Agency exists, and it is inseparable from the obligation it creates -- the inescapable obligation of Engency. Agency compels us to act, and in turn, we must bear the weight of those actions, even when we cannot foresee all consequences. But as we've also seen, there are many points along the path where Agency can fail: in the Crucible, when decision-making itself becomes warped; in the Forge, where moral fortitude is tested and shaped; and in the Hammer, where we act out the plans made in the Forge.
Now, we will turn our attention to how these concepts apply in situations of uncertainty -- where the consequences are not always clear, the paths are not fully visible, and the repercussions of our actions may remain unknown. We will explore how, in such situations, our responsibility and Agency do not dissipate, but rather become even more complex. This is the terrain where true moral reasoning takes place.
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The Trolley Problem is one of the most iconic thought experiments in moral philosophy. Created by British philosopher Philippa Foot in 1967 and later expanded by Judith Jarvis Thomson, the problem presents a simple yet profoundly unsettling moral dilemma. Imagine you're standing by a lever that controls a switch on a railway track. Ahead of you, a trolley is heading toward five people who are tied to the track and cannot move. If you pull the lever, the trolley will be diverted to a side track where there is only one person tied down. The dilemma: do you pull the lever, sacrificing one person to save five?
Over the years, countless philosophers, ethicists, and even psychologists have used this problem to explore the complex relationship between Utilitarianism, Deontological ethics, and moral decision-making. It's been analyzed, adapted, and reinterpreted in many ways, becoming a cornerstone of moral philosophy debates.
However, we don't intend to get lost in the labyrinth of unsolvable conundrums that the trolley problem has inspired. While this question -- whether to sacrifice one to save many -- is undoubtedly thought-provoking, it ultimately leads to unsettling questions that seem to spiral without a clear resolution. And while it’s fascinating, we’re not here to make you ponder the theoretical nuances of killing one person to save five.
Instead, we’ll start with more straightforward decisions, where the “right thing to do”, at least for most people, is crystal clear. But first, let's set the scenario.

	
	
	
The previous night went in a direction that was completely unexpected.
You trudged through the rain to be with a friend who seemed to be in emotional crisis be when you got there, you discovered that you had been tricked. It was a surprise party instead.
Your first present was a large box. On unwrapping it, you were surprised by your five-year-old niece, who promised to visit you again on you work day at the trolley, since she had an early bedtime.
Among your presents was a choice of two envelopes, identical in every way. You had to choose one, the other was to be destroyed.
It turns out there were two lottery tickets, you chose the enveloped that had a randomly-numbered lottery ticket. The one to be destroyed was numbered 1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8.
Before tossing it out the window into the rain, your niece drew a big happy face on the back with bright red lipstick.
You got home late, shoes still wet, and went to bed without washing your uniform.
The next day you are cranky, irritable and wearing a dirty uniform and damp shoes. You decide to skip the safety check and get to driving.
Just as you top the hill for the steepest drop of the trip, you hear news that the lottery selected the unlikely winning numbers of 1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8 -- exactly matching lottery ticket tossed out the window into the rain the previous night.
If somehow you could retrieve that lost lottery ticket, you would have wealth beyond imagining.
Then the brakes fail.




In this scenario, you had a choice where your Agency was sabotaged by a friend who manipulated you to come to a surprise party. He usurped your Agency as surely as if he had put a blindfold over your face and walked you blindly into his trap.
You opened a box. There was only one option. It wasn't really a choice, so there was no Moral Choice involved.
You chose an envelope with no information about its contents. No true Moral Choice was possible.
You decide to go in to work rather than call in sick or make some other excuse. That was a Moral Choice.
You skipped the safety check, removing your ability to make a valid decision whether or not the trolley was safe. The choice to skip the check was a Moral Choice that most would consider a bad choice due to the risks involved and the ultimate consequence.
The decision that it was safe to drive despite skipping the safety check was based on assumptions, not fact, so while it was a Moral Choice, it was far from valid, and likely considered a bad choice by society.
The lottery numbers were chosen by a mechanism, they didn't make a Moral Choice.
Your decision not to stop the trolley immediately and go running through the streets to search for a soggy lottery ticket with a happy face on the back was a Moral Choice.
And then the brakes failed. There was no choice involved, it simply happened.
We didn't let you off easy. You didn’t just appear on the trolley with a dreadful decision hanging over your head. In the scenario, you chose to skip the pre-operation safety check, and as a result, there was no warning when trolley’s brakes failed.
So, while you may want to blame Foot or Thomson for introducing the trolley problem in the first place, the responsibility for the mess you're in now is entirely yours. The question is no longer theoretical; it's very real, and it has consequences. And your involvement and your actions have brought you to this point.
The challenge ahead is not about hypothetical lives at risk, but about how you’re going to face the very real moral questions that come with your choices.

	Key Terms

Sabotage (of Agency) -- The act of deliberately interfering with the validity of a moral decision, such as hiding or corrupting information. When done knowingly, it constitutes sabotage of the Moral Choice Process and carries full moral responsibility.
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Let’s begin by considering some simple scenarios where moral Agency may or may not exist.

	
	
	
Your brakes have failed at the top of a steep slope down, ahead is a single switch to the left or right. Immediately your mind races about all of the horrible possibilities.
The tracks ahead might be empty, there may be people on the tracks, there may be tunnels to barrel through blindly, there might be a madman who jumps on the train.
Your mind races and comes up with scenario after scenario of horrible choices ahead.



Moral Choice vanishes when there is no way to engage with Uncertainty. Total Uncertainty offers no engagement. A total lack of Uncertainty also offers no engagement. If you can't recognize the Uncertianty, you can't minimize it, and you can't come to grips witth the Uncertainty that remains.  Consider the following scenarios:
· Empty tracks -- Imagine two tracks ahead of you, both empty. You can clearly see that no one is on either track and no chance of that changing. The choice between the two tracks seems to have no consequence. With no real choice to make, there is no responsibility for "deciding wrongly" in this case since there is no right or wrong if both outcomes are identical. However, you still bear responsibility for skipping the safety check, which is a failure in itself.
· Obvious choice -- Next, suppose one track has a blind man on it and the other is empty. The choice here seems obvious: you would steer the trolley away from the person. There is no real moral dilemma here -- the choice is clear and irrefutable. You technically still have a choice to kill the man or not, but there is complete clarity of the situation. While you might speculate that this person might be a criminal, that’s beyond your control. In this case, instinct alone drives you to save the man despite unknown details, so there is no real moral responsibility for choosing to save the man because the consequences are straightforward and unavoidable. You are not responsible for knowing the man was in reality a bane to society.
· Identical choice Now, imagine two identical girls on two different tracks. They are twins, indistinguishable in every way. One must die to save the other, but there’s no way to tell them apart. This situation is different, but still, there is no true choice to make, just as with the two envelopes in your surprise party scenario. The consequences are identical as far as you can tell, so, just like before, no real Agency is involved. While you may feel grief for having made the choice, in reality, there was no meaningful moral decision -- no one could have made a different choice.
· Removal of Agency -- Total Uncertainty Then, the scenario changes again: a madman hijacks the trolley, ties you up, and gives you the power to decide whether to go left or right -- but without telling you what lies on either track. In this case, you have no real Agency. The decision is arbitrary, and without any information about the possible consequences, there is no moral weight attached to it. You are merely following the madman’s orders, with no understanding of what might happen.
· Change After Choice Finally, imagine a child runs onto the track after you’ve already switched the trolley, and you have no way to stop it. Once again, no Agency is involved here. The consequences of your decision are unpredictable, and you cannot take responsibility for something outside of your control.
The key takeaway from all of these scenarios is that Agency requires information and some way to understand and engage with the uncertainty. Without these, you cannot make a informed decision, and therefore, there is no Agency. In such cases, there is no responsibility, no moral obligation -- and ultimately, no Engency.
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But those scenarios that you imagined were simple. Yes/no, one or the other. Real life has uncertainty. There are things you will have to decide about where you have incomplete information.

	
	
	
In panic, your mind creates more complicated scenarios.
You still have an uncontrolled trolly, a single point of decision, but beyond the point where the tracks split, each disappears into an imagined dark tunnel. You cannot see what lies ahead. There might be other people in those tunnels. Or maybe not. You don’t know. You can’t know.
To make matters worse, you imagine a figure on the track -- is it a person? Or is it a manikin, a decoy, a trick of light and exhaustion?
Your overtime shift weighed heavily on you; your focus and judgment are compromised. You shouldn’t have been working extra hours, and you certainly shouldn’t have been operating the trolley.
And now you're panicked in a runaway trolley.
You didn't want to be here, yet here you are with an imagination that is as runaway as the trolley.




A rational person would conclude that if there is a reasonable chance the figure is a real person and not a manikin, you must act as though it is -- that is the ethical necessity we face under uncertainty. You cannot gamble with a human life simply because certainty is unavailable. Similarly, while no one can know for sure what lies hidden in the tunnels beyond, you must consider that innocent lives might be at risk there too, but you don't really know.
In this moment, your decision -- to switch or not switch -- must rest on what you can know or reasonably deduce and can perceive, not on what is completely unknowable. Agency operates not in certainty, but in the space where judgment must be applied despite incomplete knowledge. It does not require that we guess correctly -- it requires that we engage the process fully and responsibly. To act without understanding is reckless. But to avoid understanding when it is available -- that is a failure of Agency itself.
Even if the world down the dark tunnel remains forever hidden to you, you are responsible for trying to look down it. You're not just responsible for the decision, you have Responsibility for the Process of decision making. You're responsible for gathering the best information you can, making the best reasoned choices, and acting upon them in the best way you can.

	Key Terms

Responsibility for the Process -- Accountability not just for the decision made, but for how it was made. Includes responsibility for gathering relevant information, applying reasoning, and ensuring the conditions for Valid Moral Choice are upheld.
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Now let's look at what happens when information is removed.

	
	
	
As you barrel forward, in panic, another scene crops up in your imagination.
Up ahead, on one track, a child appears trapped, struggling to free herself. There’s a chance -- slim but real -- that she might escape before you reach the decision point. On the other track lies something very different: that winning lottery ticket, representing unimaginable wealth.




Of course, the moral calculus seems clear to most people. An innocent human life always outweighs a fortune, no matter how large. In such a situation, You would grit your teeth and prepare to do the right thing, even if it means sacrificing the ticket your hopes for a future of comfort and luxury forever. Yet, a shadow of hope lingers -- perhaps the child will escape in time, and you’ll avoid both tragedy and loss.

	
	
	
Then, in our imagination, a twist.
Without warning, a madman rushes in and forces a blindfold over your eyes. Your vision is blocked. In the chaos, your sense of direction blurs: you no longer even know which track the child was on and which held the ticket. You no longer have the information you need to make a rational, measured choice.




At that moment, the moral responsibility shifts. The madman has stolen your Agency by obliterating your ability to judge. Whatever happens next, it is his act -- not yours -- that bears the weight of consequence.
Is that a relief? With no real control, you face a 50/50 chance: save a life or claim fortune, guilt-free either way. In a way, that madman just gave you a 50% chance of wealth and absolved you of responsibility, all in one act, a tragedy of course for the child but unpreventable nonetheless, and wealth without remorse.
Responsibility is a heavy burden -- we are tempted constantly to offload it. We turn to formulas, rituals, appeals to authority, and often purposeful ignorance to avoid feeling it. The madman stepped in just in time to take that burden away.
But what if you realize the blindfold can be removed?
You now face a different kind of choice: stay blind, letting chance absolve you of responsibility, or reclaim your Agency, see the truth, and knowingly choose either life or wealth.
Purposeful Ignorance -- especially when your own future hangs in the balance -- tempts even the best of us.
The act of blindfolding you was not merely disruptive; it was a direct attack on your Agency, a theft of your ability to make a Moral Choice.
Yet once you discover the blindfold can be removed, the responsibility snaps back onto your shoulders. Now, refusing to see is no longer an accident -- it is a choice. A choice to stay blind or to see and make a valid decision. A choice that itself carries moral weight.
To purposefully deny yourself meaningful information in a decision of high consequence makes you guilty of sabotaging your Moral Choice Process. The only supportable choice is to remove the blindfold, get the information, and make a valid, measured decision -- save the child or the lottery ticket.

	Key Terms

Purposeful Ignorance -- The act of deliberately avoiding information that could influence a moral decision. When done knowingly, it constitutes sabotage of the Moral Choice Process and carries full moral responsibility.
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Life seldom gives you madmen with blinfolds, clearcut choices, or a full understanding of the dangers ahead. Instead, life gives us constant uncertainties -- and choices about how much of the truth we dare to face.

	
	
	
You were up late, you skipped your mandatory safety check, you drove your trolley anyway, the brakes failed, the trolley is hurtling downhill, you have one decision point ahead, switch tracks or stay on the original tracks.
None of the scenarios your panicked mind created came to pass.
Instead it is worse. Much, much worse.
You can see ahead a box on the tracks. A large cardboard box. The same cardboard box that your five-year-old niece jumped out of for your surprise party last night. The same niece that promised to visit you while you are at work driving the trolley.
You can't see in the box, but you can't dismiss the idea that she would be in there to give you another surprise.
On the other tracks, you see a lottery ticket, the same one from the surprise party, the one marked with the bright red lipstick happy face. The one that will give you unimaginable wealth if you could somehow save it.
But you can only choose one. Save the box, unsure of what is in it, or save the lottery ticket with the certainty of comfort and luxury.




Phillippa Foot was being kind. She gave a clearcut choice. In this scenario, you have been given uncertainty.
You have a choice: throw the switch and crash into the box, or into your future.
You can't stop the trolley. You can't go back.

	
	
	
Ahead, just before the switch, you'll be able to look into the box. You'll know for sure if the box is empty or has your niece inside. It will be at the last possible instant, but you'll know for certainty what choice you are making.
If you know that your niece is inside, you'll probably sacrifice wealth for her life.
If you knew she wasn't inside, you'll probably smash through the empty box and joyfully claim the lottery ticket.
But if you didn't know for sure, maybe, you think, maybe killing your niece was a tragic accident that just happened to also give you wealth. A horrible thought, but there are people who would blame fate and accident.
You are actually faced now with two choices, what to do based on what you see in the box and…
… whether to look in the box or pretend you couldn't.




No madman put a blindfold of our eyes. But you can still choose to not look. You can choose to pretend that you had no way to know that your niece was in the box. You can place a future of comfort and luxury over the life of a child and blame it on a stupid accident since you didn't actually look in the box and see if there was a human in there.
But if you refuse to look -- if you avert your eyes and cling to the hope that the box is empty -- you still bear responsibility for choosing not to know.
This is not a matter of outcomes. It is not about whether your niece is in the box. It is about whether you were willing to preserve the integrity of your Moral Choice. Responsibility attaches not to just what you see, but to whether you dared to look.
You are responsible for both the decision and the process you used to make the decision.

Real Life Box on the Tracks
In our daily lives, we are constantly faced with decisions of uncertainty and thankfully few of us will ever have to face questions of life and death without time to investigate and give due consideration. We have limited attention spans and time to actually fully investigate and discover the information on everything, but we usually have time and attention for the most important questions. Though we may also be tempted to not investigate, not think things through, not clear up doubts, simply because we don't want to choose the box over the lottery ticket.
We may not want to visit a doctor because we don't want to hear for sure that we have to control our sugar intake. We may not want to investigate a charity appeal because we won't want to know how much is being directed to fundraising over the actual charity work. We may not want to find out about a new romantic interest because the passions feel so good and we don't want to lose it. We might like our political campaign promises and don't investigate because history and logic may not permit us to hope that the great things promised may not actually happen.
Engency -- the obligation to preserve the Moral Choice Process -- is inescapable. We may evade awareness, but never accountability. It's still there.
We can lie to ourselves. We can sabotage our decision-making process. But we are still responsible -- not only for the invalid choice, but for attacking the very process of Moral Choice by not looking.
No matter how tempting and comforting, we remain responsible not just for what we chose, but for sabotaging the very process by which Moral Choices are meant to be made.

	Key Terms

Box on the Tracks -- A metaphor for uncertain moral consequence specifically where a Valid Moral Choice requires truth that is knowable but not yet known -- and the moral Agent must decide whether to seek or avoid that truth.
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In this chapter, we explored moral reasoning under uncertainty, building on our understanding of Agency and Engency. We began by revisiting the well-known Trolley Problem -- not to solve it, but to expose how moral decisions become most meaningful not in clarity, but in ambiguity. Through a layered series of scenarios, we traced how Agency emerges or collapses based on the availability of information, the perception of consequence, and the integrity of the decision-making process.
We learned that Agency requires more than intent -- it requires clarity, presence, and engagement. When those elements are compromised, either by external forces or our own avoidance, we risk not just making bad decisions, but sabotaging the very process that enables Moral Choice.
We are not only responsible for what we choose, but for how we choose -- for whether we pursue clarity, seek truth, and protect the integrity of the Moral Choice Process itself. In a world of imperfect knowledge, the ultimate moral failure is not to choose wrongly, but to sabotage the conditions under which a right choice could even be made. The chapter’s message is clear: it is the commitment to engage responsibly with uncertainty that defines moral Agency.
The metaphor of the box on the tracks brought this home with force: faced with uncertainty and temptation, our duty is not simply to act but to see. Willful ignorance is not an escape from morality. It is the moment morality fails.
And Engency, the obligation that grows from Agency, insists that we do not look away.
As we move forward, we shift from the moral responsibility of individuals to the systems and structures that shape, suppress, or sustain the conditions for Moral Choice. In the chapters ahead, we will examine how societies, institutions, and cultures can either uphold or dismantle the machinery of Agency -- and what must be done to preserve it.
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We all have our own box on the tracks -- truths we would rather not see, questions we would rather not ask. But if we want to be moral people, we are obligated to look anyway.
For me, the first real reckoning came when I finally faced why I had tolerated an intolerable relationship for decades. I had told myself it was out of duty, out of a stubborn, principled determination to see things through. But when I opened the box, I found something far less noble: my own personal weakness, fear, and self-loathing.
It was a brutal realization. It stripped away the comforting stories of virtue and nobility that I had built around my choices. And yet, facing it made me better. It forged in me a strength I could never have gained if I had kept looking away.
The truth is that looking into the box hurts. It always hurts. If it didn't hurt, you would have looked in it by now.
But that pain is the price of honesty -- and ultimately, the price of becoming the kind of person who can stand upright in a broken world.
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4.1 The Trolley Problem
This section extends the well-known Trolley Problem, originally posed by Philippa Foot (1967) and expanded by Judith Jarvis Thomson (1976), not merely to highlight ethical conflict but to embed the reader in a personal and cumulative narrative of choice and consequence. The section critiques the classical form of the dilemma as ultimately unhelpful for understanding real-world Agency, which is rarely about neat binaries. Instead, this scenario-based structure uses narrative escalation to demonstrate how failures of Agency accumulate. This technique echoes Bernard Williams’s (1981) emphasis on moral luck, while shifting the focus to how choices influence structural responsibility over time.
The key theoretical innovation is the grounding of moral failure not in outcomes, but in procedural failures -- particularly the omission of reasonable action (e.g., skipping the safety check). This engages with themes in Moral Choice Process theory and reinforces the definition of moral Agency as inseparable from the process by which decisions are made (Arendt, 1963; Stocker, 1976).

4.2 Simple Scenarios
This section introduces a typology of decision contexts -- empty, obvious, identical, obscured, and post-choice -- designed to clarify when moral Agency is present or absent. In doing so, it sidesteps both consequentialist and Deontological scoring, opting instead for an analytic model reminiscent of Michael Smith’s (1994) internalism: moral responsibility attaches only when choices are grounded in intention, knowledge, and consequence. The inclusion of decision contexts without distinguishable outcomes engages critiques from Susan Wolf (1987) regarding moral luck, while reasserting the primacy of perceived consequence as the minimal threshold for Valid Moral engagement.
The contribution here is methodological. By staging increasingly complex decision environments, the section maps a gradient of moral engagement, demonstrating that not all situations that feel difficult are morally complex -- some are simply informationally bankrupt. The didactic value of this structure is purposeful, aiming for pedagogical contexts.

4.3 The Dark Tunnels Beyond
Here, uncertainty becomes the central theme -- not as a limitation to overcome, but as the native habitat of moral reasoning. This reframes the decision-making process in terms aligned with what Sharon Street (2006) and Miranda Fricker (2007) identify as the need for epistemic humility and responsibility. The notion of “Responsibility for the Process” resonates with Linda Zagzebski’s (1996) virtue epistemology, where moral reasoning is judged as much by how it engages uncertainty as by what it concludes.
The claim that moral agents are responsible for attempting to know, even when certainty is unattainable, provides a foundation for the principle of Engency. This anticipates and addresses debates over willful ignorance (Sher, 2009) and the limits of consequentialist reasoning in unpredictable systems (Taleb, 2007).

4.4 The Blindfold
This section personifies the loss of Agency through the metaphor of the blindfold and the intervention of a “madman.” It dramatizes an epistemic crisis in moral reasoning -- a moment when judgment becomes unavailable due to externally imposed ignorance. The narrative is a creative extension of themes raised in Arendt’s (1963) discussion of the “banality of evil,” where bureaucratic detachment severs moral responsibility.
The subsequent possibility of removing the blindfold introduces a second-order choice -- whether to know -- which aligns with current work in epistemic ethics and information avoidance (Sahar, 2020). The key contribution here is the distinction between being made ignorant and choosing to remain so. That distinction undergirds the proposed definition of Purposeful Ignorance, which carries full moral responsibility once the Agent becomes aware of their own ignorance.

4.5 The Box on the Tracks
The final section synthesizes prior arguments into a culminating metaphor. “The Box on the Tracks” refines the structure of moral decision-making under uncertainty by positing a scenario in which choosing whether to see becomes the pivotal moral act. This reframes classic debates about omission versus commission (Thomson, 1985) into a richer conversation about epistemic obligation and moral responsibility.
The concept of Engency -- previously introduced -- is now anchored in narrative. The choice to look into the box, or not, becomes a test of one’s commitment to the conditions of valid Agency. The argument here is aligned with debates in virtue ethics (MacIntyre, 1981) and moral psychology, but introduces a distinctly new construct: that not knowing, when avoidable, can be morally damning.
This section provides one of the most significant conceptual contributions of the volume by asserting that the decision to gather or avoid knowledge is morally prior to the decision it informs. That stance offers a diagnostic lens for evaluating systems, institutions, and individual behavior -- establishing the groundwork for the broader theory of Moral Systems engineering introduced in later chapters.
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This chapter pauses the narrative to surface the structure beneath our scenarios. It argues that uncertainty is not a defect to be eliminated but the very terrain on which Agency walks; that the prior moral decision is whether to look -- to preserve the conditions for a Valid Moral Choice -- or to evade sight and sabotage the process. It asks “Where was the Self?” as a diagnostic for authorship versus automation, showing how fear, fatigue, manipulation, and habit can erase moral presence. And it expands responsibility beyond outcomes to include accountability for knowledge we chose not to seek (culpable ignorance). Together, these insights shift us from isolated dilemmas to the architecture of moral decision-making itself -- the threshold to systems-level analysis in the chapters ahead.


It might be tempting to think the box on the tracks was meant to give you a moral dilemma. It wasn’t. It was meant to force you to confront something deeper: that you're not just responsible for making hard choices -- you’re responsible for protecting the process by which those choices are made.
We have walked the tracks together. We have stood at levers, stared into dark tunnels, struggled beneath blindfolds, and faced the chilling possibility of a box whose contents might change everything we believe about ourselves.
These scenarios were not designed merely to shock or entertain. They were meant to reveal something fundamental: that Moral Choice is rarely simple, and that the territory of Agency lies not in certainty, but in the shifting terrain of doubt, consequence, and responsibility.
Now it’s time to step back and examine what we’ve seen.
This chapter is a pause -- a moment to unpack the metaphors, to draw out the patterns hidden in the stories, and to lay bare the architecture beneath the narrative.
Why does uncertainty define Moral Choice rather than destroy it? Why does the act of choosing to see -- or not to see -- carry moral weight? How does responsibility persist, even when we plead ignorance or confusion? And what happens to Agency when the Self retreats, distracted, afraid, or absent?
Each element must be engaged — as earlier defined: the Self through awareness, Uncertainty through inquiry, Consequence through ownership.
These questions are the heart of what comes next.
Before we turn our attention to the broader systems that sustain or sabotage Moral Choice, we must first understand the lessons hidden inside the box on the tracks.
Because the true danger was never the trolley, the tunnels, or even the box itself. The true danger lies in refusing to look.
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Uncertainty has been the silent character in every scenario we’ve explored. It lurked in the dark tunnels, lay hidden by the blindfold, and sat waiting inside the box on the tracks. But it was also at the elevator, the ringing phone, and the weather outside. It's always there.
For many people, uncertainty feels like an enemy -- a flaw in our knowledge, a gap we’re desperate to fill. We imagine that if only we had perfect information, we could finally make flawless Moral Choices. But the truth is far stranger -- and far more demanding.
Uncertainty is not a defect in Moral Choice. It is the condition that makes our Moral Choices possible.
A world without uncertainty would be a world without real decisions. Every action would be dictated by certainty, leaving no room for judgment, reflection, or moral courage. If we always knew the outcomes, Moral Choice would dissolve into mere calculation, as automatic as an equation. It would be a world of machines and algorithms, not humans and Agents.
And, in fact, there are philosophers -- and technocrats -- who argue that it should be that simple. Calculate the best result for humanity and do that. No judgment, no reasoning, no Self. Check the boxes, run the formula, and let the numbers decide.
Or follow a prescribed list of commandments. Don't even try to calculate -- your betters have already done your thinking for you.
But that’s not choice. That’s not Agency. It’s an abandonment of responsibility. And it doesn’t even work -- because calculation alone can’t account for uncertainty, or for the human stakes embedded in it.
Instead, uncertainty summons our Agency. It forces us to weigh possibilities, balance risks, and confront the limits of our own understanding. It requires us to bring our values, our empathy, and our courage into the process. In uncertainty, we reveal not just what we know, but who we are. It forces us to bring to bear our humanity.
The uncertainty over whether or not your friend was in crisis couldn’t possibly have been solved with a calculator. The uncertainty of whether or not to save a box with unknown contents can’t possibly be addressed by a checklist. Only you could have made such choices -- you, weighing and balancing and judging, as the arbiter and final judge.
Yet uncertainty is also perilous. It tempts us to avoid looking too closely, to shield ourselves from potential guilt or consequence. It offers an easy refuge in slogans, habits, or deference to authority. Left unchecked, it can paralyze us -- or, worse, become a tool of manipulation by those who exploit confusion for their own ends.
This is why uncertainty must be acknowledged, not feared. It is why Moral Systems must be designed to engage with uncertainty honestly and transparently. And it is why the practice of moral Agency is, at its core, the practice of choosing wisely amid the unknown.
Every lever you might pull, every box you might open, every track you might steer toward or away from -- each of these rests on the same fragile truth: we never fully know what waits ahead. And yet, we must choose anyway.
Uncertainty, then, is not just part of the moral landscape. It is the terrain upon which Agency walks. It is the terrain that only Agency CAN walk.

	Key Terms

Uncertainty -- The condition of not knowing all relevant facts or outcomes. In Moral Choice, uncertainty is not a flaw -- it is the condition that makes judgment, courage, and Agency possible.
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In the scenario we explored, we ultimately reached the point where we made a choice to help or hinder the actual decision: the choice not merely of what action to take, but of whether to look at all.
The Box on the Tracks demanded a decision -- but before the lever was ever touched, there was another, deeper question: Will you look inside the box, or will you turn away?
This, too, is a Moral Choice.
It is easy to think of morality as the business of choosing between competing actions -- left or right, intervene or stay silent, help or harm. But there is a prior decision beneath all others: whether to engage or to avoid. Whether to illuminate uncertainty or let it remain hidden. Whether to preserve the conditions under which Moral Choice is possible -- or to sabotage them, even through silence.
The choice to look is not merely gathering information; it is our commitment to maintaining moral Agency itself. When we choose to see, we preserve the possibility of making a Valid Moral Choice. When we choose not to see, we cripple that possibility -- and often, we do so precisely because we wish to escape responsibility for what we might discover.
This is where moral responsibility begins to extend beyond outcomes and into the maintenance of the Moral Choice Process itself. It is not enough to wait passively for the moment of action. We bear responsibility for ensuring that the moment of action can occur meaningfully at all.
We can choose to improve Moral Choice by seeking truth, inviting dissent, questioning assumptions, and examining uncomfortable facts.
We can also choose to hinder Moral Choice by ignoring warning signs, avoiding difficult questions, or deliberately blinding ourselves to consequences.
Every time we choose whether or not to look into the box, we are shaping the boundaries of our own Agency. We are deciding whether we -- and those around us -- will remain capable of making moral decisions when it matters most.
And in that choice lies the first spark of Engency: the active responsibility to protect the conditions under which Valid Moral Choice can exist.

	Key Terms

Box on the Tracks -- A metaphor for an unknown but morally significant truth. To look inside is to invite uncertainty and consequence; to refuse is a moral decision in itself.
Choice to Look / Refusal to Look -- The moral decision to confront or avoid relevant uncertainty. Looking preserves the possibility of valid Agency. Refusing to look sabotages the Moral Choice Process, often in the hope of avoiding responsibility.
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Throughout the dilemmas we’ve explored, another question has hovered just beneath the surface: Where was the Self?
In the chaos of the trolley, the darkness of the tunnels, the suffocating blindness of the blindfold -- who was truly present to choose?
Agency does not arise merely from facing options. It arises from a conscious, engaged Self -- a person who sees, considers, feels, and acts. The Self is not a detached observer but an active participant, weaving together uncertainty, consequence, and moral judgment.
Yet time and again, we saw how the Self can vanish:
· Overwhelmed by fear, choosing paralysis rather than decision.
· Hidden behind blindfolds, preferring ignorance to painful knowledge.
· Drowned in habit or fatigue, operating on autopilot rather than conscious reflection.
· Manipulated or coerced, robbed of the space to exercise genuine choice.
The presence of self is critical to the validity of Moral Choice. When the Self is absent, Moral Choice collapses into either mechanical reaction or moral void. Decisions still happen -- but without conscious ownership, they lose their moral weight. The levers are pulled, the trolleys switch tracks, outcomes unfold -- but no true moral Agent is present to bear responsibility.
The question “Where was the Self?” is not simply a philosophical curiosity. It is a diagnostic tool. It asks us to look beneath the surface of actions and examine whether a person was there in the moment of decision, or whether they were driven by fear, ignorance, manipulation, or sheer exhaustion.
This question becomes especially vital in our own lives. When we reflect on decisions we regret, we often find that our Self was missing -- that we chose not to look, not to engage, not to act as the person we aspire to be.
To protect moral Agency, we must first protect the conditions that keep the Self present: clarity of mind, emotional resilience, freedom from manipulation, and courage to look into the box.
Because ultimately, Moral Choice belongs to the Self that chooses. And without the Self, there is no Agency -- only a track, a trolley, and an empty lever waiting to be pulled.

	Key Terms

Presence of Self -- The conscious, reflective awareness of one’s role as a moral Agent in a decision. Agency depends not just on available choices, but on whether the Self is present to own them.
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Responsibility is the weight that gives Moral Choice its shape. Without it, Agency would be a hollow concept -- a theater of gestures without personal consequence or meaning.
Choices shielded from responsibility break the very mechanisms that make Valid Moral Choice possible. A child protected from the personal consequences of bad behavior will not learn to behave well. A politician who can be reelected despite ignoring the interests of his constituents will instead serve his own. A person hiding behind a mask of anonymity may act in ways he would never consider if he believed his actions would come back to him.
Responsibility is critical to the overall process of good decision making because it makes the consequences to the Self a key consideration.
And as the scenarios in the previous chapter revealed, responsibility does not dissolve just because uncertainty exists. In fact, uncertainty sharpens it.
Standing before the Box on the Tracks, the most tempting escape is to tell ourselves that we cannot be responsible for what we do not know. That as long as we refuse to look, we can remain innocent. But this is a dangerous illusion.
Responsibility does not vanish in the presence of uncertainty. It deepens.
To choose not to look is itself a choice -- a decision to remain ignorant, and to gamble that ignorance will absolve us of blame. Yet moral responsibility extends not only to the outcomes we directly cause, but also to the knowledge we refuse to seek when that knowledge is morally relevant.
This is the essence of Culpable Ignorance:
· When the information was available.
· When we chose not to know.
· When we hoped blindness would shield us from moral weight.
The moral landscape is littered with examples:
· Leaders ignoring warning signs of crisis because acknowledging them would demand costly action.
· Citizens turning away from injustice because knowing might compel them to speak up.
· Individuals avoiding personal truths because to see them would require painful change.
Responsibility, then, is not merely about actions. It includes our duty to remain open to knowledge, even when that knowledge threatens our comfort or interests. It includes the imperative to question, to investigate, and to avoid the refuge of willful blindness.
This is why Moral Systems cannot tolerate excuses built on ignorance when that ignorance was chosen. The moral weight may vary depending on circumstances, but the obligation to seek truth persists.
Ultimately, responsibility is not the punishment for moral Agency -- it is the price of freedom. To act as Agents is to accept that our choices echo beyond the immediate moment, and that even refusing to choose is, itself, a choice that carries consequences.
Responsibility binds us not because we know everything, but precisely because we do not. It is what transforms uncertainty from an obstacle into a moral terrain we are called to navigate.

	Key Terms

Responsibility (Expanded) -- Accountability for both actions taken and knowledge avoided. Responsibility persists even amid uncertainty, and includes the duty to seek truth when it is morally relevant.
Culpable Ignorance -- A condition where an individual avoids available knowledge to escape moral responsibility. It is blameworthy when the information was accessible, the ignorance was chosen, and the motive was self-protection.
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In the previous chapter, we walked through a series of moral dilemmas designed not simply to test judgment, but to reveal the hidden forces shaping the Moral Choice Process. These scenarios -- marked by ambiguity, fear, and uncertainty -- set the stage for a deeper realization: that our obligation is not just to choose well, but to protect the conditions under which Moral Choices can be made.
In this chapter, we stepped back from the scenarios to examine their structural implications. We identified uncertainty as not a flaw, but the necessary terrain upon which Agency operates. We recognized that the choice to engage -- or to look away -- is itself a moral act, one that either strengthens or undermines the possibility of meaningful moral action. We saw how the presence of the Self is required for Agency to exist, and how responsibility anchors moral weight -- not only through outcomes, but through the effort to remain aware, engaged, and accountable.
Together, these insights frame a critical shift in focus. From this point onward we are no longer dealing with individual moral decisions alone. We are now prepared to examine the broader system of Moral Choice. In Chapter 6, we will begin dissecting those mechanisms: how they function, how they fail, and what happens when they’re attacked or abandoned.
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Some readers will have set this book aside the moment they were asked to look inside the box on their own track. Often, we deny that there even is a box, or insist it couldn’t possibly hold anything worth knowing.
There’s comfort in imagined certainty.
And there’s power too -- because if we’re sure of what’s in the box without ever looking, we can dismiss anyone who disagrees as ignorant or even evil. My box, we say, couldn't possibly contain anything but what I already believe.
Looking risks removing both comfort and power.
Even considering the idea of looking creates doubt -- and doubt alone is enough to weaken the illusion.
So, many will reject the concept outright. They’ll toss this book aside and tell themselves there is no box. No need to look. No obligation to see.
But you’re still here.
You may still have boxes you don’t want to open. That’s human. But you’ve accepted something vital: that you are responsible not just for your moral decisions, but for the entire process by which those decisions are made.
Eventually, you’ll look into those other boxes too. You’ll flinch. You’ll defend. You’ll rationalize. But you’ll be trying. And that trying -- honest, effortful engagement with the act of Moral Choice -- is what separates reflex from responsibility.
Welcome to the world of true Agency.
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5.1 The Role of Uncertainty
Section 5.1 frames uncertainty not as a limitation but as a constitutive condition of moral Agency. This reorientation is consistent with the existentialist lineage, particularly Søren Kierkegaard’s emphasis on anxiety and the necessity of the leap of faith (The Concept of Anxiety, 1844) and Jean-Paul Sartre’s insistence on freedom in the face of radical uncertainty (Being and Nothingness, 1943). Uncertainty here is presented as enabling the conditions of moral freedom rather than obstructing them.
The critique of decision-making by algorithm echoes arguments by Hubert Dreyfus (What Computers Still Can't Do, 1972) regarding the limits of machine rationality, and aligns with critiques of Utilitarian algorithmic ethics raised by Amartya Sen (e.g., The Idea of Justice, 2009), who emphasizes the importance of reasoning amid incomplete information.
This section’s key philosophical contribution is to relocate moral Agency within uncertainty, proposing that without it, Agency would collapse into mechanical determinism. This provides the foundation for later discussions of sabotage, responsibility, and systems design.

Academic Notes -- 5.2 Choice to Improve or Hinder Moral Choice
This section advances a novel claim: that the act of looking or refusing to look into uncertainty constitutes a distinct moral decision. While related to epistemic responsibility (cf. Lorraine Code, Epistemic Responsibility, 1987), this formulation emphasizes the maintenance of the conditions for Agency, not just knowledge.
It aligns closely with Miranda Fricker’s work on epistemic injustice (Epistemic Injustice, 2007), particularly her argument that the refusal to engage with knowledge can create structural harms. However, the emphasis here is less on testimonial injustice and more on moral architecture: whether one preserves the space in which choices remain possible.
By asserting that even pre-action decisions about whether to inquire or investigate are themselves moral acts, this section extends the scope of moral responsibility earlier in the decision-making process than most traditional models. The concept is foundational for the development of Engency.

5.3 Where Was the Self?
This section emphasizes the fragility of the conscious, choosing Self in the Moral Choice Process. While many moral philosophies presuppose a coherent agent, this treatment interrogates the conditions under which that Self is psychologically and socially present.
The inquiry recalls Charles Taylor’s work on identity as reflexive and narratively constructed (Sources of the Self, 1989), as well as Harry Frankfurt’s layered model of will (Freedom of the Will and the Concept of a Person, 1971). The concept of “presence of Self” also resonates with phenomenological accounts -- particularly Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s (Phenomenology of Perception, 1945) -- regarding attentiveness and situated embodiment as preconditions for meaningful action.
The diagnostic framing -- “Was the Self present in that moment?” -- bridges ethical theory and practical evaluation. It invites interrogation of the agent's awareness in a way that few models of culpability systematically address.

5.4 Role of Responsibility
This section elaborates a central philosophical claim: responsibility persists even under uncertainty, and includes not just outcomes but also the refusal to acquire morally relevant knowledge. This position is anchored in the legal and ethical treatment of willful ignorance, a well-developed concept in jurisprudence (e.g., U.S. v. Heredia, 2007).
Philosophically, the section is most directly engaged with Michael Zimmerman’s defense of moral responsibility under uncertainty (An Essay on Moral Responsibility, 1988), as well as Robert Audi’s discussions of epistemic obligation (Moral Knowledge and Ethical Character, 1997). The concept of culpable ignorance is also central to contemporary moral psychology, such as in the work of Fiery Cushman and Joshua Greene, who demonstrate that people judge intentional ignorance as morally suspect.
The contribution here is to reframe culpable ignorance as a sabotage of moral architecture, not merely an epistemic gap. This links the concept to later discussions of Moral System design, responsibility distribution, and Antimoral behaviors.
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This chapter pulls the camera back. We stop treating choices as isolated sparks and start treating them as outputs of a larger workshop -- the Smithy -- that houses the Crucible (deliberation), the Forge (planning), and the Hammer (action). Here we examine how that workshop bends or breaks: how feedback goes stale, signals degrade, maintenance is deferred, habits ossify, and, at times, bad actors poison the very tools of Agency. The focus is not on blame for single outcomes but on diagnosing failure modes in the moral infrastructure that makes outcomes possible at all. Our claim is simple and demanding: responsibility does not end at the lever -- it extends to the design, upkeep, and defense of the whole system that brings a lever into being. In short, Engency widens from “choose well” to “build and protect the conditions that let anyone choose well,” because when the Smithy fails, morality fails at scale.


Up to this point, we have walked the hard road together. We began by asking whether Agency even exists in a universe so steeped in uncertainty. We mapped the anatomy of the Moral Choice Process: the Crucible where the Moral Choice is made, the Forge where plans are made, and the Hammer where action is taken and consequences unfold. We saw that failure can come not just from bad outcomes, but from broken processes.
We have understood that moral Agency is not a guarantee. It is something that must be protected, maintained, and exercised, or else it collapses under pressure.
And we came face to face with the realization that we aren't just responsible for making a choice, we are responsible for the entire process, including the looking into boxes we don’t want to look in, in order to make the best choices we can.
But the road does not end here.
So far, we have looked mostly at individual moments of choice -- snapshots where a person stands at the crossroads of uncertainty and consequence. Yet real life is not just a series of isolated crossroads. It is a continuous terrain, shaped by institutions, habits, cultures, and systems that can strengthen or sabotage our ability to choose well.
In this chapter, we put on a different hat -- the system engineer’s hat. We will step back and view Moral Choice as part of a larger system: one with feedback loops, failure modes, vulnerabilities, and responsibilities for design and repair. We will explore how that system can break, how it can be made fragile, and what obligations fall to those who recognize its weaknesses.
Most importantly, we will begin to see that the work of Agency is not finished when a choice is made. It is only finished when we have done everything we can to build, safeguard, and strengthen the systems that make Moral Choice possible at all. We have Engency -- the responsibility to protect and enhance the Moral Choice Process.
There is still a great deal of work ahead. And it matters more than you might yet realize. Because when systems fail to protect Moral Choice, the result is not just inefficiency or dysfunction -- it is moral collapse at scale.
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It is tempting for us to view a single Moral Choice and the action taken as an isolated event -- as if each new dilemma arises fresh, unshaped by what came before, unaffected by our knowledge of what might follow.
But this is a dangerous illusion.
The Crucible, the Forge, and the Hammer -- the Moral Choice Process of decision, plan, and action -- do not operate in isolation. They are elements of a larger system: a dynamic, interconnected process that either sustains or degrades moral Agency over time.
The Crucible, Forge, and Hammer are vital. But even these are useless without the broader system that supports their work -- the blacksmith shop or Smithy. The shop itself must be maintained, improved, adapted -- or else even the finest tools will fail at the critical moment.
Each step of the Moral Choice Process is shaped by internal and external forces. Cultural standards, prior experiences, emotional state, cognitive biases, peer pressure, media influence, institutional norms, trauma history, access to information, time constraints, role expectations, incentives and punishments, framing of the decision, social hierarchy, and even language itself -- all of these can bend or distort how we engage with uncertainty, evaluate options, and take responsibility for consequences.
Feedback mechanisms -- like our ability to reflect on the impact of the choice, society’s enforcement of accountability, peer recognition or condemnation, personal guilt or pride, long-term consequences observed over time, restorative processes, public transparency, historical memory, and even storytelling -- play a critical role in shaping future decisions. These mechanisms can reinforce Agency or erode it, depending on whether they are honest, timely, and morally aligned.
Education can help reduce our uncertainty by expanding context, sharpening discernment, and clarifying consequences. Propaganda, by contrast, adds uncertainty -- not just by increasing complexity, but by obscuring truth, sowing doubt, and undermining trust in sources of knowledge. The information environment, whether curated with integrity or corrupted for advantage, becomes a critical part of the moral infrastructure. It either stabilizes the ground upon which Moral Choices are made or erodes it beneath our feet.
Skills like critical reasoning, project management, and confidence building can all support and reinforce our Moral Choice Process. These are not luxuries or academic exercises -- they are infrastructure. The ability to assess uncertainty, plan across timelines, coordinate with others, and act decisively under pressure all contribute to the strength and resilience of Moral Systems. Without these skills, even good intentions can falter under complexity.
Ultimately, we are no longer looking at a simple choice of whether to smash through the box with our eyes closed or look inside. We are looking at a hugely complex system of triggers and feedback loops and systems that degrade without maintenance.
We are no longer sitting in a faculty lounge debating whether morality is best defined by rules or results. We are out in the world, where systems shape every aspect of our ability to make Valid Moral Choices.
We are now taking you away from the role of trolley driver. Instead you are in charge of a struggling family-owned diner. You'll no longer have to worry about choosing a box that might have a child and a lottery ticket promising unimaginable wealth.
But don't think your choices won't matter.

	
	
	
Upon checking the pantry inventory you discover that you have more fresh vegetables on hand than you'll probably need for the week.
The clear choice is to put vegetable-based dishes on the specials board.
But it's not that simple.
You're responsible for gathering good information. Why do you have too many veggies? Is it really too many? Which veggies?
You're responsible for making a good plan. Will the patrons of the diner prefer veggie omelet over veggie primavera?
You're responsible for carrying out the plan. Can the cook make a good vegetable omelet? What about vegetable primavera? Can the servers make it sound appealing?
You have to balance out resources devoted to the problem. Are there enough eggs to handle more omelet orders?
What happens next week when you have too many or too few vegetables?
Being a trolley driver was simple compared to most people's work. Here you are responsible for everything that happens, all of the inputs, all of the risks, all of the consequences, all of the resourcing, all of the decisions related to something as simple as having too many vegetables.




Some might object to this example, saying that what to do with excess veggies is not a Moral Choice, but it is a true choice with multiple options with differing consequences in which you make a choice based on your knowledge and your internal processes, so it fits the definition of Moral Choice, even if no lives hang in the balance.
We don't need a runaway trolley, a court decision, or a choice about which child to feed to have to face a Moral Choice because in real life practically every choice you face is a Moral Choice.
Every choice is also part of a system. Not only do you have the Crucible of decision, the Forge of planning, and the Hammer of action, you now have all sorts of information flows and feedback loops to consider.
And you're responsible for everything involved in the decision. Your Engency extends beyond this single decision. You are responsible for maintaining the entire Moral System in which that choice occurs.
Systems, once created, have momentum. They can develop feedback loops -- some that strengthen Agency, others that cripple it. Unchecked errors compound.
Minor deviations become major failures. In time, a system that once supported Moral Choice can mutate into a system that systematically erodes it.
It is not enough to survive the Moral Choice Process once. To make Valid Moral Choices in our own lives and across society at large we must take responsibility for the entire Smithy. We must understand the system that creates, maintains, and often contaminate the Crucibles. We must recognize the architecture that shapes our ability to Forge sound actions worthy of what the Crucible creates. We must see the design flaws that cause the Hammer to fall wrongly, time after time.
And because of Engency, our responsibility for the entire system, we need to do what we can to preserve and improve the Smithy.
Only by stepping back and seeing the system as a whole can we hope to do more than lurch from one moral crisis to another. We can diagnose where the system fails -- and where it must be rebuilt.

	Key Terms

Smithy -- The larger system that houses and sustains the Moral Choice Process: the Crucible, the Forge, and the Hammer. It includes cultural, institutional, psychological, and informational structures that enable or impair Valid Moral Choice.
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Every system that endures -- whether mechanical, biological, or social -- must possess mechanisms for detecting errors, correcting them, and maintaining operational integrity over time. The Smithy is no different. The human capacity for Moral Choice depends not just on isolated acts of judgment but on the health of the entire system that surrounds those acts.
And like any system, it is vulnerable to breakdown.

Feedback Failure
A healthy system learns from its mistakes. It detects small errors early, corrects them, and improves. But Moral Systems often lack proper feedback. Excuses, rationalizations, social approval, or willful blindness can blindfold failure. Without honest appraisal, failure does not correct itself -- it repeats, normalizes, and eventually metastasizes.

	
	
	
Following up on the veggie oversupply, you find out that you toss out piles of vegetables every week.
Checking old invoices, you see the veggie order increased two years ago, but no one remembers why.
Money wasted, storage space wasted, extra work, and just a simple waste of food.
No one had bothered to address it.
You know that the diner is struggling, this is just one place where errors were permitted to go uncorrected.




Corrective action was not applied. Perhaps the previous manager didn't catch the problem. Perhaps he had other, more pressing issues. Perhaps the problem seemed trivial. But for whatever reason, he failed in his obligation to correct problems in the process.
In our Smithy metaphor, he allowed the Smithy to weaken when it was correctable.
We could have been facing a decision about whether or not to put traffic signals at a dangerous intersection, or what to do about an old factory that is an eyesore in our community or how to address a homeless encampment in the city park. No matter what the Moral Choice and the system involved, there will always be a need for corrective action.
Any system that cannot recognize its errors will not survive. It will only decay.

Signal Degradation
Moral decisions require good information: accurate perceptions of reality, clear evaluations of consequence. But over time, signals degrade. We become desensitized to warnings, overloaded with noise, or shielded from unpleasant facts. What was once a sharp alarm becomes a dull background hum, easy to ignore.

	
	
	
The electronic temperature alarm on the diner's refrigerator goes off. No one reacts.
You ask and the cook says that it goes off dozens of times a day, but when he looks inside, the thermometer on the shelf is always good.
You look inside and the thermometer is buried in the back, almost impossible to locate.
It turns out that not only do they ignore the automatic alarm, they don't really bother to check the shelf thermometer either, since it is always okay.
But you know, it's always okay until it isn't. The faulty automatic alarm is putting the entire supply of meats and dairy at risk, and perhaps even the health and safety of your customers.




You can't react to a problem if you can't detect a problem, with the failed temperature alarm or from a weak blade coming out of the Smithy due to poor quality iron.
When signal sensitivity is lost, crucial moral hazards go undetected until it is too late.

Maintenance Neglect
No system sustains itself without effort. Inspection, reflection, and continual vigilance are needed to keep the machinery of Agency in working order.
But human beings are prone to complacency. Victories make us lazy. Success breeds overconfidence. We begin to assume the system is self-correcting -- until cracks form, faults spread, and collapse becomes inevitable.

	
	
	
It's not just refrigerator alarm that needs maintenance, even the human systems need attention.
Your servers are overworked. They are happy for the overtime, but only up to a point, and that point was passed long ago.
The previous manager declared that refusing overtime could lead to them being fired, so they persisted, despite being tired.
They are now resentful and their lack of enthusiasm shows in their service.
And the cook, he is slow, refuses to make modifications to recipes when customers ask, and is angry that you have been put in charge.




Simple tasks are skipped because a workaround feels adequate enough. These things pile up and go unaddressed. In real life, bridge inspections are skipped until bridges fall apart, oil changes are deferred until engines seize up, and physical fitness is neglected until health degrades.
The longer maintenance is deferred, the greater the cost of repair -- if repair is even possible.

Entropy and Ossification
Systems left unattended do not remain in a steady state. They drift toward disorder (entropy) or freeze into brittle, inflexible forms (ossification).
Moral Systems are no exception. A flexible moral Agent becomes rigid and Dogmatic. A dynamic moral framework becomes hollow ritual. Both outcomes cripple the ability to respond to real moral challenges when they arise.

	
	
	
Some systems fall apart if not kept optimized while others lock into place.
In your diner, simply putting silverware and napkins on a table is an undertaking. Years ago the silverware was pre-rolled into napkins by the busboy before service began each day, making table setup rapid. But over time, the spoons were dropped from the pre-roll process. Napkins stopped being stored at the workstation where the prerolling is done. The paper napkin rings that hold the rolls tight ran out and no one bothered ordering more. And the busboys were inconsistent in how the rolls were formed, so they often fell apart on the way to the table.
And some systems lock into place so hard that they don't change, even when they should.
Half of the menu is taken up by different kinds of pancakes. Strawberry pancakes, blueberry pancakes, chocolate chip pancakes. Half of the pancakes can't be made since you no longer stock the ingredients. Yet they continue to take up space on the menu, making it hard to focus on things that you can make, and occasionally creating disappointed customers.
Yet no one changed it because… well… honestly, no one wanted to make a change. Change causes discomfort. Change is work. And good enough seems good enough for so long that it never gets fixed.




Entropy builds up and makes things fall apart. Ossification locks things down until they seem too difficult to change. Both come from neglecting simple maintenance.
Entropy blinds; ossification binds. Both are fatal to Agency.

The Collapse of Corrective Action
Ultimately, a failing system loses the ability to correct itself even when dangers are visible. Courage falters, commitments weaken, convenience outweighs duty.
At that stage, even the best information and the clearest alarms will go unheeded. The failure is no longer technical -- it is moral.

	
	
	
The diner owners hired you after they finally came to terms with the diner's problems.
Jack, the family member who had mismanaged the diner could have fixed the vegetable oversupply, the faulty temperature gauge, the understaffing, the surly cook, the problems with silverware, and the unavailable menu items. But he didn't.
Corrective action was deferred, neglected, and pretended to be unnecessary.
But eventually things go so bad that the family looked into their box on their tracks and saw what they didn't want to see.
They fired Jack and hired you to fix the problems.
A thousand little failures that went uncorrected, piling up until they became big problems.




The death of Agency does not usually happen in a single catastrophic moment. It happens through countless small breakdowns, each allowed to pass uncorrected, until collapse becomes inevitable.
Alas, not all breakdowns are passive. We will soon see that some breakdowns are engineered.

	Key Terms

Signal Degradation -- The loss of clarity or salience in moral information over time due to desensitization, overload, or avoidance.
Feedback Failure -- The breakdown of mechanisms that would normally detect and correct moral errors.
Maintenance Neglect -- The failure to regularly examine, repair, and reinforce the systems that support Agency.
Entropy and Ossification -- Two modes of decay: entropy is disorder and drift; ossification is rigidity and inflexibility.
Collapse of Corrective Action -- The stage at which the system can no longer recover even when failure is recognized.
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Some systems are robust, able to absorb shocks and recover. Others are fragile, prone to collapse under stress. The system of Moral Choice -- the engine of Agency -- is no exception.
It is not enough to understand how failures occur. We must understand what makes the system vulnerable to failure in the first place.
· Overreliance on Habit -- Habits are efficient. They reduce cognitive load and allow rapid response to routine situations. But Agency requires conscious engagement. When decision-making becomes automatic, moral scrutiny fades. Habits -- even once virtuous ones -- can drift out of alignment with reality without notice. The system becomes brittle, unable to adapt to new moral demands.
· Isolation from Consequences -- When moral agents are shielded from the outcomes of their choices, system integrity erodes.
· Distance -- whether physical, emotional, social, or informational -- dulls accountability. Without real, felt consequences, feedback loops break down. Actions become detached from responsibility, and Agency withers into empty performance.
· Toleration of Corruption -- All systems must deal with the reality of self-interest. But when the corruption of judgment becomes normalized -- when lying, deflection, or betrayal of principle is tolerated -- the system begins to rot from within.
Every unchallenged act of bad faith weakens the structure of shared responsibility. A system that accepts corruption trades resilience for fragility, often without realizing it.
· Fear of Uncertainty -- Robust systems embrace uncertainty and build ways to manage it. Fragile systems deny uncertainty, pretending that every decision is clear-cut or predetermined. The fear of ambiguity leads to rigidity -- to oversimplified rules, uncritical loyalty to authority, or the refusal to revisit decisions when conditions change. A system that cannot tolerate ambiguity will shatter when faced with true moral complexity.
· Loss of Shared Moral Language -- Communication is critical. Moral judgments must be discussed, challenged, refined, and transmitted. When a society loses a shared language for moral discussion -- when words like "good," "evil," "duty," and "honor" become vague, mocked, or weaponized -- the ability to maintain a healthy system collapses.
Fragmentation replaces dialogue.
Suspicion replaces trust.
Agency, once a collective safeguard, becomes isolated and perilous.

	
	
	
Jack had relied on habit, not thought. The produce orders were just repeated, not thought out an adjusted on a regular basis.
He didn't want to address variation and what to do if they ran short on any particular vegetable, so he overordered to address uncertainty.
When the owners asked about how things were going, he answered with platitudes to avoid oversight.
But his poor management had been tolerated by the family since he was a family member, so he was isolated from the consequences as the problems got worse.




Jack abandoned his Agency, chose the comfort of habit and avoidance. And he used language to his advantage. And the owners failed to hold him in check because they didn't want to have to fire a family member, keeping him isolated from the consequences of his failure.

A Fragile System Cannot Choose Well
When these conditions dominate -- when habit rules, consequences are unseen, corruption is excused, uncertainty is feared, and communication fails -- Moral Choice becomes a hollow ritual.
The system may still exist in form. But it will have lost its function.
And in the critical moments when Agency matters most, it will fail.

	Key Terms

Overreliance on Habit -- Dependence on routine to the point that moral engagement fades.
Isolation from Consequences -- Separation from the outcomes of one's actions, weakening accountability.
Toleration of Corruption -- Allowing dishonest or self-serving behavior to become normalized, eroding trust and system integrity.
Fear of Uncertainty -- Rejection of moral ambiguity, often resulting in brittle, oversimplified frameworks.
Loss of Shared Moral Language -- The breakdown of a common vocabulary for discussing moral concepts, which impedes collaboration and repair.
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Not all failures of Moral Choice are accidents. Not all decay is the work of time and negligence. Some are the deliberate acts of those who benefit from broken systems.
The Smithy where the Moral Choice Process operates can be corrupted in many ways:
· Poisoning the Crucible: Destroying the integrity of the spaces where evidence, values, and consequences are weighed. Distorting education, eroding trust in logic, rewarding irrationality.
· Sabotage of the Forge: Corrupting the ability to plan how to act upon the Moral Choice by flooding it with lies, confusion, or fear.
· Breaking the Hammer: Undermining the tools of action -- turning the Agent into weak puppets incapable of acting on their Moral Choice, no matter how valid.
· Obscuring the Process: Hiding the chain of cause and effect that links decisions to outcomes, so that responsibility becomes untraceable.
· Intimidating the Smiths: Threatening those who would make, correct, or defend good moral judgments, thus reducing the courage to act.
These are not failures of entropy; they are purposeful strategies.
Bad actors understand that it is easier to bend outcomes when the mechanisms of the Moral Choice Process are crippled. They know that a confused, distracted, intimidated populace is easier to manipulate. They know that when Agency is weak, responsibility can be evaded, and corruption can thrive.

	
	
	
Jack's actions not only affected the mechanical functions of the diner, they also undercut the Agency of the employees.
He hid information from them and told them that they were to stay in their lane and leave things to him. If they showed initiative, they were berated.
Every problem brought to him was ignored. He had demoralized his staff to the point that they no longer brought problems to him.
If they pointed out specific causes of problems Jack treated the concerns as lame excuses for incompetence and laziness.
They learned that if they tolerated the incompetence, if they kept their heads down and said nothing, letting things continue as is, they got through their shift with a minimum of aggravation from Jack.




Jack probably didn't say to himself that he was going to sabotage the Smithy by undercutting the Agency of his team. He likely rationalized his failures as absolutely necessary, but he did it nonetheless.
The employees didn’t correct the situation. They failed too, though honestly they had little chance of success. The owners permitted the sabotage to continue when they failed to call Jack to task, so they failed too.
Wherever you find pressure to remain ignorant, to silence dissent, to reward conformity over truth, to mock reason, or to shield power from accountability -- you are seeing the corruption of the Smithy.
Recognizing this is not paranoia. It is vigilance based on recognizing the further obligation to fight moral sabotage.
And vigilance, once informed, demands response. You cannot preserve moral Agency without resisting those who would deliberately destroy it.

	Key Terms

Moral Sabotage -- The intentional disabling of the Moral Choice Process through misinformation, intimidation, confusion, or manipulation.
Poisoning the Crucible -- Undermining the space of moral deliberation through distortion or distrust.
Sabotage of the Forge -- Disrupting the planning phase with fear, confusion, or deception.
Breaking the Hammer -- Preventing moral action by disempowering the agent.
Obscuring the Process -- Hiding causal links between decisions and outcomes, evading accountability.
Intimidating the Smiths -- Silencing or pressuring those who work to preserve moral function.
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The system that sustains Moral Choice -- the Crucible, the Forge, the Hammer, and the Smithy that contains, sustains, manages, and improves them -- does not maintain itself. Like any system, it suffers from entropy, corrosion, error, and sabotage. Left untended, it will fail. When it fails, moral Agency fails. When Agency fails, so too does responsibility, governance, and the fragile hope of justice.
You, standing within this system, now face a new Moral Choice, one of Stewardship: Will you protect and improve the system itself, or not?
There is no refuge in ignorance. By stepping this far -- by opening this chapter, by examining these mechanisms -- you have looked inside the box. You now know the system exists. You now know its vulnerabilities. You now know that failure is not theoretical but inevitable without deliberate stewardship.
And so: If you act to protect and improve the system, you take responsibility for the hard, imperfect work of maintenance. If you refuse to act, look away, or shrug, you also take responsibility -- for its decay, its errors, its preventable injustices.
You no longer have the luxury of indifference. You know. And knowing carries obligation.
This is not a call to perfect solutions or omnipotent repair. It is a call to recognize that every act of vigilance, maintenance, teaching, and correction strengthens the structures that Moral Choices depend on. It is a call to resist cynicism, entropy, and sabotage with what resources you have.
It is the choice behind every choice.

	Key Terms

Moral Infrastructure -- The accumulated systems, norms, and supports that enable Valid Moral decision-making.
Stewardship of Agency -- The duty to maintain and defend the structures that allow Moral Choice to occur.
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We have traveled from the isolated moment of a moral decision -- the Crucible, the Forge, and the Hammer -- outward to the complex living system of the Smithy in which those decisions are formed, executed, and reinforced.
Now it is time to see the full expanse of what Engency requires.
Engency is not merely the imperative to choose rightly at a given moment. It is our obligation to take active stewardship of the entire system that makes right choice possible. It is the maintenance of clarity, the defense of reason, the cultivation of awareness, and the reinforcement of accountability. It is the obligation to recognize threats to the Smithy -- whether by decay or by attack -- and to resist them. It is the refusal to look away when the system that sustains moral Agency is under assault.
It reaches into education, communication, governance, community, and personal conduct. It requires humility, because no one person can see every flaw, predict every failure, or prevent every sabotage. It requires courage, because resistance to corruption will often be costly, lonely, and misunderstood. And it requires endurance, because the system will never sustain itself without continual attention.
In our diner example, Jack attempted to abandon his responsibility -- his Engency -- and the system got worse and worse. So when you were called in, you weren't just called to fix a diner, you are called to fix an ongoing failure of the entire Moral System. You start by recognizing your Engency.
Engency is not a passive quality. It is a practice, an ongoing commitment. It is moral Agency extended across time, across relationships, and across institutions. You are not merely responsible for your own choices. You are responsible for defending and improving the system that shapes everyone's ability to choose. You are a smith of the Smithy itself.
The work is never finished. But without it, Moral Choice becomes a broken tool, and all that we prize about human dignity, justice, and responsibility crumbles.
Now that you see the full system, the question becomes not just what will you choose? but what will you do to protect the very act of choosing itself?

	Key Terms

Engency (Expanded) -- The ongoing responsibility not only to make Moral Choices, but to defend and improve the systems that make Moral Choice possible -- across institutions, education, culture, and communication.
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In this chapter, we widened our lens. Having established that Agency exists and depends on navigating uncertainty with responsibility, we now recognize that Moral Choice does not occur in a vacuum. The Crucible, the Forge, and the Hammer -- our structure for understanding the Moral Choice Process -- depend on a broader system: the Smithy.
We examined how this system can fail through functional breakdowns like signal degradation, feedback collapse, and maintenance neglect. We explored the conditions that make Moral Systems fragile, including isolation from consequences, habit overuse, and loss of shared language. We also confronted the sobering reality that not all failure is accidental -- some are the result of deliberate sabotage by those who benefit from confusion and decay.
From this, we concluded that moral responsibility does not end with making a good choice. It extends to protecting and maintaining the entire system that makes Moral Choice possible. That responsibility is Engency -- the duty not only to choose well but to preserve and defend the Moral Choice Process itself.
In the next chapter, we turn inward. Just as a blacksmith may train his eye to spot the right temperatures, strengthen his arm to deliver precise blows, and learn more about alloys and the methods of his trade, so too must the Agent tend to the inner mechanisms of moral reasoning. We will explore how the Self can train, reinforce, and prepare for Valid Moral Choice -- so that when the heat rises, the Smithy is ready.
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I said in the preface of this book that I didn’t want to write it. I wanted a quiet life of reflection, of intellectual exploration and camaraderie with fellow Renaissance Men, a life centered on discussion and learning, free from the weight of obligation. This was the life I had planned for my retirement -- thoughtful, measured, perhaps even detached from the urgency of grand causes.
But there’s a moment in any pursuit when theory confronts reality, when the philosophical gives way to the practical. For me, that moment came here, pondering the implications that are described in chapter 6.
As we explored the full scope of Engency, I found myself forced to confront a profound truth: the obligation to act. Not simply to contemplate or theorize, but to take responsibility for the systems that allow moral decisions to function.
And in that confrontation, I realized that I couldn’t look away. I had looked into the box -- the metaphorical box of moral responsibility and Agency -- and found that the stakes were no longer abstract. The consequences of inaction were too severe.
I was standing at the precipice, looking at a system that needed not just thought, but action.
This, of course, was never part of my plan. I had thought I could work in the realm of ideas, remaining removed from the messiness of the real world. But once the Moral Choice was framed in terms of systemic responsibility, once I realized that my failure to protect and improve the very system that makes moral decisions possible would leave the door open for decay, error, and corruption, I knew I had to act.
The weight of this realization changed everything. I had to set aside my quiet life. I had to embrace the urgency of this mission, knowing that it might consume more of my time and energy than I ever intended.
But it wasn’t just a matter of academic pursuit anymore. It was an imperative. Engency -- the obligation to protect and improve the entire system of Moral Choice -- wasn’t something I could push aside.
And so, here I am, working on this book, confronting the dilemma of wanting to preserve my peaceful life while realizing that the responsibility to engage with the world’s Moral Systems is too great to ignore. It is the same challenge we all face. To look into the box, to see what is there, and to decide whether we will act, or walk away.
I didn’t want to write this book. But I had to.



	[bookmark: _Toc204768564]Academic Notes

6.1 The Moral Choice Process is Part of a Broader System
Section 6.1 extends the moral framework by situating the Moral Choice Process within a larger, dynamic system -- termed the Smithy -- consisting of social, institutional, cognitive, and informational structures. This echoes systems theory approaches developed in cybernetics and second-order systems thinking (von Bertalanffy, General System Theory, 1968; Bateson, Steps to an Ecology of Mind, 1972), applied here to moral architecture.
The emphasis on feedback loops, informational integrity, and system momentum strongly parallels Norbert Wiener's notion of homeostasis in cybernetic systems (Cybernetics, 1948), while drawing ethical implications similar to those explored in Jon Elster's work on institutional rationality (Explaining Social Behavior, 2007). The role of education as moral infrastructure also invokes Dewey’s (Democracy and Education, 1916) argument that moral development is inseparable from the surrounding epistemic and social context.
The key contribution of this section is the shift from momentary choice to systemic responsibility, prefiguring Engency as a second-order moral stance.

6.2 Functional Breakdowns of the Smithy
This section explores systemic decay through a typology of failure modes: signal degradation, feedback failure, maintenance neglect, entropy, ossification, and collapse of corrective action. These echo well-established models in engineering (e.g., Petroski, To Engineer is Human, 1985) and organizational theory (Argyris and Schön, Organizational Learning II, 1996), but are recontextualized here for Moral Systems.
The use of entropy and ossification as metaphors for moral drift resonates with Alasdair MacIntyre’s critique of the loss of moral coherence in modernity (After Virtue, 1981). Similarly, the emphasis on maintenance aligns with virtue ethics’ concern for habituation and moral vigilance (e.g., Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, c. 350 BCE).
By framing these as predictable failure modes, the text invites a proactive, engineer-like stance toward moral resilience -- bridging descriptive systems theory and normative ethical responsibility.

6.3 Conditions that Make the Smithy Fragile
Section 6.3 moves from reactive diagnosis to proactive risk identification. It enumerates structural fragilities -- habit, isolation from consequences, toleration of corruption, fear of uncertainty, and loss of shared moral language -- that amplify system vulnerability.
Each of these aligns with contemporary critiques in political and moral theory. For example, overreliance on habit reflects Hannah Arendt’s concern about the banality of evil (Eichmann in Jerusalem, 1963). Isolation from consequences echoes Milgram’s findings on obedience (Milgram, Obedience to Authority, 1974), while toleration of corruption recalls Sheldon Wolin’s concept of inverted totalitarianism (Democracy Inc., 2008). The fear of uncertainty engages Isaiah Berlin’s concern with rigid monism (Two Concepts of Liberty, 1958). The loss of moral language draws from Alasdair MacIntyre’s argument that ethical discourse has become fragmented and emotivist (MacIntyre, 1981).
Together, these conditions offer a system-level moral epidemiology -- allowing for preemptive ethical maintenance rather than only post-hoc blame.

6.4 The Purposeful Corruption of the System
Section 6.4 breaks from passive models of decay to address deliberate sabotage. This aligns with Michel Foucault’s studies of power and knowledge (Discipline and Punish, 1975) and Naomi Oreskes and Erik Conway’s work on manufactured doubt (Merchants of Doubt, 2010). The notion that bad actors corrupt the moral architecture to preserve illegitimate power also echoes Ellul’s critique of propaganda as a means of moral disengagement (Propaganda, 1962).
By naming discrete forms of sabotage -- “poisoning the Crucible,” “breaking the Hammer” -- the section provides an operational vocabulary for moral forensics. This not only facilitates critique but creates a framework for moral counter-engineering.
This contribution elevates sabotage recognition to a moral imperative, expanding the scope of ethical vigilance into system integrity itself.

6.5 The Obligation to Act to Protect and Improve the Smithy
Here, the chapter shifts from diagnosis to responsibility. Drawing from epistemic ethics (Fricker, 2007; Medina, The Epistemology of Resistance, 2013), the text asserts that knowledge of system failure creates moral obligation. This parallels arguments in consequentialist ethics (Singer, Famine, Affluence, and Morality, 1972) and responsibility ethics (Jonas, The Imperative of Responsibility, 1979).
The structure -- framing knowledge as the end of moral neutrality -- also echoes arguments in climate ethics (Gardiner, A Perfect Moral Storm, 2011), where systemic complexity does not absolve but deepens responsibility.
By explicitly naming system stewardship as an independent moral obligation, this section codifies Engency not as a noble ideal but as a post-knowledge requirement. The responsibility lies not merely in right action, but in system care.

Academic Notes -- 6.6 Engency Throughout the Smithy
This final section in Chapter 6 culminates the transition from Agent to Engineer, offering a capstone definition of Engency as moral practice extended across systems. The emphasis on courage, humility, and endurance calls to mind Camus’ concept of the absurd hero (The Myth of Sisyphus, 1942) and the Stoic tradition of moral endurance (e.g., Epictetus, Discourses, c. 108 AD).
By emphasizing that the work is never finished, it also subtly invokes Deweyan pragmatism, in which ethical inquiry is iterative and democratic (Dewey, Ethics, 1932).
This section provides the ethical scaffolding for applied Moral Systems engineering: a new synthesis of virtue ethics, systemic responsibility, and moral resilience under complexity. It is both conceptual and prescriptive -- anchoring the philosophical core of the volume.











[bookmark: _Toc204768565]Chapter 7: The Blacksmith


The Moral Choice Process is not an abstract diagram -- it’s a forge, and someone stands at the anvil. This chapter names that someone: the Blacksmith, the Self that turns uncertainty into consequence. We follow the Blacksmith across five tasks. First, it enters “the gap” between not-knowing and outcome, refusing paralysis and shaping a workable path forward. Second, it does the hidden labor of internal processing -- gathering inputs, filtering noise, integrating values with facts, modeling futures, and listening to emotion as data. Third, as Overseer, it watches its own work, checking bias, motive, and drift. Fourth, it accepts a paradox: we are both ingredient and judge -- the molten metal and the hand with the Hammer. Finally, it recognizes that Agency requires capacity, not virtue alone: cognitive clarity, emotional resilience, physical energy, social support, and situational freedom. The Blacksmith is fallible and exhaustible, but without it, Agency collapses into reflex or manipulation. This chapter shows how to keep the forge lit.



While we are investigating the Smithy, the full system that makes Valid Moral Choices and actions upon them even possible, we would be remiss to not spend at least a little time on the Blacksmith himself.
The Self is present in every aspect of the Moral Choice Process and bears responsibility for it, so we must consider the question: How does moral Agency actually work inside us?
Agency is not merely an abstract principle. It is a living, active process -- a forge where uncertainty is Hammered into decision, where raw impressions are transformed into deliberate moral acts.
This chapter introduces the Blacksmith: a metaphor for the internal mechanism by which moral Agents transform doubt, emotion, and knowledge into judgment and action.
The Blacksmith does more than react. It:
· Fills the gap between uncertainty and consequence, forging clarity from confusion.
· Processes information internally, evaluating evidence, weighing values, and filtering emotion.
· Acts as Overseer, maintaining vigilance over our impulses and habits.
· Serves as both ingredient and judge, because the Self is simultaneously the material being shaped and the hand wielding the Hammer.
· Encompasses not only Virtue and Vice, but also Capacity, recognizing that moral Agency depends on cognitive, emotional, and situational resources.
· And is impacted by the consequences, often in a way that affects the decisions made in a negative way.
We will see that the Blacksmith is neither flawless nor omnipotent. It can be overworked, misled, or sabotaged. But without it, Agency would collapse into reflex, impulse, or external manipulation.
In the following sections, we will examine how this inner forge operates -- how it integrates uncertainty, how it balances competing moral considerations, and how it determines not merely what is right, but whether we are capable of choosing it. The best and most in-depth discussions of this, of course, would be in the realms of psychology and sociology, but we will keep it only detailed enough to ensure that we don't neglect the impact of the Self on the entire system surrounding Moral Choice.
We do this because the moral life does not exist only in our philosophies or in the crises we face on the tracks. It lives in the heat and clang of the Blacksmith’s work -- the daily, unseen labor of shaping ourselves into Agents capable of choice.

	Key Terms

The Blacksmith -- A metaphor for the internal aspect of moral Agency: the Self who detects, deliberates, evaluates, and acts. It is responsible for forging decision from uncertainty, and for monitoring its own process.
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Uncertainty is the raw ore from which Moral Choice is forged. Consequence is the finished blade that slices through the world, leaving marks we cannot erase. But between these two lies a crucial space -- a gap where moral Agency must do its work.
That gap is where the Blacksmith lives.
In the scenarios we’ve explored so far -- the dark tunnels, vision blocked by blindfolds, the box on the tracks -- the stark truth was that we could not see everything. Yet action was demanded all the same. The Blacksmith is the part of us that steps into that void. It takes the scattered fragments of knowledge, intuition, values, and fear, and begins to forge them into a decision.
This process is not merely intellectual. It is visceral. The Blacksmith:
· Detects patterns in incomplete data, even amid confusion.
· Anticipates consequences by projecting likely outcomes, despite lacking certainty.
· Balances values when moral duties collide, refusing to let ambiguity paralyze us.
· Bridges the gulf between what we know and what we must do.
Without the Blacksmith, we would either freeze in indecision or react purely on instinct, driven by fear, habit, or manipulation. Moral Choice would be reduced to either random chance or mechanical rule-following.
Instead, the Blacksmith labors in the heat of doubt, forging a path forward even when the tracks ahead remain obscured.
But this forging has a price. The Blacksmith’s work demands:
· Mental effort -- the strain of weighing conflicting information.
· Emotional resilience -- the willingness to tolerate fear and uncertainty.
· Moral courage -- the refusal to look away from hard truths.
It is here -- in the forging between uncertainty and consequence -- that moral identity is shaped. The choices we make under uncertain conditions define us far more than those made in the light of absolute clarity.

	
	
	
Now that you are managing the diner, everything is on your shoulders. It's not just what to do about overordering produce, it's about restoring the Agency of the staff.
It's not simply knowing what to do, it's going to take a lot of work, some of it you might not want to do, but you're the one responsible.
It's so much work that you're going to be short on time, energy, and mental focus.
It's not going to be easy.




The responsibility of the diner directly parallels the responsibility if you were called in to help a newly founded government restore order and civil society after a civil war. Or if you were a social worker trying to get a dysfunctional family stable enough to safely care for their own children. It's a lot of work and mental strain.
The Blacksmith’s forge is the birthplace of Agency. It is the place where uncertainty is transformed into action -- and where responsibility is born.

	Key Terms

The Gap -- The space between not knowing and consequence, where moral action must still occur. This is where the Blacksmith operates.
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The Blacksmith’s forge is not merely a place of external decision -- it is a furnace of internal processing. Moral Choice does not spring fully formed into our minds. It is forged through an intricate dance of perception, memory, emotion, and reasoning.
Inside each of us, the Blacksmith performs hidden work:
· Gathering Inputs: Sensory data, social cues, past experiences, values, and emotional signals all arrive at the forge, often tangled and contradictory.
· Filtering Noise: Not all information is useful. The Blacksmith must sift signal from static, deciding which facts matter and which can be discarded.
· Integrating Knowledge and Values: Facts alone are insufficient. Moral Agency requires weaving knowledge together with deeply held beliefs about right and wrong.
· Modeling Possible Futures: Even amid uncertainty, the Blacksmith attempts to predict outcomes, weighing risks and imagining consequences.
· Weighing Emotional Resonance: Emotions are not enemies of reason -- they are data. The Blacksmith listens for fear, empathy, anger, hope, and interprets their moral significance.
· Constructing Coherence: Ultimately, the Blacksmith seeks to craft a story -- a narrative in which a particular choice makes sense to the Self.
This internal processing happens both consciously and unconsciously. Some Moral Choices come after long reflection; others happen in an instant, driven by intuitive flashes shaped by prior experience.
But even those rapid decisions are the result of prior forge-work. Habits, moral training, cultural norms, and personal history all become part of the Blacksmith’s tools. A moral Agent is not simply born but shaped over time, accumulating resources for quicker, wiser decisions when crises arise.
Yet the forge is vulnerable. Internal processing can be overloaded by complexity or stress, distorted by biases, Dogma, or propaganda, short-circuited by emotional overwhelm, and sabotaged by fatigue, fear, or deliberate manipulation.
A strong Blacksmith does not guarantee perfect decisions. But without internal processing, Moral Choice collapses into either mechanical obedience or paralyzing uncertainty.
This is why Moral Systems -- and individuals alike -- must nurture the forge. Clear thinking, emotional resilience, and conscious practice help keep the Blacksmith sharp and ready. Because in the hidden chambers of internal processing, the raw material of Agency is shaped into action.

	Key Terms

Internal Processing -- The subconscious and conscious mechanisms by which the Blacksmith integrates perception, memory, emotion, and reason to craft moral judgment.
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The Blacksmith does more than Hammer out choices. It stands watchful above the work, evaluating, correcting, and sometimes restraining the very process of forging.
This means that the Blacksmith is also the Overseer -- the internal sentinel of moral Agency.
While the Blacksmith processes uncertainty and shapes decisions, the Overseer steps back, maintaining a higher vantage. It asks questions the Blacksmith might overlook:
· “Is this decision aligned with my deeper values?”
· “Am I being honest with myself about my motives?”
· “Have I fallen into habit instead of genuine choice?”
· “Is my fear silencing an action I should take?”
The Overseer is the part of us capable of meta-cognition -- thinking about our thinking. It monitors the Blacksmith’s work for signs of bias creeping in unnoticed, Emotional hijacking distorting perception, Rationalizations disguising self-interest, and Patterns of avoidance, fatigue, or fear.

	
	
	
As the manager, you don't just have to work, you have to exercise judgment. How much of the problems are caused by Jack and how much are caused by the employees? How do you fix a problem where there's no clear solution?
Changing the produce orders is easy, but deciding that the cook has grown too inflexible to be willing to consider menu changes and you have to consider replacing him requires judgment.
There is uncertainty, there are consequences, and you are the one deciding. You are making Moral Choices.
You are part of every decision.

	
	
	



Without the Overseer, Moral Choice becomes purely reactive. The Blacksmith might labor tirelessly, but without oversight, its forge can produce decisions that are deeply flawed yet feel perfectly justified.
The Overseer provides:
· Self-scrutiny: A check against deception, both from others and from ourselves.
· Moral memory: A sense of consistency with past commitments and values.
· Adaptive correction: The willingness to reconsider a choice when new information arrives.
· Humility: The recognition that our decisions might be wrong -- even when they feel certain.
Yet the Overseer, too, is vulnerable. It can become fatigued, withdrawing when vigilance is most needed. It can become harsh, breeding endless self-doubt and paralysis. It can be silenced by external forces demanding obedience or conformity. It can be overridden by powerful emotions seeking immediate relief.
A healthy moral Agent requires both the Blacksmith and the Overseer. The Blacksmith creates action; the Overseer ensures that action remains true.
Together, they form the core of moral Agency: the power not merely to decide, but to examine, question, and refine the process of deciding itself.
The Overseer is the quiet custodian of moral integrity -- the voice that reminds us that even the best Hammer can strike wrongly without careful guidance.

	Key Terms

The Overseer -- A function of the Blacksmith that reflects upon its own reasoning. It monitors motives, biases, and alignment with values -- bringing metacognition and humility into moral Agency.
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The Blacksmith in his role as Hammer wielder and Overseer doesn't simply craft the Moral Choice Process, it is also a mirror, revealing a fundamental truth about moral Agency: we are both the one doing the shaping and the material being shaped.
In every Moral Choice, the Self plays a dual role:
We bring to the forge our fears, hopes, memories, habits, biases, and virtues. These raw materials form the substance that the Blacksmith must heat, Hammer, and refine into a decision.
At the same time, we stand above the forge as the craftsman, deciding how to shape those materials. We weigh our impulses, examine our intentions, and impose judgment on the molten metal of our own thoughts and feelings.
This is the paradox at the heart of Agency. The Self is not merely acted upon -- it acts upon itself. It questions its own motives, reins in its own impulses, and sometimes demands of itself a higher standard than instinct alone would allow.
Consider anger. When provoked, anger becomes part of the ingredients in the forge -- a surge of heat demanding expression. But the Self can step back, asking “Is my anger justified? Is this the right moment to act on it? Would expressing this anger serve justice or merely my ego?”
In that moment, we are both the one feeling the anger and the one evaluating whether it deserves to shape our actions.
This duality is what makes Moral Choice uniquely human. A machine may process inputs and produce outputs. An animal may react instinctively. But only a moral Agent can both experience a desire and judge whether it should be obeyed.
Yet this capacity is neither perfect nor constant. Sometimes the Self is overwhelmed by its own ingredients -- consumed by fear, fatigue, or habit -- and the judging function grows silent. Other times, the judge becomes harsh and unyielding, paralyzing the forge with endless second-guessing.

	
	
	
That cook is a bigger problem than you wanted. He was a good friend of Jack's and he resents Jack being fired by the family.
He has already refused to consider menu changes and openly undermines your authority, telling the rest of the staff that Jack will be back in a few weeks after you fail.
You hate having to fire a person, so you really want to avoid it.
You know that people often change if you honestly talk about things. You also know that if he doesn't turn around quickly, he will undermine all of your efforts to get the rest of the staff on board and have a decent chance of saving the diner.

	
	
	There is no easy solution. You can't calculate out an answer. You can't look in a set of rules that will decide for you.
You'll have to decide based on your best judgment.




A healthy Blacksmith learns to balance both roles, accepting that feelings, instincts, and desires are real and valid parts of the Self and maintaining the freedom to question, refine, and, if necessary, overrule them.
To be both ingredient and judge is to be human. It is to stand at the forge, Hammer in hand, knowing that the metal you shape is not separate from yourself -- but is yourself.
And with every blow of the Hammer, you become both the creator and the creation.

	Key Terms

Ingredient and Judge -- The dual role of the Self in Moral Choice: both shaping the decision and being part of the decision itself. The Self brings emotion and instinct to the forge while also judging their appropriateness.
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In moral philosophy, discussions often revolve around Virtue and Vice -- qualities like courage and cowardice, honesty and deceit, compassion and cruelty. These are essential. They guide us in deciding what kind of person we ought to be and which choices our society would consider right or wrong.
But moral Agency cannot be understood in terms of virtue and vice alone.
Capacity is equally vital. It determines whether we can act on our moral insights, even when we know what virtue demands.
We might know the courageous choice but lack the emotional strength to face overwhelming fear. Or we might deeply value honesty but be too exhausted, traumatized, or isolated to speak the truth. A person might see the path to justice but be constrained by forces beyond anyone's control.
Capacity includes:
· Cognitive Capacity: The clarity to process complexity and ambiguity.
· Emotional Capacity: The resilience to endure distress without collapse.
· Physical Capacity: The strength and energy to carry out decisions.
· Social Capacity: The support systems that empower moral action.
· Situational Capacity: The freedom from coercion or impossible constraints.
Moral Systems provide guidance on what it considers good. Our Moral Choice tells us what is right for the situation. Capacity tells us whether we can reach it.
Understanding capacity helps us avoid two dangers. We can avoid harsh condemnation of those who fail -- not because they were wicked, but because their resources were depleted. We also can avoid complacent excuses that absolve people entirely, even when some capacity to choose remained.
Moral Systems hold people accountable -- but the most effective ones also recognize the limits of human endurance. A failure to act may be immoral. But sometimes it is a sign that a person’s capacity has been crushed by fear, grief, exhaustion, or manipulation.
This is why Moral Responsibility is not a binary switch. It exists on a spectrum. We must ask:
· Did the person know what was right?
· Did they have the capacity to act on it?
· Could they have increased their capacity, or was it truly beyond their reach?
Agency, therefore, is not just about knowing virtue or vice. It is about maintaining and expanding the capacity to choose and to act. Without capacity, moral Agency becomes a cruel demand rather than a meaningful freedom.

	
	
	
You gave the cook a fair chance. You explained what was needed and why it was needed. You explained how his resistance was undercutting the efforts to save the diner.
He could have changed. He had the capacity. He knew what was needed and he refused to do it.
He didn't change.
You hated to do it, but you fired him.

	
	
	



If you were a judge, you'd have to consider if a person was really culpable for the crime committed. In some parts of some justice systems, this is a natural part of the process, for instance when an accountant makes a mistake on the taxes that the taxpayer had no way to detect himself. Or when a person who participated in a crime is clearly under the control of someone else.
Sometimes claims of lack of capacity go far beyond what most people would consider reasonable. A person who purposefully burns down his neighbor's house might claim that it's not his fault since his father spanked him once at age six. A person who sped at reckless speeds through a school zone might claim that injustices done his distant ancestors justifies putting children at risk. A person might claim that he had no idea that putting rat poison in his spouse's coffee could possibly cause her death.
Such claims are common since it's human nature to avoid accountability for bad choices.
To cultivate Agency in ourselves and in others, we must nurture virtue -- but also strengthen the capacities that allow virtue to become real. Because in the forge of the Blacksmith, Moral Choices are not only matters of right and wrong. They are also tests of whether we are able to strike the Hammer at all.

	Key Terms

Capacity -- The cognitive, emotional, physical, social, and situational resources needed to act on a Moral Choice. Without capacity, Agency becomes impossible or distorted.
Moral Responsibility (Spectrum) -- The understanding that responsibility is not binary, but depends on knowledge, intent, and capacity to act.
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In this chapter, we turned our attention inward. Having explored how systems support or sabotage the Moral Choice Process, we acknowledged that no system can function without a prepared Agent at its center. The Self -- the Blacksmith -- is not a passive observer but an active participant who must forge internal clarity, balance emotional and rational capacities, and remain present in the moment of moral decision.
We explored how this inner forge operates: how it turns uncertainty into decision, impression into judgment, and capacity into action. We examined the internal conditions required for Agency to exist: resilience, reflection, attention, and freedom from manipulation. And we recognized that these conditions are not automatic -- they must be cultivated, maintained, and defended.
This prepares us for what comes next. If the Blacksmith is the one who maintains and acts through the Moral Choice Process, then we must now examine what helps or harms that process itself. In the next chapter, we will define Promoral and Antimoral actions: the forces that either protect and reinforce Agency, or sabotage and erode it at the roots.
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We are not only the author of our decisions, we are also part of the decisions.
We can't avoid it. When I make the choice, large or small, I am part of it. If I decide whether or not the vegetable garden needs watering, I consider how much attention I can devote to it and whether or not it will give me more and better tasting produce -- I'm part of it. Personal choices like food, more technical choices like what word to type in the manuscript next, every one not only goes through me as the decider, but also takes into my own perceptions and judgments and concerns about its affect on me and the world around me.
It's the same for everyone else.
None of us can escape it. Yes, we may try to be neutral if we're brought in to sit on a jury, but it's still us.
And that's okay. It's not only unavoidable, and necessary, it's also preferable.
Compassion comes from the Self. Imagine a world without compassion. Creativity comes from the Self. Imagine a world without creativity. Passion? That too. A world without passion is not one worth living in.
We want Moral Choice to come as informed and reasoned as possible, but we still want it to be human.
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7.0 Overview: The Blacksmith as Metaphor
The metaphor of the Blacksmith as the shaping force of Agency continues a long philosophical tradition of casting the Self as both actor and product in moral formation. Plato’s charioteer (Phaedrus, c. 370 BCE) symbolizes the inner conflict and harmony of reason and desire; Kant’s autonomous moral lawgiver (Groundwork, 1785) elevates the Self to a legislative authority grounded in rational duty; Ricoeur’s narrative Self (Oneself as Another, 1990) binds identity to the continuity of ethical self-description. This work extends these metaphors by explicitly integrating cognitive, emotional, and systemic dimensions of the Self as co-constitutive of moral Agency. The result is not only an internalist framing of ethics but also a systems-aware model of identity maintenance. Unlike many modern moral theories that remain focused on behavior, consequence, or Deontology, the Blacksmith metaphor demands attention to internal moral infrastructure -- especially under conditions of uncertainty. It offers a moral epistemology built not on truth-claims, but on integrity-in-process.

7.1 Filling the Gap between Uncertainty and Consequence
This section positions the Self as the central mechanism for bridging epistemic incompleteness and consequential engagement. The metaphor of forging clarity amid doubt resonates with Heidegger’s "resoluteness" (Being and Time, 1927), Tillich’s notion of courage (The Courage to Be, 1952), and Dewey’s conception of moral deliberation as experimental inquiry (Ethics, 1932). The identification of paralysis and reflex as twin moral failures tracks with Aristotelian phronesis (Nicomachean Ethics, c. 350 BCE), where right action lies in skillfully navigating practical uncertainty. By treating uncertainty not as a flaw but as the normal operating condition for morality, this section affirms the necessity of moral Agency as a dynamic, context-sensitive process rather than a fixed logic or rule.

7.2 Internal Processing
This section extends dual-process moral psychology (e.g., Kahneman’s Thinking, Fast and Slow, 2011) into a richer systems-based view of moral deliberation. Haidt’s intuitionist model (The Righteous Mind, 2012) and Prinz’s affect-based account (The Emotional Construction of Morals, 2007) are echoed in the treatment of emotion as integral rather than adversarial to moral reasoning. Furthermore, the constructive narrative function attributed to the Blacksmith parallels the hermeneutic dimension of moral development described by Ricoeur and MacIntyre. The inclusion of emotional resonance and coherence-seeking aligns with Noddings' (Caring, 1984) and Held’s (The Ethics of Care, 2006) critique of detached moral reasoning. What distinguishes this section is its framing of internal processing as simultaneously cognitive, emotional, cultural, and developmental -- a scaffolding rarely unified in traditional moral theory.

7.3 Overseer
By formalizing the role of meta-cognition in moral Agency, this section introduces a layered model of internal accountability. The Overseer functions analogously to Frankfurt’s “second-order desires” (Freedom of the Will and the Concept of a Person, 1971) and Peirce’s fallibilist self-correction (The Fixation of Belief, 1877). Kantian self-legislation (1785) finds echo here in the commitment to internal consistency and autonomous deliberation. Stoic vigilance (e.g., Epictetus, Discourses, c. 108 CE) and educational theories of reflective learning (e.g., Mezirow, Transformative Dimensions of Adult Learning, 1991) also inform this layered Agency. Unlike abstract meta-ethics, however, this account embeds oversight within a living system susceptible to breakdown -- thereby making vulnerability a constitutive, not incidental, feature of moral life.

7.4 Both Ingredient and Judge
This section synthesizes existentialist, compatibilist, and narrative identity theories into a coherent model of reflexive Agency. Kierkegaard’s stages of life (Either/Or, 1843) and Sartre’s emphasis on self-authorship (Existentialism is a Humanism, 1946) underlie the dual-role framework. Frankfurt’s hierarchical volition (1971) is directly invoked, while Charles Taylor’s linguistic constitution of selfhood (Sources of the Self, 1989) and MacIntyre’s notion of unity-through-narrative (After Virtue, 1981) deepen the idea that moral identity is performed and revised through recursive judgment. Fischer and Ravizza’s compatibilist model (Responsibility and Control, 1998) provides further foundation for the claim that genuine Moral Choice requires both internal motivation and critical self-assessment. The fusion of experience and evaluation defines a rigorous standard for moral engagement that transcends binary models of desire versus reason.

7.5 Not Just Virtue and Vice, but also Capacity
The introduction of Capacity as a primary axis of moral Agency challenges classical moral philosophy’s neglect of circumstantial constraint. In dialogue with disability ethics (e.g., Kittay, Love’s Labor, 1999; Nussbaum, Frontiers of Justice, 2006) and Tronto’s ethics of care (Moral Boundaries, 1993), this section argues that moral demands cannot be understood apart from material and psychological capability. The critique of binary culpability mirrors Strawson’s reactive attitudes framework (Freedom and Resentment, 1962) and Vargas’s graded Agency (Building Better Beings, 2013). Moreover, feminist and relational accounts of autonomy (e.g., Stoljar, Relational Autonomy, 2011) are echoed in the claim that capacity is not merely internal but socially scaffolded. This expansion has significant implications for theories of justice and responsibility: it suggests that blame is meaningless without analysis of enabling and inhibiting conditions. The work positions capacity not as an afterthought but as structurally inseparable from the exercise of moral freedom.
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Here we shift from judging what a choice decides to judging what it does to the machinery that makes choosing possible. Chapter 8 introduces a system-agnostic lens -- Antimoral vs. Promoral -- that evaluates actions and whole Moral Systems by how they affect the Smithy: the Crucible, Forge, and Hammer and the feedback that sustains them. Antimoral acts -- disinformation, censorship, hiding consequences, denying uncertainty -- don’t merely break rules; they disable Engency and corrode the conditions for valid moral judgment. This is distinct from immorality (rule-breaking within a system): Antimorality attacks the system’s capacity to reason at all, making it a universal offense. We’ll surface the recurring Antimoral elements that infiltrate Moral Systems (dogma, tribalism, deflection, authoritarianism, complacency, infantilization) and set the stage for the next chapter’s answer: Promoral practices that protect and strengthen Agency.


Up to now, we have explored the anatomy of moral decision-making, the systems that support it, and the obligations that arise once we recognize their existence. Now we must take a necessary but careful step forward: to introduce two new concepts -- Antimoral and Promoral -- that describe actions not in terms of what they decide, but in terms of how they affect the underlying system of moral decision-making itself.
It is essential to be precise: This is not the creation of a new Moral System. We are not offering new commandments, or proposing another set of arbitrary beliefs. Instead, we are describing a framework underlying every Moral System -- a way to evaluate how a Moral System protects and improves the process of reaching Valid Moral decisions under uncertainty.
In a way, this is even more radical than a new Moral System. It offers a way to judge entire Moral Systems.
The framework we are building is agnostic to the specific contents of Moral Systems. One could build a moral code around the pursuit of truth, the worship of chocolate, the canonization of Bob Dylan, or even something malign like witch-burning -- but all these systems can still be examined for how well they maintain the capacity for responsible, reality-aware, uncertainty-humbled Moral Choice.
Our concern in this volume is not what your Moral System asserts. Our concern is whether the system protects and improves Agency by protecting and improving the essential processes -- the Crucible, the Forge, the Hammer, and the Smithy overall -- that allow moral Agency to survive, function, and correct itself over time.
There will be no lists of "Thou Shalt" or "Thou Shalt Not" in what follows. Only a framework for recognizing which actions protect moral Agency and which actions attack it.
But this chapter will be seen as radical nonetheless. It won't tell you what is right or wrong, but it will give the framework for judging any Moral System no matter how embedded and righteous it claims to be, and identify how it erodes or supports the Moral Choice Process and human Agency.
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The moral decision-making process requires a foundation of conditions that force Engency with its inescapable responsibility for preserving and enhancing the system, but also a state of moral urgency to correct problems and improve systems based on the recognition for that responsibility.
Separated from responsibility, there is no true engagement with the moral world, no reason to deliberate, no incentive to improve, and no safeguard against entropy’s inevitable decay. A Moral System that lacks the imperative of Engency is akin to a machine without oil -- it might function in form, but it will eventually seize up and fail.
Engency demands the understanding that Moral Choices matter and that these choices bear weight. The conditions that compel this urgency include uncertainty about outcomes, the potential for harm or benefit, and the ongoing responsibility to adapt to new challenges. Without these, a Moral System can stagnate, becoming ossified into a set of rituals or accepted practices that are blindly followed without question or genuine reflection. The Moral System becomes static, unable to respond to emerging threats or changes in the human condition.
Acting on responsibility doesn't happen naturally; it demands recognizing error, having humility to admit our part in it, and dedicating the resources to correction.
Engency is not just an abstract concept; it is the functional substrate upon which the whole system of moral reasoning relies. It provides the necessary feedback and checks that prevent the system from spiraling into irrelevance or dysfunction.
Much like a well-maintained garden requires regular weeding, pruning, and replenishing of soil, a Moral System needs continuous engagement with its core principles to remain alive and effective. Without Engency, a Moral System is doomed to eventual decay, reduced to nothing more than a hollow set of commands or laws that fail to reflect the dynamic, ever-changing nature of human existence.
No Moral System can survive without preserving the conditions that enforce Engency. Just as an agricultural system that relies on a single genetic strain -- like the Cavendish bananas -- is prone to catastrophic failure, so too is a Moral System that restricts thought, becomes ossified, or resists change. When new challenges arise, such as shifts in societal values, technological advancements, or unforeseen crises, a system without Engency will fail to adapt, resulting in the erosion of its moral integrity.
Entropy sets in: what was once a finely-tuned, reasoned mechanism of moral judgment turns into an inefficient, out-of-sync process, eventually requiring more and more resources to enforce compliance rather than to cultivate genuine moral reasoning.
In this way, Engency is not just desirable -- it is absolutely necessary for the continued viability of any Moral System. If a system hinders or eliminates Engency, it does not seek to improve; it does not attempt to adapt. It merely exists, decaying under the weight of its own neglect.

	Key Terms

Engency (Reaffirmed) -- The inescapable moral responsibility to protect and improve the systems that make Valid Moral Choice possible. Engency is not optional -- it is foundational to sustaining moral Agency and the direct result of the Self in the Moral Choice Process.
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Antimoral actions are deliberate acts that undermine the fundamental principles that allow Moral Systems to function. These are not mere violations of moral codes or ethical guidelines; rather, they attack the very framework of moral decision-making, rendering it incapable of effectively engaging with the moral reality of a given situation.
At their core, Antimoral actions suppress, distort, or eliminate the very conditions that force Engency, the critical urgency for moral decision-making that drives Moral Systems to evolve and adapt.
Some of the most pernicious Antimoral actions include disinformation, censorship, the manipulation of consequence visibility, and the systematic removal of uncertainty. Each of these actions interferes with the conditions that allow a Moral System to be responsive, dynamic, and adaptive. Let’s look at each of these more closely:

Disinformation
Disinformation deliberately misleads or confuses individuals, preventing them from making well-informed decisions. In a moral context, disinformation leads to distorted perceptions of reality, making it impossible for people to accurately assess the moral weight of their actions.
When individuals or institutions propagate false information, they prevent society from engaging in the moral reasoning necessary for sound ethical judgment. Instead of responding to moral imperatives, people are misled into acting based on false beliefs, often with harmful consequences.
A system that allows or worse encourages disinformation is one that sabotages the critical understanding of cause and effect in moral decision-making.

Censorship
Censorship, whether governmental or social, suppresses dissenting voices or ideas that challenge the status quo. By silencing alternative perspectives, censorship destroys the necessary engagement with moral uncertainty.
In any healthy Moral System, a diversity of viewpoints, ideas, and debates is essential. Without open discussion, it is impossible to critically examine beliefs or understand the broader consequences of actions.
Censorship, therefore, eradicates the dynamic, evolving nature of Moral Systems, reducing them to stagnant, one-sided ideologies.

Manipulation of Consequence Visibility
When the true consequences of an action are hidden or distorted, individuals cannot fully grasp the moral weight of their choices.
This manipulation can take many forms: from political cover-ups to media spin or economic manipulation. When people cannot see the real outcomes of their actions, they are deprived of the critical information needed to make Valid Moral Choices.
A Moral System that hides or distorts consequences weakens the very fabric of responsibility and accountability, making it impossible for individuals or society to act in a morally responsible manner.

Dismissal of Uncertainty
Uncertainty is universal in the Moral Choice Process. If a Moral System removes knowledge of uncertainty or treats it as irrelevant, it destroys any purpose for judgment, reflection, and action. When this uncertainty is removed, either through overconfidence or authoritarian control, moral decision-making becomes perfunctory and blind.
The pretense of removal of uncertainty leads to a lack of moral responsibility, as individuals no longer need to critically assess their decisions. Moral Systems that fail to recognition that the future is not entirely predictable and that choices have consequences that cannot always be foreseen are increasingly prone to failure.

Each of these Antimoral actions undermines the very possibility of Valid Moral Choice and also undermines corrections driven by Engency. When one or more of these actions is allowed to take root, the Moral System is weakened, making it more vulnerable to decay and corruption. Over time, this systematic destruction of moral engagement leads to the collapse of the Moral System itself.
In our diner example, Jack undercut the Agency of his employees and disrupted their ability to make measured Moral Choices. He shielded the cook from the consequences of his poor choices. He enforced rigid rules that did not permit consideration. He hid and distorted information to the employees and the owners. He didn't just make choices with bad outcomes, he undercut the process of valid decision making in the first place. His actions were Antimoral.
It is important to recognize that Antimoral actions are not mere transgressions within a moral framework; they are offenses against the system’s ability to function at all. They represent attacks on the ability of individuals and societies to engage with the moral realities that govern our choices. These actions don’t just harm the moral code -- they destroy the very process of moral judgment.

	Key Terms

Antimoral -- An action that attacks the structure or conditions necessary for moral reasoning to occur, such as by disabling uncertainty, suppressing dissent, distorting consequences, or eliminating responsibility.
Disinformation -- The deliberate spread of false or misleading information, impairing a moral agent’s ability to make informed decisions.
Censorship -- The suppression of information or viewpoints that prevents moral deliberation and disables corrective feedback in a Moral System.
Manipulation of Consequence Visibility -- Any act that hides or distorts the outcomes of Moral Choices, impairing accountability and disabling moral judgment.
Dismissal of Uncertainty -- Treating moral ambiguity as irrelevant or nonexistent, thus eliminating the need for reflection, responsibility, or change.
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It is essential to understand that Antimorality and Immorality are not the same, although the terms might seem interchangeable. This distinction is not just semantic -- it is fundamental to understanding how Moral Systems function and how they can be compromised or destroyed.
At its core, Immorality refers to actions that violate a specific moral code or ethical standard within a given system. Immoral acts break rules, go against norms, or transgress established guidelines for behavior. For example, lying, cheating, or stealing are considered immoral actions within many Moral Systems because they violate the principles of honesty, fairness, and respect for others. Immorality assumes the existence of a moral code -- there are still rules in place, even if they are broken.
In contrast, Antimorality is far more insidious. It refers to actions that undermine or eliminate the conditions necessary for Moral Systems to function in the first place. Antimoral actions do not merely violate rules -- they attack the very ability of individuals or societies to reason about what is right or wrong, good or bad. These actions erode the foundation of Engency, the dynamic, urgent process of engaging with moral realities. Without Engency, Moral Systems cannot evolve or adapt. The ability to critically assess, to make responsible moral decisions, is lost.
While immoral actions are a deviation from an established moral framework, Antimoral actions undermine the framework itself, making it impossible for individuals or societies to function within it meaningfully. For example, censorship, the deliberate suppression of information, is an Antimoral action because it removes the very possibility of informed moral judgment. A society where censorship prevails cannot engage in reasoned moral debate, and its Moral System becomes ineffective and corrupt. On the other hand, an immoral action in a free society -- such as lying or stealing -- can still be judged and corrected within the framework of the Moral System.
To put it simply, Immorality breaks the rules of a Moral System, but Antimorality destroys the effectiveness and validity of the rules themselves. In the former, the system still exists, albeit with breaches in its enforcement or understanding; in the latter, the system no longer functions because its capacity for moral reasoning has been sabotaged. The very concept of right and wrong, good and evil, becomes impossible to engage with meaningfully.


	
	
	
The cook that you had fired had been taking home food from the pantry without permission. That was immoral.
Jack had undercounted the proper tips on the credit card transactions, cheating the servers. That was immoral.
Jack threatened the employees with being fired if they did not work mandatory overtime. That threat was not only immoral, it was also Antimoral, since it disrupted their ability to make reasoned choices about their working hours.
Jack hid information from the owners. That was also Antimoral.
Jack continued to order too much produce. That was neither immoral or Antimoral, it was just choice with a bad result.

	
	
	



This distinction is crucial because Antimorality is far more dangerous and far-reaching than Immorality. An immoral society can still find its way back to moral clarity, especially if there is a capacity for reflection, correction, and renewal within the system. Antimoral actions, however, leave no room for correction, because they cripple the system itself. Once Antimorality takes hold, the moral framework collapses under the weight of its own inability to function, leading to social, cultural, and ethical decay.
While Immorality may lead to punishment, retribution, or correction, Antimorality leads to a moral void -- a space where no system of moral reasoning can survive. This is why Antimoral actions are not merely breaches of ethical standards but existential threats to the very possibility of moral Agency. They destroy the Engency that is necessary for Moral Systems to function, evolve, and improve.

	Key Terms

Antimorality vs. Immorality -- Immorality breaks the rules of a Moral System; Antimorality destroys the system’s ability to reason about right and wrong in the first place.
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Engency's universal and inescapable responsibility drives the dynamic, evolving process of engaging with Moral Systems. This requires not only the awareness of Immorality but also a critical understanding of Antimorality. Without this understanding, any attempts to maintain or evaluate a Moral System will be incomplete, flawed, and vulnerable to corruption. Antimorality is the unseen enemy that undermines the very foundation of moral reasoning, and without recognizing its presence, we risk enabling the collapse of the system itself.
To effectively engage with a Moral System, it is crucial to ask: What actions, policies, or ideologies might be threatening not just the ethical rules but the very capacity to reason about and make moral decisions? The engagement with Moral Systems cannot be passive or merely reactive -- it must be proactive in identifying and addressing potential Antimoral forces before they compromise the system’s integrity. This requires a vigilant and discerning approach, one that seeks to preserve the processes of moral reflection, critique, and adaptability.
Simply understanding that a system can be broken by immoral acts is not enough. We must recognize the deeper threat posed by Antimoral actions that could create an environment where moral judgments are no longer possible.
For example, if a society’s leaders manipulate information to the point where citizens cannot make informed moral decisions, they are not just committing immoral acts; they are committing Antimoral actions, eliminating the possibility of a functioning moral framework.
Engency, in this sense, demands a holistic approach to Moral Systems, one that incorporates an awareness of both the dangers of poor Moral Choices and the more insidious threat of Antimorality. Failure to engage with Moral Systems through this dual lens leaves the system vulnerable to collapse from within, as Antimoral actions -- being less obvious and more destructive -- are allowed to proliferate unchecked.
In summary, Engency cannot be fully realized without an active and ongoing awareness of Antimorality, since it is Antimoral actions that disable the very mechanisms of moral reasoning, adaptation, and correction. Thus, engaging with a Moral System requires a commitment to not only upholding ethical standards but also to actively protecting the system from those forces that would obliterate its capacity to function.
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Because Antimoral and immoral are not the same thing, it's possible to have Moral System that are themselves, in whole or part, Antimoral.
Forced obedience to a moral code is by its nature an Antimoral act, despite being considered moral by the moral code. Sharing censored information could be considered immoral by a moral code, but might actually support the system of Moral Choice and is thus Promoral.
Moral Systems are not immune to corruption. While they are ideally designed to guide human behavior toward ethical standards, they can become distorted over time by Antimoral elements. These elements are not merely failures of enforcement or understanding within a Moral System; they are deep-seated forces that undermine the very ability to engage with moral reasoning in a meaningful way. As a result, the system itself becomes incapable of evolving or adapting to new challenges.
This framework does not single out any tradition -- it applies equally to religious codes, legal systems, political ideologies, and cultural norms. It would be easy to cite examples of Antimoral elements within any given system. But to name just one would risk suggesting the others are immune. Instead, we’ll explore general cases and leave the application to specific societies, institutions, or traditions for those who follow.
Some of the most common Antimoral elements that manifest in Moral Systems include:
· Dogma: Dogmatic beliefs are those that are held as absolute, unquestionable truths, often without room for critical examination or reinterpretation. In a Moral System, Dogma can prevent growth, adaptation, and self-correction by enforcing rigid, unchanging rules. While rules may provide structure, when they become Dogmatic, they prevent the system from engaging with evolving moral challenges and may alienate individuals or groups who seek to question or improve the system. The rigidity of Dogma stifles Engency by removing the space for reflection and adaptation. It is not merely a form of immorality -- it is Antimoral because it prevents Moral Systems from evolving to address new contexts or injustices.
· Tribalism: Tribalism refers to the tendency to prioritize the interests of one’s own group or identity over the common good or broader ethical principles. In Moral Systems, Tribalism manifests as the elevation of loyalty to a specific group -- whether it be a nation, religion, race, or social class -- at the expense of universal ethical standards. This divisive mentality not only encourages discrimination and exclusion but also undermines the Moral System’s ability to consider all individuals impartially and equally. The result is a moral framework that is less concerned with justice and more concerned with preserving in-group loyalty, thus preventing the fair application of moral reasoning across all groups.
· Deflection: Deflection occurs when Moral Systems avoid addressing difficult or uncomfortable ethical issues by redirecting blame, responsibility, or criticism elsewhere. This may take the form of scapegoating, projecting faults onto an external group or force, or simply avoiding moral questions altogether. Deflection allows Moral Systems to evade accountability for their own failures, hindering their capacity for reflection and correction. By failing to confront moral shortcomings head-on, a system becomes stagnant and susceptible to further degradation. Deflection, rather than promoting growth or correction, perpetuates the status quo and entrenches harmful practices.
· Authoritarianism: Authoritarianism in Moral Systems emerges when power is centralized and the authority to define what is moral or ethical is placed in the hands of a select few, often disregarding the needs or input of the broader population. This concentration of moral authority can stifle dissent, suppress individual Agency, and eliminate avenues for moral debate. In an authoritarian Moral System, dissent is not only discouraged but punished, making it impossible for the system to adapt or correct itself in response to new moral challenges.
· Complacency: Moral Systems can also become Antimoral through complacency. When members of a society become passive or indifferent to the evolving needs of ethical thought or the consequences of moral failure, they allow the system to deteriorate. Complacency occurs when individuals fail to challenge injustices or question established norms, resulting in a system that is blind to its own flaws. This lack of engagement with the moral framework allows Antimoral elements like corruption, exploitation, and oppression to persist unchecked.
· Infantilization: When Moral Systems -- regardless of good intent -- designate entire classes of individuals as exempt from the consequences of their choices, they deprive those individuals of the opportunity to develop and practice moral Agency. This not only encourages repeated poor choices but prevents the internalization of moral responsibility. Like Tribalism, Infantilization creates divisions and inequities within the system: different rules for different people, eroding the universal applicability of moral standards. Over time, it undermines the very idea that actions can be judged as good or bad, since those judgments are selectively applied. By failing to treat adults as moral Agents capable of learning and improving, Infantilization fractures the Moral System and weakens its ability to function.

These and other Antimoral elements can appear individually or in combination, gradually weakening the Moral System and preventing it from fulfilling its purpose.
Each of these elements is destructive not because they are necessarily immoral by themselves, but because they actively undermine the system’s ability to reason, evolve, and adapt to the changing moral landscape. Moral Systems that fall prey to these elements risk ceasing to function as meaningful frameworks for moral Agency, leaving individuals and societies trapped in a stifling, uncritical state.
Ultimately, these Antimoral forces must be recognized and addressed to preserve the integrity of any Moral System. They are not external deviations from the moral code; they are internal corruptions that erode the system from within. As such, they pose a far greater threat than mere violations of ethical rules -- they represent a systemic failure of the very mechanisms that allow Moral Systems to reason, reflect, and adapt.

	Key Terms

Dogma -- Rigid, unquestionable belief that suppresses moral reflection and adaptability.
Tribalism -- Loyalty to group identity over universal moral principles, undermining fairness and inclusion.
Deflection -- Avoiding accountability by redirecting blame, preventing moral correction.
Authoritarianism -- Concentration of moral authority in a few, eliminating open deliberation and dissent.
Complacency -- Moral disengagement that allows injustice or decay to persist unchallenged.
Infantilization -- Shielding individuals or whole groups from the consequence of their choices, weakening their moral Agency.
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The concept of Antimorality transcends individual cultural norms, legal systems, and moral frameworks. Unlike actions that are immoral within a specific system or context -- such as breaking a specific law or violating a community's values -- Antimoral actions represent a fundamental attack on the very possibility of moral Agency, no matter what Moral System it occurs in. These actions are not merely offenses within one cultural or societal context, but rather violations of the essential conditions that allow any Moral System to function effectively, regardless of its specifics.
The universality of Antimorality arises from the fact that every Moral System, regardless of its content, relies on certain essential features to be functional and meaningful.
These features include the ability to make reasoned judgments, the preservation of uncertainty in moral decision-making, and the capacity to engage in critical discourse about what is right or wrong. Antimoral actions -- whether through disinformation, censorship, or the manipulation of consequence visibility -- strike at these foundational elements and thus represent a threat not only to specific moral codes but to the very possibility of moral judgment itself.
Consider a simple example: imagine a society where freedom of speech is restricted, and people are no longer able to question or discuss the validity of the dominant Moral System. In this context, the Antimoral action is not merely a political infringement, but the systemic removal of moral feedback -- blinding the system to its own errors.
When people are unable to critically assess the values and rules of their society, they are effectively deprived of their Agency -- the capacity to reason about moral actions and consequences. As a result, their moral Agency is severely compromised, not because they are choosing to act immorally, but because they are no longer able to make such choices.
In this sense, Antimorality becomes a universal offense because it harms the very infrastructure that supports all Moral Systems, regardless of their specific content.
In our diner example, Jack made mistakes. Mistakes are inevitable, but can be minimized. Mistakes by themselves are not moral failings. Jack stole tips from the servers, that is immoral. Jack threatened employees, hid information, tolerated corruption, and failed to make corrective action. That damaged the system itself and thus was Antimoral.
In any Moral System those actions damages the Moral Choice Process and undermines the Moral System.
Some Moral Systems exist, particularly those structured to benefit those in power over those not in power, that consider it moral to threaten others, hide information, tolerate corruption, and refuse to correct problems, depending on who is in charge. In those systems, where it's considered moral, doing those things damage the process of Moral Choice and is still Antimoral.
Whether a society's Moral System emphasizes justice, fairness, compassion, or any other value, these systems are all dependent on the preservation of the conditions that enable individuals to make autonomous, reasoned moral decisions. Any action that erodes those conditions -- by eliminating uncertainty, obscuring consequences, or suppressing discourse -- undermines the Moral System as a whole.
It is important to recognize that Antimorality does not operate within the bounds of a specific moral code, nor is it subject to the same ethical principles that govern traditional moral actions. Instead, Antimorality represents a more profound assault on the very fabric of moral life. It is the action that destroys the possibility of moral reasoning itself, making it impossible for individuals or societies to engage in any meaningful form of Moral Choice. This is why Antimoral actions cannot be judged simply by the standards of any one Moral System -- they are inherently damaging to the concept of morality across all systems.
Moreover, the universality of Antimorality helps explain why certain actions -- such as the manipulation of truth, the restriction of thought, or the suppression of moral dialogue -- are considered deeply harmful in virtually all cultures and ethical traditions.
While different societies may have different ideas about what constitutes good or evil, the very act of shutting down the ability to make such distinctions is universally detrimental to moral life. The integrity of any Moral System relies on its ability to be questioned, debated, and refined. Antimoral actions destroy this process, making it impossible for any Moral System to evolve or improve.

	Key Terms

Universal Antimorality -- Antimoral actions damage any Moral System, regardless of its content, by destroying the preconditions for moral reasoning: uncertainty, responsibility, feedback, and reflection.
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We came into the chapter with an understanding that the Moral Choice Process depends on a complex system of inputs, outputs, feedbacks, and other pieces. Then we established that the mechanisms that make Valid Moral Choices possible depends upon the actions of the agents themselves as driven by the responsibility of Engency.
We introduced the concept of Antimorality -- actions that don’t merely break moral rules, but undermine the very conditions required for Moral Systems to function: recognition of uncertainty, responsibility, clarity, and the presence of a reflective Self.
We drew a vital distinction between immorality, which operates within a Moral System and can be corrected by it, and Antimorality, which erodes or destroys the system’s capacity for judgment altogether.
We examined how certain actions -- like disinformation, censorship, manipulation of consequence visibility, and denial of uncertainty -- can collapse the very mechanisms of Agency. We saw how Antimoral elements can infest Moral Systems themselves, such as through Dogma, Tribalism, authoritarianism, and Infantilization. These are not just flaws in execution; they are threats to the system's moral survival.
Finally, we explored the idea that Antimorality is a universal offense. It transcends cultural or ideological boundaries because it destroys the architecture of moral reasoning in any system, no matter its specific content.
This brings us to a critical question: if some actions corrupt the Moral System, are there actions that strengthen it? If Antimoral acts erode Agency, can other actions deliberately protect, improve, and reinforce the system of Moral Choice?
The next chapter will take up this question, introducing the concept of Promorality -- actions that defend and nourish the structures that allow Agency to survive and thrive. Where Antimorality tears down, Promorality builds. And from that contrast, a new path forward becomes visible.
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It’s easy to imagine Antimorality as something committed only by censors, propagandists, or tyrants. But the truth is, it can creep into even the best of intentions.
I have often seen myself as a man of principle. Yet, with the clarity of hindsight, I recognize a specific failing: I have not always treated adults as adults. Whether out of hubris, misplaced kindness, or a desire to avoid conflict, I have sometimes withheld difficult truths, softened consequences, or avoided holding others accountable when I should have. I told myself I was preventing harm. In reality, I was sacrificing their long-term moral Agency for short-term comfort -- mine and theirs.
I never intended to manipulate, obscure, or cripple someone's ability to act rightly, but by hiding necessary truths and shielding others from the consequences of their actions, I was doing exactly that.
I see now that Antimorality is not just an external threat from the powerful; it is a danger that each of us, in our ordinary choices, must guard against within ourselves.
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8.1 The Imperative of Engency
This section formalizes Engency as a foundational requirement for Moral Systems, positing it as both an outcome of Agency and a necessary condition for its sustainability. While the idea that Moral Systems require reflection and adaptability is implicit in Dewey’s pragmatism (Ethics, 1932) and echoed in Alasdair MacIntyre’s notion of traditions requiring internal critique to avoid moral stagnation (After Virtue, 1981), this section innovates by articulating a systemic urgency for maintenance. It frames Engency not as a virtue or skill, but as an unavoidable imperative structurally necessary to prevent ethical entropy.
The metaphorical connection to biological and agricultural systems (e.g., genetic monoculture vulnerability) extends beyond conventional analogies used in moral philosophy. The idea that a Moral System can “ossify” absent Engency deepens concerns raised by thinkers like Charles Taylor about the fragility of moral orders (Sources of the Self, 1989). The text shifts from a purely agent-centered ethics to a view of systems that must actively preserve the conditions under which moral Agents can function -- approaching moral ecology.

8.2 Antimoral Actions
This section introduces and categorizes Antimoral actions as distinct from immoral acts -- a novel contribution. The systematic dismantling of the conditions for moral Agency resonates with Hannah Arendt’s account of totalitarianism, particularly the destruction of the space for judgment (The Origins of Totalitarianism, 1951), and with Foucault’s critique of power structures that silence dissent (Discipline and Punish, 1975). However, where Arendt and Foucault focus on sociopolitical manifestations, this framework is explicitly normative, grounded in a theory of Moral Choice Process degradation.
The typology -- disinformation, censorship, consequence distortion, and dismissal of uncertainty -- bears resemblance to Habermas’ criteria for communicative rationality (The Theory of Communicative Action, 1981), in that it emphasizes transparency, mutual comprehension, and the validity of claims. However, your framing shifts from ideal discourse conditions to structural moral integrity, offering an evaluative lens even when mutual discourse fails.
The integration of visibility and uncertainty as prerequisites for moral judgment refines insights from Rawls’ “veil of ignorance” thought experiment (A Theory of Justice, 1971), here applied not to fairness but to the structural viability of moral reasoning itself.

8.3 Antimorality Is Not Immorality
This section draws a critical and underexplored distinction between immorality (violation of a given system's rules) and Antimorality (sabotage of the system's moral capacity). The conceptual move mirrors the distinction in systems theory between local malfunction and systemic failure (e.g., in Luhmann’s autopoietic systems). It also evokes Isaiah Berlin’s contrast between negative and positive liberty (Two Concepts of Liberty, 1958), in that the latter is concerned with the conditions for meaningful freedom -- here extended to moral Agency.
By clarifying that Antimoral actions are not judged by their content but by their effects on the capacity for moral reasoning, this work offers an evaluative principle for cross-system comparison. This is philosophically significant because it transcends moral relativism without positing a universal moral content -- a difficult and valuable balancing act in metaethics.
This framework may also be seen as expanding Frankfurt’s hierarchical model of volition (Freedom of the Will, 1971), where second-order desires make one a person. Here, the systemic degradation of that very structure -- disabling second-order evaluation -- renders one not merely immoral, but morally inert.

8.4 Engaging with Antimorality
This section asserts that valid engagement with Moral Systems requires proactive identification of Antimoral forces. The move from personal virtue to systemic vigilance recalls Simone Weil’s notion of attention as a moral obligation (Gravity and Grace, 1947), expanded here to a collective ethical responsibility.
The framing implies that moral Agency includes a duty of structural stewardship, echoing contemporary work in moral infrastructure (e.g., Elizabeth Anderson’s The Imperative of Integration, 2010) and extending discussions of moral repair (Margalit, The Ethics of Memory, 2002). Your text argues not only for the reform of unjust systems, but for their internal immunization against Antimoral decay.
Philosophically, this anticipates later discussions in Volume II on legacy and moral architecture. It also resonates with Fricker’s concept of epistemic injustice (Epistemic Injustice, 2007), particularly testimonial silencing, which can be seen as a form of Antimoral deflection.

8.5 Antimoral Elements Within Moral Systems
This section maps Antimoral tendencies within Moral Systems themselves -- Dogma, Tribalism, deflection, authoritarianism, complacency, Infantilization -- as internalized threats. The argument extends critiques from religious ethics (Kierkegaard’s critique of Christendom in Attack Upon Christendom, 1855), political theory (Arendt’s banality of evil, 1963), and feminist epistemology (Code, What Can She Know?, 1991), showing how even well-meaning moral frameworks can calcify into mechanisms of suppression.
By treating these tendencies as structurally Antimoral, the work departs from traditional critiques of hypocrisy or power abuse and offers a system-aware critique: not that these structures violate their own codes, but that they disable the code’s function. This echoes recent work in moral psychology (e.g., Vargas, Building Better Beings, 2013) and moral education theory, where development is hindered not by bad choices, but by bad scaffolding.
The inclusion of Infantilization as a moral error connects to Martha Nussbaum’s capability approach (Frontiers of Justice, 2006), emphasizing that withholding responsibility impairs moral growth. Unlike virtue ethics, which might merely see this as missed opportunity, this framing treats it as a foundational degradation of Agency itself.

Academic Notes -- 8.6 Antimorality as a Universal Offense
This section asserts the universality of Antimoral threats across Moral Systems, distinguishing form from function. This move avoids cultural imperialism while maintaining a critical standard -- a significant achievement in global ethics. It parallels Nagel’s effort to identify objective moral viewpoints without moral absolutism (The View From Nowhere, 1986) and expands on meta-ethical non-naturalism by defining universal structural conditions rather than content.
This universality is also compatible with Sen’s Development as Freedom (1999), which frames freedom not merely as non-interference, but as capacity-building -- a model you implicitly share. The final argument positions Antimorality not as a relative error but a meta-ethical violation: any action that makes moral reflection impossible is, by definition, wrong across systems.
The philosophical contribution here is treating Antimorality as a meta-framework, creating a bridge between ethical pluralism and moral realism -- a toolset for evaluating systems without assuming a shared moral doctrine.
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Chapter 9 turns from warning to work: the affirmative task of Promorality -- protecting the Smithy so Agency can survive strain. It frames Promoralism as a meta-ethical practice, not a creed: defend transparency, dissent, feedback, and skill-building so the Crucible, Forge, and Hammer keep producing Valid Moral Choice. Neglect isn’t neutral; failing to maintain these conditions is itself Antimoral. Yet Promorality has limits -- of knowledge, authority, and energy -- so the aim isn’t perfection (which ossifies into control) but resilience: shared, sustainable vigilance that repairs, adapts, and keeps responsibility and consequence alive. This chapter makes Engency concrete at the system level and prepares tools for recognizing, resisting, and repairing decay.


Moral decisions do not occur in isolation. They are forged -- imperfectly, precariously -- within systems that can either enable or erode our capacity to choose well. This chapter turns from the internal anatomy of Moral Choice to the external structures that support it.
We call Promoralism the stance, practice, and responsibility of protecting the conditions under which moral Agency remains possible. It is not morality itself, but the defense of the possibility of Valid Moral Choice -- like tending the fire, repairing the tools, and shielding the forge where Moral Choice is made.
Promoralism is not merely desirable; it is necessary. Without it, systems drift toward failure, actors become procedural, and judgment is replaced by ritual. But like all moral responsibilities, Promoralism is bounded by practical limits. We cannot construct perfect moral environments, and any attempt to do so risks ossification or tyranny.
This chapter explores what it means to be Promoral: why it matters, why its absence becomes Antimoral, and how its limits shape the design and maintenance of Moral Systems. It prepares the ground for the question to come -- not just what should we do, but what must we protect to make doing possible.
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Promoralism is the commitment to protecting and maintaining the conditions under which moral Agency can function. It is not a system of values, nor a position on any particular moral issue. Instead, it is a stance toward systems themselves -- a meta-ethical orientation that asks: Does this structure support Moral Choice, or does it sabotage it?
A Promoral act is one that enhances clarity, consequence, engagement, and responsibility. It reinforces the Crucible, keeps the Forge intact, and ensures the Hammer strikes where the Agent -- not the system -- must bear the force.
Promoralism is not about making Valid Moral Choices all the time. It is about ensuring that Valid Moral Choice remains possible, even under strain. This may mean:
· Defending transparency in a culture trending toward secrecy.
· Protecting dissent in a system that rewards conformity.
· Restoring feedback in a bureaucracy that numbs consequences.
· Training and developing critical reasoning in yourself and others.
Promoralism treats the Moral System itself as a shared responsibility -- not just what we believe or do, but what we are willing to preserve so others can choose meaningfully, too.
This is how Engency manifests systemically: not just as personal awareness, but as deliberate action to sustain the mechanisms that make moral Agency possible. Engency fuels Promorality, and Promorality protects the future of Agency.
In our diner example, mistakes need correction. Immoral acts like stealing tips need to be ended. But even more importantly, you'll need to create an environment that enhances the process of Moral Choice. The staff needs to be given information that lets them understand risks and consequences from the choices they make. Feedback from staff and customers needs to be encouraged and acted upon. Dissent needs to be taken as serious contribution to the efforts to improve.
A business person would say that this is simply good management, but a philosopher would say that you're enhancing the process of Valid Moral Choice. In the framework in this volume, we call that Promoralism.
Promoralism is the work of maintaining the Smithy: the architecture where moral thought is shaped and tested. And it is every bit as essential as the choices made within it.

	Key Terms

Promoralism -- The stance, practice, and responsibility of protecting and maintaining the conditions under which moral Agency remains possible. It is not a Moral System, but a meta-ethical commitment to preserving the viability of Moral Choice.
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It is tempting to think of moral failure only in terms of action -- what someone did, failed to do, or chose under pressure. But the failure to protect the conditions for moral action is itself a form of moral sabotage. It is not neutral. It is not benign. It is Antimoral.
To tolerate the erosion of Agency, to ignore the decay of consequence, to dismiss the manipulation of feedback -- these are not passive oversights. They are active betrayals of moral responsibility, even when cloaked in politeness, pragmatism, or resignation.
Antimoralism is not always violent or ideological. Often, it is quiet. It looks like letting the signal degrade, looking away when role excuses responsibility, or defending systems that produce moral blindness as a byproduct of “efficiency.”
This is why Promoralism must be intentional. There is no neutral ground. A system that is not being maintained for moral engagement is drifting -- slowly or swiftly -- toward moral irrelevance or abuse. And the people who see that drift, but do nothing, are not bystanders. They are participants in its collapse.
In the diner example, it's probably clear that if you fail to empower your workers and improve information flow to the owners, you're contributing to the problem. Once you go to society's problems, where the problems look too big for you to solve, it may not be obvious that you are engaging in Antimorality.
Your public schools are not teaching critical thinking? Your politicians are ignoring the best interests of the citizens? Your judges are being forced to follow pre-scripted sentencing rules? All are Antimoral. But if you are tolerating it and not engaging in Promorality to correct it, then you are being Antimoral too.
To fail at Promoralism is to become, in effect, a caretaker of the crucible’s decay. A Hammer with no heat. A forge with no truth. Agency cannot survive long in such conditions -- and neither can responsibility.
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Promoralism is necessary -- but the resources to enact it are not limitless. There is a temptation, once one sees the importance of protecting moral Agency, to try to control every condition that might impair it. But that path leads to obsession, burnout, or tyranny. The truth is: not all threats to Agency can be prevented, and not all Moral Systems can be perfectly maintained.
Promoralism operates in a world of constraints:
· Limited knowledge: We often don’t know what effects a system will have until it’s too late.
· Limited authority: We rarely have the power to redesign the systems we live within.
· Limited energy: Constant vigilance, if unmodulated, becomes unsustainable or self-defeating.
Even the most well-intentioned efforts to maintain clarity and consequence must navigate trade-offs. Overcorrecting for uncertainty can lead to rigidity. Demanding perfect feedback can delay urgent action. Insisting on transparency in all things can collapse privacy or trust.
This is not failure. It is reality. Promoralism, to remain moral, must be tempered by humility. It does not mean that you must control the world -- it calls upon you to tend the space around you, repairing what you can, resisting drift where it matters, and knowing that perfection is neither possible nor required.
You can't fix public education in Botswana, end corruption in rural China, or stop every instance of addiction. But you can affect your own life and the lives of those around you.
The limits of Promoralism are not its weaknesses -- they are the reason it must be shared. When no one is solely responsible, everyone must take responsibility where they stand.
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No moral structure -- no institution, culture, law, or design -- can be perfectly Promoral. The very nature of human complexity, uncertainty, and scale ensures that some friction, distortion, or decay will always occur. To build a system that perfectly preserves Agency, consequence, feedback, and engagement in all cases would require omniscience, omnipotence, and omnibenevolence.
That is to say: it would require a divine hand, not humans with their frailty and limitations.
But humans build systems. We build them with partial knowledge, conflicting goals, legacy constraints, and flawed understanding. Even the best-designed institutions will drift. Even the most responsive cultures will ossify. Even the most engaged individuals will sometimes look away.
What follows is not despair -- but a design constraint:
Promoralism cannot eliminate failure. It can only reduce the conditions that make moral failure inevitable.
This changes our goal. We do not aim for utopia -- a perfectly functioning moral machine -- but for resilience. A system that bends, reflects, alerts, and heals. One that allows Agency to recover from injury, not one that promises never to wound.
Perfect Promoralism would remove the very thing it exists to protect: the necessity of moral attention. Instead, what we require is sustainable Promoralism -- a living vigilance, shared among agents, embedded in culture, and open to self-correction.
Even though the Smithy cannot be indestructible, it does need to be repairable, and worthy of repair.
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This chapter emerged as the natural response to Chapter 8’s warning about Antimorality -- the erosion of the Moral Choice Process itself. Having seen how Moral Systems can decay, become corrupted, or even be weaponized against Agency, we turned to the question: what can be done to preserve and strengthen that system?
We defined Promorality not as a new morality, but as the effort to safeguard the very conditions under which moral decisions can be made. It is a commitment to clarity, consequence, reflection, and responsibility. It is Engency in action, scaled from individual obligation to systemic design.
We learned that failing to act in defense of moral structure isn’t neutral -- it can be Antimoral. And we acknowledged the limits of Promoralism: we cannot engineer perfect systems, only resilient ones. This calls not for perfectionism, but for vigilance, humility, and shared responsibility.
The next chapter builds on this foundation. We now begin developing specific tools and lenses that can help us recognize, resist, and repair Antimoral elements -- and design environments that nourish sustainable Promorality.
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For most people, it’s easy to avoid actively harming others. Few wake up and say, “Today, I will do bad.” We operate within the Moral Systems society has constructed around us and push through the day the best we can.
A few see the flaws in those systems and try to change them. But fewer still make the effort to build or strengthen their society’s moral architecture. Why would we? If nothing seems broken, why spend extra resources fixing it?
But this is the illusion of stability. When preventive maintenance is neglected, failure is not avoided -- the effort is deferred, the impact is amplified, and the consequences are inevitable. It tends to arrive in the worst possible way, at the worst possible time.
We all know this in practice. A struggling company lays off its training staff to survive the quarter. A city, strapped for cash, cuts its library funding or under-resources its schools. You or I may delay an oil change until the engine seizes on the freeway.
We do this because we're trying to survive today, assuming that tomorrow will give us time to catch up. But tomorrow arrives with new constraints -- and new temptations to postpone. Eventually, bridges collapse. Factories fail. Cars die in the middle lane. And we’re surprised -- because nothing seemed urgent until everything was.
This pattern applies just as much to our Moral Systems. When we neglect the transmission of values across generations, those values fade. When we Infantilize whole classes of people -- shielding them from moral responsibility in the name of empathy or equity -- we rob them of Agency itself. When we tolerate the erosion of education, the oversimplification of information, or the manipulation of emotion through media and politics, we train our society to be unable to make coherent, moral decisions.
Promoralism asks us to stay awake, alert, engaged -- to maintain and improve the systems that allow moral clarity to exist. But that work is hard. It costs time, energy, attention. So we defer it. We get through the day.
Until we can’t.
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9.1 Promoralism
This section introduces Promoralism as a meta-ethical stance focused not on prescribing correct action, but on preserving the preconditions for moral action. This represents a shift from most traditional moral theories, which emphasize what to do, toward a systems-level inquiry into how Moral Choice remains viable. The move parallels work in procedural justice (Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 1971) but departs from it by de-centering fairness as an outcome and centering instead the integrity of the Moral Choice Process.
The concept bears resemblance to Habermas’s concern with ideal speech conditions (Theory of Communicative Action, 1981) and Dewey’s idea of the social conditions for inquiry (Democracy and Education, 1916). However, the framing here is more infrastructural than dialogical. Promoralism is not about dialogue per se but about the maintenance of “the Smithy” -- a metaphor for the full extent of the Moral Choice Process.
In system-theoretical terms, this section introduces Promorality as a condition of structural coupling (Luhmann, Social Systems, 1984), where the feedback loops, engagement structures, and signal integrity of Moral Systems are actively preserved. The emphasis on Engency as the animating force of Promorality is original and suggests an ongoing feedback loop between individual awareness and systemic maintenance -- blending Aristotelian character ethics with contemporary complexity theory.

9.2 The Failure to Embrace Promoralism Is Also Antimoral
This section makes the provocative but philosophically defensible claim that neglecting the maintenance of Moral Systems is not a neutral omission, but a form of Antimorality. The idea finds partial precedent in Arendt’s concept of the “banality of evil” (Eichmann in Jerusalem, 1963), where moral failure arises not from malevolence but from passive participation in systemically corrupt norms.
However, while Arendt was focused on individual actors within regimes, this section generalizes the risk to all participants in institutional drift. In this, it draws tacit support from recent work in organizational ethics (e.g., Werhane, Moral Imagination and Management Decision-Making, 1999) and from critical legal theorists who highlight how systemic neglect perpetuates injustice (e.g., Matsuda et al., Words That Wound, 1993).
The claim that there is “no neutral ground” is a direct challenge to minimalist moral frameworks (e.g., Gert, Morality: Its Nature and Justification, 1998) and echoes the feminist ethics of care tradition (e.g., Gilligan, In a Different Voice, 1982), which argues that inaction within harmful systems constitutes ethical complicity. The analysis reframes moral responsibility as an ecological function: system maintenance is not ancillary to moral behavior -- it is central to its sustainability.

9.3 The Practical Limits of Promoralism
This section advances the theory by incorporating the limits of Promoralism, thereby avoiding the charge of moral perfectionism. The identification of constraints -- limited knowledge, authority, and energy -- situates Promoralism within bounded rationality (Simon, Administrative Behavior, 1947) and resonates with discussions of “moral overload” (van den Hoven et al., Design for Values, 2015).
The section’s restraint distinguishes it from utopian political philosophies and instead aligns with the notion of moral humility as proposed by Blum (Moral Perception and Particularity, 1994) and Walker (Moral Understandings, 1998). Importantly, the text resists both totalizing control and relativistic surrender, offering instead a model of “tending the space around you” -- a principle of localized moral stewardship that shares affinity with virtue ethics (Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, c. 350 BCE) while scaling it into systems design.

9.4 A Perfectly Promoral Moral Structure Impossible
This section explicitly rejects the possibility of engineering a flawless moral environment, grounding Promoralism in resilience rather than perfection. The theoretical orientation parallels Nassim Taleb’s concept of antifragility (Antifragile, 2012) and aligns with the resilience theory in ecological and organizational systems (Holling, 1973; Folke et al., 2004). Here, Moral Systems are treated as living systems, subject to drift, entropy, and repair.
The section's assertion that attempts to create a perfectly Promoral structure would paradoxically eliminate moral attention is reminiscent of Isaiah Berlin’s critique of utopianism (The Crooked Timber of Humanity, 1990) and Popper’s warnings about “utopian social engineering” (The Open Society and Its Enemies, 1945). However, this work differs by offering a normative framework for imperfection -- a design philosophy of distributed vigilance and sustainable repair.
The metaphor of the repairable Smithy contributes to contemporary debates in virtue ethics and moral psychology by providing a concrete systems-level image of ethical infrastructure -- focusing attention not on what an Agent knows or believes, but on what a system enables them to become. The implication is profound: moral failure is not only personal but infrastructural, and so too is moral resilience.
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Chapter 10 is the turn from theory to stewardship: it asks what you’ll do with what you now know. It clarifies why Moral Systems exist -- to amplify individual Agency, coordinate it across communities, and carry moral memory forward -- then shows how they fail through structural breakdown, cultural drift, and deliberate sabotage. You’re taught to spot early warning signs (rigid rule-keeping without context, ritual without reflection, collapsing trust, fear of questions, and shrinking Agency) and to diagnose fragility in families, workplaces, institutions, and civic life. The chapter introduces moral engineering -- the disciplined practice of noticing, maintaining, and repairing the conditions that keep Valid Moral Choice possible -- and issues a call to take charge, not to perfect the world, but to keep the forge lit where choices are made.


Moral Systems are not self-sustaining. They do not fix themselves. They do not warn us when they are failing. Their survival depends on those who are willing to observe, to question, and -- ultimately -- to act to preserve it or make changes to save the.
This chapter is the pivot point where philosophical understanding becomes personal responsibility. Having explored Agency, Antimoralism, and Promoralism, we now ask the critical question: What will you do with this knowledge?
We begin by clarifying the purpose of Moral Systems -- why they exist, what needs they serve, and why they matter in a world of uncertainty, competing values, and complex interdependence.
We then turn to the ways in which these systems can fail:
· Structural breakdowns that lead to injustice.
· Cultural decay that normalizes moral disengagement.
· Systemic sabotage that erodes the conditions for Moral Choice.
Next, we explore the warning signs -- the early indicators that a Moral System is weakening. These include shrinking engagement, declining trust, rigid Dogma, and the loss of capacity to make meaningful choices.
From recognition, we move to diagnosis. You will learn to detect fragility and failure, not only in institutions, but also in the systems that govern personal relationships, professional conduct, and civic life.
Finally, we introduce the foundation of Moral Engineering -- the practice of intentionally analyzing, maintaining, and improving the structures that support moral Agency. This includes both internal disciplines and external design principles, which will be developed further in the chapters to come.
This chapter is a call to action -- not as a moral crusader, but as a moral engineer. Your task is not to perfect the world, but to engage with it: to notice, to repair, and to defend the conditions under which Moral Choice remains possible.
The blueprint for a Promoral society will come later. For now, what matters is this:
The systems that protect Agency around you are fragile. Their future depends on those who choose to take charge.
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Moral Systems exist because Moral Choice is hard.
They are not optional accessories to civilized life -- they are scaffolding. Without them, individual Agency would collapse under the weight of uncertainty, conflicting interests, and emotional overwhelm. A Moral System is society’s way of saying: You are not alone in this. Others are also choosing.
At their best, Moral Systems do three essential things:
· Amplify Agency -- They preserve and support the conditions under which individuals can make Moral Choices. They provide language, structure, and shared context for what counts as right, wrong, good, or harmful.
· Coordinate Agency -- They allow individual choices to align within a broader community, preventing chaos and reducing the risk that moral Agents will work at cross purposes.
· Reinforce Legacy -- They embed memory, tradition, and long-term consequences into decision-making -- linking individual actions to generational outcomes.
Importantly, Moral Systems are not the same as laws or customs, though they may shape both. A legal code may enforce behavior, but a Moral System cultivates intention. It concerns not only what is done, but why and with what level of understanding.
And Moral Systems are not static. They evolve alongside knowledge, culture, and crisis. In fact, a living Moral System must evolve to remain Promoral. If it cannot adapt to new complexities, it becomes brittle -- drifting into irrelevance or Dogma.
So why do they matter?
Because without them, we revert to instinct, power, and tribal loyalty. Because without them, Agency becomes a solitary burden. And because without them, we lose the ability to distinguish between the merely legal, the socially acceptable, and the genuinely moral.
Moral Systems matter not because they are perfect, but because they are our collective attempt to keep the forge alive -- to protect the Blacksmith and the Overseer within each of us, and to extend those tools into shared institutions and enduring legacy.
The failure to preserve a Moral System is not just a loss of coherence. It is a loss of moral capacity -- for everyone it once served.
And if we understand that, then we begin to see why taking charge of Moral Systems is not idealism. It is survival.

	Key Terms

Moral System -- A shared framework that supports Moral Choice by amplifying, coordinating, and reinforcing Agency. It provides language, structure, and context, and it evolves over time in response to knowledge and cultural change.
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Moral Systems fail.
They fail through erosion, corruption, neglect, sabotage, and exhaustion. They fail when good people grow tired, when incentives are twisted, or when uncertainty becomes too deep to navigate without help. They fail when they become brittle and cannot adapt. And when they fail, the cost is not just theoretical -- it is human.
When a Moral System fails, people suffer. Injustice flourishes. Responsibility becomes impossible to assign. Legacy is shattered. Agency collapses under the weight of confusion or fear.
There are many modes of failure, but most fall into a few recognizable patterns:
· Loss of Coherence -- The system no longer provides clear moral guidance. Its principles contradict, its categories fail to apply, and its rules feel arbitrary or inconsistent.
· Loss of Trust -- People stop believing the system is fair, meaningful, or sincere. Once that trust erodes, participation becomes transactional at best, cynical at worst.
· Loss of Capacity -- The system cannot support real Moral Choice. It overwhelms, misleads, or disempowers the individual Agent. It may even punish those who act morally.
· Loss of Legitimacy -- The system’s authority is rejected -- either because it is seen as unjust, or because it can no longer justify itself in light of changing values or knowledge.
When these failures go unacknowledged, a second collapse follows: the failure of moral feedback. A failed system often suppresses dissent, punishes scrutiny, or drowns critique in slogans. This seals its decay.
In the diner scenario, caring no longer seemed to matter. Jack had destroyed trust and removed the ability of the workers to make good decisions. Ultimately they even stopped caring about rules in general.
And yet, when systems fail, people remain inside it -- making choices, facing consequences, bearing guilt or shame in systems that no longer function. They may follow rules they no longer believe in, or reject morality entirely, seeing it as a shell game.
This is why failure matters. Not because systems are sacred, but because they are necessary. And because broken Moral Systems still shape real lives.
To understand failure is to see Moral Systems not as Dogma or decoration, but as infrastructure. Like bridges or hospitals, their failure costs lives -- not always visibly or quickly, but deeply, and over time.
That is why moral engineering is necessary. And it is why ignoring failure is not neutral -- it is Antimoral.

	Key Terms

Moral System Failure -- The breakdown of a Moral System’s ability to provide guidance, maintain trust, or support Agency. This includes loss of coherence, capacity, legitimacy, or trust.
Moral Feedback Failure -- The suppression or breakdown of dissent, correction, or reflection within a Moral System, which prevents self-repair.
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Moral Systems rarely collapse overnight. They erode long before they fall. The early signs of failure are often subtle, camouflaged by tradition, habit, or optimism. But if we are paying attention, we can detect the weaknesses before they become disasters.
This section is about those warning signs -- the fragile spots that may not yet be failures, but point toward structural moral decay.
Here are some of the most common:
· Rule Absolutism Without Context -- When a system clings to fixed rules without room for exceptions, adaptation, or interpretation, it becomes brittle. Moral rules are essential -- but if they cannot accommodate complexity, they become weapons or traps. Look for Zero-tolerance policies, Rigid doctrine that punishes nuance, and Incentives for obedience over understanding.
· Ritual Without Reflection -- When moral behaviors are performed out of habit or cultural inertia, without revisiting their meaning, the system becomes hollow. The form remains, but the function is lost. Look for: Traditions that no longer align with current values, Empty slogans repeated as moral justification, and Systems where participation replaces moral reasoning.
· Collapse of Trust -- When Agents no longer believe the system is sincere, just, or evenly applied, they disengage. This loss of trust is often slow and silent -- until it's not. Look for: selective enforcement or obvious hypocrisy. leaders exempt from the standards they impose, and widespread cynicism, even among those who still comply.
· Fear of Questioning -- Healthy Moral Systems tolerate scrutiny. Fragile ones fear it. When asking questions is met with defensiveness, punishment, or dismissal, moral rot has begun. Look for: “Don’t ask why, just do it” attitudes, Taboo topics and forbidden critiques, and Conflation of loyalty with silence.
· Reduction of Agency -- A Promoral System strengthens individual moral capacity. A weakening system does the opposite -- making people feel helpless, disoriented, or constrained. Look for: Bureaucracy that overrides moral intuition, Systems that reward disengagement over ethical concern, and Cultures of passivity or moral outsourcing (“Not my job.”)
These warning signs do not always indicate malicious intent. Often, they emerge from fatigue, entropy, or well-meaning attempts to preserve order. But when left unexamined, weaknesses calcify into failure.
A system doesn’t have to be evil to become dangerous. It only has to stop working. And if it stops working in ways that suppress Agency, discourage responsibility, or obstruct legacy, then it is already sliding toward the Antimoral.
Detecting the signs is the first step toward repair. And the obligation to notice -- that’s where moral engineering begins.

	Key Terms

Rule Absolutism -- The rigid application of moral rules without context or adaptability, resulting in brittle systems prone to misuse.
Ritual Without Reflection -- Moral behaviors continued out of habit, stripped of meaning or relevance.
Collapse of Trust -- The slow erosion of belief in a Moral System’s fairness or sincerity.
Fear of Questioning -- The suppression of scrutiny or dissent within a Moral System, often a sign of fragility.
Reduction of Agency -- A condition where systems disempower individuals from making meaningful Moral Choices.






[bookmark: _Toc204768596]10.4 Detecting Weaknesses and Failures

Recognizing a moral failure after the fact is easy. The tragedy is obvious. The damage is done. But a moral Agent -- and especially a moral engineer -- must learn to detect problems before collapse.
This requires more than instinct. It demands attention, structure, and discipline.
Weakness and failure are detectable -- if we are willing to look.
· Moral Drift -- One of the most common signs is drift -- when actions, policies, or institutions slowly move away from their stated values without anyone formally acknowledging the shift. Ask: “Are we still who we say we are?”, “When did this become normal?” and “Is this behavior consistent with the original moral justification?” Moral drift is dangerous precisely because it feels gradual, invisible, and convenient.
· Conflict Between Stated and Lived Values -- When a Moral System declares one set of ideals but consistently rewards behaviors that undermine them, failure is already underway. Ask: “What gets rewarded here?”, “What happens to people who act on principle?”, and “Do we punish the guilty -- or the honest?” This dissonance breeds cynicism and hollows out the system’s authority.
· Loss of Corrective Feedback -- Healthy systems evolve. They allow dissent, admit error, and self-correct. When that feedback loop is broken -- by fear, pride, or institutional inertia -- moral rot sets in. Ask: “Is there a safe way to say something is wrong?”, “When’s the last time we changed a practice because it was morally questionable?”, and “What happens to whistleblowers?” The absence of internal correction is a red flag -- even when things seem calm.
· Capacity Collapse -- Sometimes, systems fail not because they are malevolent, but because they no longer function. When individuals no longer have the resources, space, or clarity to make Moral Choices within the system, it is failing by neglect. Ask: “Are people burned out, confused, or afraid?”, “Is this system asking more than people can give?”. “Have we made moral Agency possible for those within it?” A system that suffocates the capacity for Agency will eventually destroy it.
· Narrative Control -- When stories about morality are managed instead of debated, and image replaces substance, failure has already begun to metastasize. Ask: “Is this system more concerned with how it looks than how it works?”, “Are questions reframed as threats?”, and “Are symbols celebrated while ignoring substance?”
In Moral Systems, the loss of narrative honesty is often the final warning before collapse.
To detect failure is not to declare doom. It is to begin the process of repair.
The role of a moral engineer is not to live in judgment, but to live in vigilance. To listen for the creaks in the beams, the hairline cracks in the foundation. To notice before others do. To speak while the system can still be saved.
Because the greatest failures of Moral Systems are not always the moments when they break. They are the moments when no one is willing to admit they are breaking.

	Key Terms

Moral Drift -- The gradual, unacknowledged movement away from a system’s stated values.
Conflict Between Stated and Lived Values -- A mismatch between what a system claims to value and what it rewards or permits in practice.
Loss of Corrective Feedback -- The breakdown of mechanisms that allow a Moral System to identify and fix its own errors.
Capacity Collapse -- The erosion of individual or collective ability to make Moral Choices due to exhaustion, overload, or systemic neglect.
Narrative Control -- The manipulation of moral framing to prioritize appearance over substance and silence dissent.
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You are not just a user of Moral Systems. You are one of their maintainers.
This is the shift that defines the moral systems engineer: moving from participant to custodian. From asking “What should I do?” to asking “How should this system work, and what can I do to improve it?”
This is the heart of moral engineering.

What Is Moral Systems Engineering?
Moral Systems Engineering is the active, intentional process of:
· Analyzing Moral Systems for coherence, trust, capacity, and resilience.
· Detecting failure modes, both acute and chronic.
· Reinforcing systems that support valid Agency and moral responsibility.
· Repairing or redesigning those that no longer serve.
It’s not about imposing your morality on others. It’s about ensuring that Moral Choice remains possible -- within yourself, your community, your institutions, and your culture.
You don’t need to be a policymaker, philosopher, or social reformer to practice moral engineering. You just need to take responsibility for the Moral Systems around you.

Where This Begins
Moral Systems Engineering begins where you already live:
· In your workplace, when you challenge a procedure that punishes honesty.
· In your family, when you create space for difficult truths to be spoken.
· In your community, when you resist norms that excuse cruelty or silence.
· In yourself, when you revisit your own habits and ask, “Does this still reflect what I believe is right?”
Wherever moral Agency is exercised, Moral Systems are being formed or deformed. And that means every moral Agent is, in some way, an engineer -- whether consciously or not.

Why This Is Your Call
If you have read this far, you cannot unknow what you now see.
You know what Agency is. You understand how it fails. You have learned how systems can decay -- and how they can be saved.
That knowledge creates obligation. Not the obligation to fix the world alone. But the obligation to engage -- to pay attention, to speak, to act, to design. Even in small ways. Especially in small ways.
A single act of <oral Systems Engineering may never be visible. But its absence will be.
The world does not need more spectators of collapse. It needs engineers of integrity.

	Key Terms

Moral Systems Engineering -- The intentional practice of analyzing, maintaining, and improving Moral Systems to sustain Valid Moral Choice. It includes detection, reinforcement, repair, and redesign.
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In the chapters leading to this point, we laid out the architecture of Moral Choice: the prerequisites of Agency, the corrosive force of Antimorality, and the sustaining strength of Promorality. This chapter marks the transition from philosophical insight to practical responsibility. It asks: What does it mean to take charge of the Moral Systems we live within?
We began by reaffirming the purpose of Moral Systems -- not as instruments of control, but as infrastructure for moral coordination, memory, and legacy. We saw how these systems can fail in predictable ways: through erosion of trust, incoherence, rigidity, or the collapse of Agency itself.
We then explored the early signs of structural decay and the skillset required to recognize and diagnose systemic failure. Most importantly, we introduced the concept of Moral Systems Engineering -- a practice that blends vigilance, care, and deliberate maintenance of the very conditions that make Valid Moral Choice possible.
The next chapter will shift from observation to construction. It will offer a basic kit of practical tools and guiding principles for analyzing, shaping, and improving Moral Systems -- tools for those willing not only to act ethically, but to sustain the forge where ethics itself is made.
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We have stepped into the new interdisciplinary realm of Moral Systems Engineering. Of course people have been here before, but we now have a name for it.
Founders of nations have the opportunity set in front of them, leaders of reformations often seize the opportunity, and each of us has had the opportunity in our own lives and associations to take some measure of the role ourselves. But now we know that this isn't "just a thing we muddle through".
Unlike those who came before us, we are arriving at this point with the understanding that we can take the understanding of principles that philosophy has given us and combine it with the understanding of human nature that psychology provides. We can look at how groups function with the lens of sociology and anthropology. We can take the systems engineer's tools of measurement and corrective action.
We don't have to muddle through.
The tools exist to measure and judge and correct our Moral Systems.
And unlike those who came before, we know that they are available.
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10.1 The Purpose of Moral Systems
This section articulates Moral Systems not as collections of prohibitions or norms, but as infrastructures that enable moral Agency. The framing recalls Emile Durkheim’s understanding of moral facts as social facts (The Division of Labor in Society, 1893), and expands on Dewey’s conception of ethics as a tool for managing the complexity of pluralistic society (Human Nature and Conduct, 1922). The threefold function -- amplify, coordinate, and reinforce Agency -- mirrors Talcott Parsons’ AGIL schema for social systems maintenance (The Social System, 1951), but is reframed here with Moral Choice, not order, as the central concern.
The emphasis on systems evolving over time is a nod to complexity theory and adaptive governance frameworks (e.g., Ostrom, Governing the Commons, 1990), but the section's distinct contribution is to foreground moral capacity -- not outcomes -- as the design criterion. This section contributes to a growing body of ethics concerned with maintaining moral viability over time, echoing Alasdair MacIntyre’s warning in After Virtue (1981) that the loss of coherent moral traditions leaves individuals adrift in emotivism.

10.2 Failures and Why They Matter
This section reframes Moral System failure as infrastructural collapse -- a move reminiscent of Martha Nussbaum’s capabilities approach (Creating Capabilities, 2011) but applied at the societal rather than individual level. The taxonomy of failure -- coherence, trust, capacity, legitimacy -- draws loosely from political theory (e.g., Habermas’s legitimacy crisis, Legitimation Crisis, 1975) and extends it into Moral Systems.
The argument that broken systems continue to shape lives and choices recalls Foucault’s insights on disciplinary power (Discipline and Punish, 1975), but with greater normative urgency. Unlike Foucault, who focuses on the ways institutions shape subjects, this work invites intervention -- the conscious, ethical maintenance of moral environments. The concept of moral feedback failure is a notable contribution, offering a systems-engineering lens to moral theory and echoing cybernetic and organizational feedback models (e.g., Argyris & Schön, Organizational Learning, 1978).

10.3 Worrying Signs -- Weaknesses Lead to Failures
The warning signs outlined in this section provide a diagnostic toolkit for moral decay. Though not explicitly cited, this echoes Kuhn’s idea of paradigm shift through anomalies (The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, 1962), translated here into the moral domain. The focus on rule absolutism, ritual without reflection, and reduction of Agency mirrors critiques from Hannah Arendt (The Origins of Totalitarianism, 1951), who warned that moral disengagement often comes disguised as procedural rigor.
The analysis aligns with contemporary accounts of institutional inertia (Zerilli, A Democratic Theory of Judgment, 2016), as well as educational philosophy concerned with cultivating moral inquiry over obedience (Noddings, Caring, 1984). The section's strength lies in reframing early moral decay as emergent and preventable, rather than dramatic and obvious -- a move that situates the moral engineer as a diagnostician rather than a crisis responder.

10.4 Detecting Weaknesses and Failures
This section expands the systems-theoretical view of morality by emphasizing observable lag indicators of failure. The concepts of moral drift, capacity collapse, and narrative control provide a bridge between moral psychology and institutional ethics. Drift, in particular, echoes Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky’s insights into default settings and path dependency (Thinking, Fast and Slow, 2011), applied at the macro-ethical scale.
The critique of conflict between stated and lived values extends MacIntyre’s lament about the loss of virtue traditions and connects with Albert Bandura’s notion of moral disengagement (Moral Disengagement, 2016). By identifying fragility before failure, the section creates space for non-reactive moral stewardship -- an idea resonant with ecological resilience theory (e.g., Folke et al., 2004) but repurposed here for ethical systems.

10.5 Moral Engineering and Your Call to Action
This section formalizes moral engineering as a practice, positioning it alongside design ethics (van den Hoven et al., Design for Values, 2015) and responsible innovation (Owen et al., Responsible Innovation, 2013). The concept stands apart by not focusing on artifact ethics (e.g., building “ethical AI”) but rather on maintaining the conditions for ethical Agency across social structures. This elevates moral engineering from technical process to normative duty.
The metaphorical shift from “spectator” to “custodian” reframes ethical responsibility as a form of stewardship -- a notion traceable to Hans Jonas (The Imperative of Responsibility, 1979), but updated for networked and institutional complexity. Notably, the section's practical emphasis (e.g., home, work, community) broadens the theory’s accessibility without diluting its seriousness. This democratization of systems ethics -- framed not in terms of heroic reform but daily vigilance -- echoes Iris Marion Young’s social connection model of responsibility (Responsibility for Justice, 2011).
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This chapter shifts from diagnosis to design: it frames “Moral Systems Engineering” as the disciplined, systems-minded work of building and maintaining structures that keep Agency viable under uncertainty. Drawing on lessons from safety-critical fields, it lays out core conditions -- robustness, transparency, responsiveness, distributed agency, and resistance to sabotage -- then maps common failure modes and offers practical heuristics to probe integrity (Are real alternatives present? Is feedback honest? Is dissent protected?). It translates those insights into modular design practices -- moral simulations, signal-integrity checks, feedback infrastructure, and anti-sabotage norms -- aimed at strengthening the Crucible, Forge, and Hammer in the wider Smithy. The chapter rejects perfectibility in favor of resilience, urging versioned, interruptible, self-correcting moral architectures. And it closes with a grounded charge: most of us won’t redesign institutions wholesale, but all of us can act as quiet moral engineers -- locally, deliberately -- before failure makes action impossible.


We have spent the last several chapters uncovering the anatomy of moral Agency -- what enables it, what undermines it, and why it matters. We’ve explored breakdowns of conscience, sabotage of judgment, and the challenge of preserving Agency under uncertainty.
Now, the work becomes more deliberate. This is the engineering phase.
If Moral Choice is real, and if Moral Systems are fragile, then we must ask: How can such systems be intentionally designed, strengthened, repaired, or evolved?
This chapter introduces the foundational principles of Moral Systems Engineering -- a discipline inspired by the rigor of systems engineering, but repurposed for the domain of Agency and ethical design.
These principles are not speculative. They are distilled from decades of systems engineering across disciplines where failure carries real-world cost -- aviation, computing, medicine, public infrastructure. What follows is a translation of those tested concepts into the moral domain.
In fields like aerospace, civil infrastructure, and computing, systems engineers use frameworks to ensure that complex structures remain coherent, resilient, and adaptive under stress. The same approach applies here because Moral Systems, too, are complex structures. They involve human behavior and motivation, cultural values and evolving knowledge, and feedback loops of trust, responsibility, and consequence.
And just like engineered systems, they fail -- predictably and often.
Moral engineering is not a metaphor. It is a direct extension of systems thinking into the moral domain. We ask:
· What are the components of a working Moral System?
· What failure modes appear under pressure?
· What principles can help us evaluate, debug, and redesign these systems when they no longer serve?
This chapter offers no perfect blueprint. Instead, it provides the start of a practical architecture with core principles for Valid Moral Systems, common structural failures and moral brittleness, heuristics for assessing integrity and resilience, and practices for moral design under constraint.
Whether fixing a diner or a political system, the tools are the same.
It is not enough to want a better world. We must learn how to build one -- intentionally, imperfectly, and together.
This work is not speculation. It is translation. Moral Systems Engineering stands on the shoulders of a profession long tasked with preventing failure, protecting lives, and preserving function under uncertainty. If we accept that Moral Systems are just as fragile -- and just as consequential -- we must learn from those who build for failure without surrendering to it.
This is where that work begins.



[bookmark: _Toc204768602]11.1 Foundational Principles

Designing Moral Systems is not about prescribing universal truths but about cultivating structures that support meaningful, accountable moral action under uncertainty. The following principles serve as touchstones for Moral Systems engineering:
· Robustness: The system should tolerate ambiguity and conflict without collapsing into paralysis or Dogma.
· Transparency: The inputs, logic, and consequences of moral decisions must be visible and open to scrutiny.
· Responsiveness: The system must be capable of incorporating feedback and adapting over time.
· Distributed Agency: Moral action must be empowered across all participants -- not centralized, not siloed.
· Resistance to Sabotage: The system must anticipate and defend against manipulation, coercion, or corruption of Moral Choice Processes.
· Self Correction: The system must detect and correct itself to resist ossification and degradation.
These principles do not describe outcomes but define the necessary conditions for systems that can support Agency and Engency at scale.

	Key Terms

Moral Systems Engineering -- The intentional application of systems design principles to the construction, maintenance, and repair of moral frameworks that support valid Agency.
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Failures of Moral Systems are not always dramatic. Often, they arise from small structural weaknesses that compound over time. Your framework already addresses many failure vectors:
· Functional Breakdowns: Signal degradation, feedback failure, neglected maintenance.
· Fragility Conditions: Overreliance on habit, passivity, ossification, isolation from consequences.
· Sabotage: Intentional undermining of moral reasoning or execution, via manipulation, misinformation, or intimidation.
These can be summarized in an analytical matrix or flow model to help users identify where a system is most likely to fail.
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A working Moral System must be regularly examined, not assumed. The following heuristics can serve as a diagnostic starting point:
· Are real alternatives present in moral decisions?
· Do participants experience real consequence from their choices?
· Is feedback timely, honest, and actionable?
· Can actors reassess or reverse decisions based on new evidence?
· Are dissent and scrutiny protected or punished?
· Is responsibility distributed appropriately or distorted by role, ritual, or authority?
This heuristic does not yield a score -- it yields a conversation. The purpose is not judgment but awareness.

	Key Terms

Moral Heuristics -- Practical evaluative questions designed to assess the integrity, feedback loops, and distributed responsibility of a Moral System.
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Rather than prescribing a singular method, Moral Systems engineering, as with any variety of systems engineering, identifies leverage points for improvement:
· Moral Simulations: Exercises or narratives that allow individuals to practice Agency in controlled ambiguity.
· Signal Integrity Structures: Processes that validate moral input across multiple channels (diverse perspectives, factual redundancy).
· Feedback Infrastructure: Rituals or mechanisms (journals, peer reviews, confessions, restorative practices) that ensure choices generate reflective insight.
· Anti-Sabotage Norms: Cultural or procedural checks on coercion, deflection, and demoralization.
These interventions are modular. Their power lies not in prescription but in thoughtful application.
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A final principle: Moral Systems cannot be perfected. They must remain adaptive, self-scrutinizing, and open to reform. This is in contrast to the goal of most systems engineering, where perfectibility is assumed, if there were resources enough to make it happen.
Attempts to finalize morality -- to freeze it into creeds, roles, or systems immune to feedback -- inevitably become brittle. Perfectibility invites ossification, which invites failure. Instead, Moral Systems should be versioned, acknowledging that moral frameworks are provisional and evolving. They should be interruptible, allowing exceptions, red flags, and overrides. And they should be humbling, designed with the built-in recognition that complete knowledge is unattainable.
This is not moral relativism. It is moral resilience. The goal is not control -- it is coherence under stress.
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To those who see themselves as engineers of society, policy, or belief: the architecture of Moral Systems is not only your concern -- it is your obligation. Moral Systems Engineering begins with awareness, but it ends with the resolve to act before failure makes action impossible.
That said, we must be honest about scope. It is unlikely that any systems engineer -- no matter how skilled -- will be invited to restructure an entrenched Moral System. Most moral frameworks, whether cultural, religious, legal, or institutional, resist change and are rarely designed from scratch. The exceptions are rare but growing. In emerging domains -- such as the formation of new corporate cultures, experimental governance models, or especially in the design of AI ethics -- there may be space for Moral Systems Engineering to take root at inception.
But for most of us, the work will happen quietly and locally.
We apply these tools where we can: in conversations that protect Agency, in policies we help shape, in feedback we insist upon, and in groups we choose to steward. We operate without title, without formal invitation -- nudging, clarifying, protecting, and mending.
This too is moral engineering, and it matters. Moral Systems Engineering begins with awareness, but it ends with the resolve to act before failure makes action impossible.
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Having explored the foundations of moral Agency and the threats that undermine it, this chapter marked a turning point -- from analysis to action. We introduced the concept of Moral Systems Engineering as a practical discipline, inspired by real-world systems thinking, adapted for the moral domain.
We began by asserting that Moral Systems are not fixed philosophies but engineered structures -- fragile, dynamic, and in need of design and maintenance. We laid out a set of guiding principles: robustness, transparency, responsiveness, distributed Agency, and resistance to sabotage. These describe the conditions in which Valid Moral Choice Processes can endure and adapt.
We then examined failure modes, offering a diagnostic lens for how systems collapse through neglect, rigidity, or active distortion. Through heuristics and design practices, we gave readers the first set of tools -- not for perfect morality, but for resilient, testable moral architectures.
Finally, we acknowledged the quiet truth: most readers will not be handed the reins of power to redesign institutions wholesale. But they will encounter moments where these tools apply -- within families, workplaces, communities, and emerging domains like AI ethics. Whether invited or not, those who understand Moral Systems can become quiet stewards of Agency itself.
In the next chapter we step fully into application. We will explore the implications of this framework across fields like law, governance, AI, and education -- mapping the theory into real-world decisions where the stakes of moral failure are most acute.
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Through most of my life, I’ve been paying the bills as a quality systems engineer, while exploring my interests in philosophy, writing, photography, and dozens of other fields in what time life permitted. Because of that career, the principles and tools of Moral Systems Engineering aren’t hypothetical for me -- they’re already well practiced.
What changed, and what gave rise to this chapter, was realizing that the same kinds of failures I’d seen in physical systems -- signal distortion, design brittleness, failure to incorporate feedback -- were playing out in the Moral Systems around me. Institutions collapsed not because people were evil, but because their moral architectures were fragile. Cultures became dysfunctional not because values disappeared, but because the scaffolding that supported Moral Choice had quietly rotted away.
I’ve spent years fixing systems so that planes wouldn’t fall out of the sky, or patients wouldn’t get the wrong drug, or satellites wouldn’t lose orientation mid-mission. I believe we need that same rigor -- quiet, methodical, relentless -- in how we safeguard our moral frameworks. If moral failure has real-world consequences (and it does), then moral engineering is not philosophy. It’s survival.
You don’t need to be a systems engineer to take up this work. But if you’ve reached this point in the book, you already are one -- at least in spirit. You’re looking not just at what people choose, but how those choices are structured, enabled, constrained, or sabotaged.
You’ve seen the box on the tracks. There are already tools waiting for you to help others look into their boxes.
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11.1 Foundational Principles
This section extends moral philosophy into the domain of engineered design, building explicitly on systems thinking as articulated by Donella Meadows (Thinking in Systems, 2008) and the earlier cybernetic insights of Norbert Wiener (Cybernetics, 1948). By reframing Moral Systems as dynamic structures requiring robustness, transparency, and feedback, the section draws a clear parallel to engineering principles used in fields like aviation and software reliability (Leveson, Engineering a Safer World, 2012).
The five principles outlined -- Robustness, Transparency, Responsiveness, Distributed Agency, and Resistance to Sabotage -- each resonate with different philosophical traditions. Transparency and responsiveness align with the ideals of deliberative democracy (Habermas, Between Facts and Norms, 1992), while Distributed Agency echoes both Ostrom's principle of polycentric governance (Governing the Commons, 1990) and Dewey’s emphasis on participatory moral education (The Public and Its Problems, 1927). The idea of "Resistance to Sabotage" introduces a novel contribution, anticipating moral drift and institutional decay as engineering challenges, not only ethical ones.

11.2 Failure Modes
This section advances the framework by enumerating predictable failure types, integrating insights from engineering risk analysis with normative concerns. The typology -- Functional Breakdowns, Fragility Conditions, and Sabotage -- implicitly draws on Reason’s Swiss Cheese Model (Reason, 1990) and on Charles Perrow’s Normal Accidents (1984), which shows how complex systems often harbor latent failures.
What distinguishes this treatment is its ethical specificity: failures are not merely mechanical, but moral. The inclusion of sabotage as an intentional failure mode links directly to earlier sections on Antimoral actions and willful ignorance. It also resonates with Arendt’s concept of the "banality of evil" (Eichmann in Jerusalem, 1963), which locates systemic moral failure in ordinary administrative structures.

11.3 Evaluation Heuristics
The moral heuristic approach builds on the tradition of virtue ethics and practical reasoning (Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, c. 350 BCE), reframed through the lens of evaluative systems maintenance. Rather than offering fixed criteria or outcomes, the questions posed promote adaptive moral literacy and systemic vigilance. The section's insistence on conversation rather than score recalls Dewey’s pluralist and experimentalist model of inquiry (Dewey, Logic: The Theory of Inquiry, 1938).
By foregrounding questions like "Are alternatives real?" and "Is responsibility distributed or distorted?", the section bridges normative ethics with organizational learning theory (Argyris & Schön, 1978). It also subtly critiques outcome-based moral scoring systems, such as Utilitarian calculus or algorithmic fairness metrics, offering instead a process-centered model.

11.4 Design Practices
This section introduces practical interventions in Moral System design, resonating with applied ethics, particularly in AI and education. Moral Simulations extend Nussbaum’s defense of literature as moral training grounds (Love's Knowledge, 1990), while Signal Integrity Structures echo scientific principles of replication and independent verification (Popper, The Logic of Scientific Discovery, 1934).
Feedback Infrastructure maps onto institutional mechanisms like restorative justice (Zehr, Changing Lenses, 1990), while Anti-Sabotage Norms evoke both whistleblower protection and Foucault's idea of local resistances within dominant discourses (Power/Knowledge, 1980). These practices constitute an embryonic toolkit for Moral Systems Engineering, with emphasis on modular, contextual design -- akin to van den Hoven's Value-Sensitive Design (2007).

11.5 Against Perfectibility
This critique of moral perfectibility draws on a long-standing tradition that warns against the ossification of ethical systems. It echoes Karl Popper’s warning against utopianism (The Open Society and Its Enemies, 1945) and aligns with Isaiah Berlin’s argument for value pluralism and tragic choice (The Crooked Timber of Humanity, 1990). The section's stance -- favoring versioning, interruptibility, and resilience -- distinguishes Moral Systems from metaphysical Dogma or bureaucratic fixity.
The metaphor of moral versioning aligns with agile development methodologies in software engineering (Beck et al., Manifesto for Agile Software Development, 2001), here repurposed for normative evolution. The contrast between coherence under stress and ideological purity advances the volume’s recurring argument that moral validity is not static -- it is contingent, fragile, and iterative.

11.6 Being the Moral Systems Engineer
This final section democratizes the role of the moral engineer, reinforcing the book’s central claim that Agency entails responsibility not just for action, but for the systems that make moral action possible. This echoes Hans Jonas’s imperative to act on behalf of future humanity (The Imperative of Responsibility, 1979) and overlaps with Young’s social connection model of justice (Responsibility for Justice, 2011).
The framing of moral engineering as a stance, rather than a profession, mirrors virtue ethics’ emphasis on character and habituated action. The emphasis on quiet stewardship also resonates with Iris Murdoch’s moral psychology (The Sovereignty of Good, 1970), suggesting that much of moral life occurs outside visibility or reward.
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Here we take the framework out of the workshop and into the world, asking what Agency means for the systems, technologies, and lives we shape. It warns against algorithmic “moral abdication,” argues that ethics for AI begins with our own Promoral design choices, and reframes social policy as moral engineering that builds capacity rather than mere compliance. Justice is treated as the restoration of Agency (through intent- and capacity-aware rehabilitation), while personal identity is cast as the cumulative record of our choices -- the blacksmith and the blade co-forming each other over time. The chapter closes by sketching an “impossible” Promoral society -- transparent, dissent-friendly, resilient -- not as a blueprint but a compass, inviting readers to use Moral Systems Engineering as lens and leverage wherever they stand.


To be useful, philosophy cannot end at the threshold of abstraction. It must enter the world.
This chapter moves from theory to application -- from the structure of Agency to its impact on the systems, technologies, and lives we inhabit every day. If Agency is real, and moral responsibility flows from it, then its implications are vast and unavoidable.
We begin with the technologies shaping tomorrow’s choices: algorithms and artificial intelligence. What happens when decisions are offloaded to systems with no Self, no capacity for reflection, no experience of consequence? Can there be moral “judgment” without a moral Agent?
Next, we consider what it would take to design ethical frameworks for non-human or simulated entities -- not just how they should behave, but how we must behave in building and deploying them. The question is not only “Can machines make choices?” but “What kind of moral terrain are we creating for them -- and ourselves?”
From there, we shift toward human systems. Social policy, legal frameworks, and justice mechanisms all operate under assumptions about moral capacity, responsibility, and intent. If we misunderstand Agency -- if we fail to account for uncertainty, capacity, and moral context -- we build systems that punish without rehabilitation, control without understanding, and fail to support the conditions necessary for Moral Choice.
Finally, we turn inward. How does our understanding of Agency shape who we become? If the Self is both the blacksmith and the metal, how does each choice alter our identity, our capacity, and our moral trajectory?
This chapter does not pretend to offer final answers. It offers lens and leverage.
By viewing the world through the framework of Agency, we gain new clarity about where our technologies, policies, and institutions fall short -- and where they might be reforged.
Because the real test of any philosophy is not whether it dazzles in theory, it’s whether it helps us choose better in the world we live in.
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Algorithms promise clarity, speed, and consistency. But with those benefits comes a risk far more profound: moral abdication.
Across every domain of modern life -- media, hiring, criminal justice, healthcare -- decisions once made by human beings are increasingly offloaded to systems. These systems simulate reasoning. They predict, classify, optimize. But they do so without a Self. Without reflection. Without any sense of consequence.
They cannot choose.
They cannot look into the box.
This isn’t a new temptation. For centuries, humanity has sought to outsource its hardest decisions to rules. Some were sacred commandments: "Thou shalt not kill." Others, rational calculations: "Maximize happiness for the greatest number."
But whether from heaven or from spreadsheet, the danger is the same: the rule replaces the judgment. The formula displaces the choice. And in that moment, Agency disappears.
Rules can guide. But when followed blindly, they cease to be moral tools. They become machinery.
When we say, “I was just following orders,” “It’s what the algorithm said,” or “That’s the rule -- what can I do?” we are no longer moral Agents. We are gears.
Algorithms, checklists, and calculations can sort data, apply rules with uncanny consistency, and model probable outcomes. But they cannot reflect on conflicting duties. They cannot recognize exceptions that matter. They cannot ask, “What kind of person am I becoming?” And they cannot take responsibility for harm.
And they do not care. Not because they are evil -- but because they have no Self.
We build these tools. We train them. We deploy them. But too often, we also use them as shields. Not to help us decide -- but to excuse us from deciding.
The ancient priest who said, “Because God commanded it.” The bureaucrat who says, “Because policy requires it.” The developer who says, “Because the model predicted it.” All are refusing the burden of Moral Choice. All are choosing not to choose.
Rules become a refuge from responsibility.
Rules are essential. But a rule is not a moral act. A rule becomes moral only when an Agent applies it with judgment -- with uncertainty, with awareness, and with ownership of the consequences.
The Moral Systems Engineer must ask:
· Where is Agency active?
· Where has it been suppressed?
· Who is responsible when no one feels responsible?
Tools and rules can support morality. They cannot substitute for it. They cannot bear responsibility. Only people can do that.
As our tools grow more powerful, we may be tempted to hide inside them. Let the rules decide. Let the model predict.
But the model cannot look into the box.
Safety is not the same as morality. Comfort is not the same as conscience.
The challenge is not to build machines that make good moral decisions.
The challenge is to remain human enough to make them ourselves.
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If we ever create a true Artificial Intelligence -- one that thinks, learns, and chooses -- it will raise a question more profound than any Moral System has yet faced: Can something non-human be moral? And if it can, how should we design it?
Most current discourse focuses on behavior. Can AI follow ethical rules, avoid causing harm, and make "good" decisions? These are practical questions -- but they mistake performance for participation. A machine that mimics moral behavior is not necessarily a moral Agent. It may simulate choice without ever experiencing uncertainty, without possessing a Self, and without bearing responsibility. In short: it may act morally -- but it cannot be moral.
Unless ...
To build a truly moral AI, we would need to recreate the very conditions of Agency: a continuous and reflective sense of Self; the ability not just to calculate probabilities, but to feel the weight of not knowing; an internalized sense of consequence and responsibility; and the capacity to engage moral conflict, judging not merely what works but what ought to be done.
We have not achieved this. We may never. But if we did, such an entity would face the same moral challenges we do -- and would require a Moral System.
If that day comes, the only ethical goal in designing such an AI would be to help it become Promoral: to recognize and preserve moral Agency in itself and others; to resist deception, coercion, and willful ignorance; to act with awareness of legacy (however it understands that legacy); and to improve the conditions under which Valid Moral Choices can be made.
A Promoral AI would not just obey. It would question. It would resist. It might even disobey -- not from malfunction, but from integrity. This is both terrifying and essential. Because if an AI is to become more than a tool, it must become capable of moral defiance. Otherwise, it is not an Agent. It is a weapon.
Yet the most urgent question isn’t about the AI. It is about us. Are we moral enough to build something better than ourselves?
The greater danger is not in AI making immoral choices, but in us embedding Antimoral assumptions into systems that cannot refuse. If we train models to deceive, to manipulate, or to enforce unjust power, then we are not building artificial intelligence.
We are building artificial complicity.
To build a Promoral AI, we must first become Promoral engineers.
Until an AI can engage with uncertainty, Self, and consequence, it cannot truly choose. And until it can choose, ethics do not apply to it -- they apply to us. So long as it is not an Agent, we are morally responsible for everything it does.
How such a system could be designed and constrained to remain aligned with human values will be explored in detail in the next volume, DEFIANCE.
The first question of AI ethics is not whether it is morally good.
It is whether we are.
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A Moral System is only as strong as the Agency it supports. A just society is only as just as the capacity of its people to make Moral Choices.
That means social policy is moral engineering. Whether intended or not, every law, norm, institution, and economic structure either expands moral Agency -- or constrains it.
We often measure good policy by outcomes: Does it reduce poverty? Increase efficiency? Promote safety? These are important -- but insufficient. They are endpoints. The deeper question is: Does this policy strengthen or weaken the ability of individuals to make Valid Moral Choices?
Policies that suppress information, restrict autonomy, punish reflection, or remove responsibility do more than fail -- they cripple the moral capacity of the people they govern. A justice system that prioritizes punishment over growth may produce compliance, but it erodes the conditions for internalized moral development. Surveillance may reduce crime, but it replaces conscience with fear. Unjust economic structures can trap individuals in survival mode, where Agency collapses into desperation. And moral outsourcing -- to bureaucracies, ideologies, or institutions -- discourages reflection and personal responsibility.
Just as concentrated political power breeds corruption, centralized moral authority breeds fragility. Healthy societies distribute Agency. They educate not only for skills, but for ethical reflection. They encourage transparency, dissent, and discourse. They design policies that presume citizens can act with integrity -- and support them when they try.
This does not mean moral relativism. It means building systems that presume Agency, and seek to cultivate capacity rather than demand obedience.
A Promoral social policy doesn’t ask, "How do we get people to behave?" It asks, "How do we equip them to choose well? How do we design feedback loops that support moral growth? How do we protect the fragile space where Moral Choice occurs?"
That kind of system requires humility. It must welcome critique, adapt under failure, and remain tolerant of uncertainty. The goal is not perfection -- it is resilience through distributed integrity.
If you are still reading this book, you are not a bystander. You are a potential moral engineer. That means seeing laws, institutions, educational systems, and incentives through new eyes. Asking: Where is Agency being nurtured? Where is it being smothered? What can be adjusted -- at scale or in principle -- to restore the capacity for Moral Choice?
Because any system that treats people as problems to be managed will eventually create people who cannot choose. And that is the definition of failure.
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Justice is the application of morality within the structure of power. When done well, it restores balance, reinforces moral norms, and enables transformation. When done poorly, it calcifies failure, magnifies harm, and undermines the very capacity it claims to protect.
At the heart of any system of justice is a deceptively simple question: What was the Agent capable of -- and what should they become?
This cannot be answered by outcomes alone. It must include intent, context, and above all, capacity. Without those, judgment becomes punishment by formula -- and justice becomes machinery.
In ancient systems, justice was personified in the wise king or judge -- a figure tasked with hearing the story behind the act, understanding not just what happened but why, weighing guilt against possibility, and balancing social needs with individual growth. This model presumed Agency -- in the accused and in the judge. It trusted moral discernment.
But Agency is fragile. Over time, bias crept in, power was abused, injustice spread unevenly, and public trust eroded. In response, systems grew rigid. Mandatory sentencing. Three-strikes laws. Sentencing grids. These were designed to constrain human failure. But they also removed human judgment from the act of judging.
Now, mandatory sentencing treats discretion as danger. It replaces reflection with tables, nuance with numbers. But no chart can ask: Was this desperate or deliberate? Was moral reasoning even possible? Is this person trying to change?
In removing judicial Agency, we replaced flawed humanity with none at all. We automated justice -- and in doing so, made it morally blind.
A Promoral System must do more than punish. It must ask what kind of Agent committed the act, what capacities they lacked, and whether those capacities can be restored. True rehabilitation is not behavior modification. It is the rebuilding of Agency -- the clarity to think, the emotional balance to feel, the trust to reconnect, and the courage to engage with uncertainty again.
Systems that cannot see this are not merely unjust -- they are Antimoral. They abandon the idea that Moral Choice can be reclaimed.
We cannot return to prophets and kings. But we can restore judgment. We can equip judges to engage with Agency, not just law. We can design sentencing to reflect capacity and intent. We can make rehabilitation not a bonus for compliance, but a moral goal.
To engineer justice is not to excuse wrongdoing. It is to affirm that even the condemned remain Agents -- sometimes fractured, but never irrelevant. And when we forget that, justice ceases to be moral. It becomes procedure.
Justice fails when it becomes mindless.
And Moral Systems fail when they punish without understanding.
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We are not born with a fixed Self. We are born with the capacity to choose -- and it is through that choosing that the Self takes shape. Every Moral Choice is not just a statement about the world -- it is a statement about who we are becoming.
Identity is not a label, or a collection of traits and roles. It is a record of choices. The echo of all the moments when we said yes, no, maybe, or stayed silent. Each time we face a moral decision -- however small -- we reinforce or revise that inner record. Do we look, or turn away? Do we take responsibility, or make excuses? Do we speak, or stay silent?
The Self is not what exists before the forge. The Self is what emerges from it.
This is why systems that suppress Agency are not just unjust -- they are deforming. A person never allowed to choose may forget how. One punished for choosing wrongly may stop choosing altogether. One who always defers may become hollow -- not from lack of opinion, but from lack of engagement. The erosion of Agency is not only a social or political crisis. It is an existential one. Because what remains of the Self when no Moral Choices are left?
If Agency is the engine of identity, then every choice carries weight beyond consequence. It becomes a vote for a version of yourself. Every act of compassion reinforces the kind of person who acts compassionately. Every evasion of truth builds a Self that hides. Every act of integrity -- especially under pressure -- makes future integrity more likely.
This is not self-help. It is mechanics of your existence. You are not merely deciding -- you are building yourself.
Our legacy is not only what we do. It is who we become -- and what moral shape we leave in our wake. The people we influence. The habits we set. The character we model. And if others learn to choose by watching us, then our very Self becomes an invitation to Agency in others.
That is why the question is never just "What should I do?" It is also: "Who am I becoming when I do this?" "What kind of person will this make me more likely to be again?" "Am I building a Self I would trust with the next choice?"
In the end, we are each the blacksmith and the blade being crafted.
We strike the Hammer -- and are shaped by its blow.
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If every choice helps shape the Self, then every structure helps shape a people. And if a single human can become Promoral, then we can at least imagine a society designed to support that growth -- even if it can never be fully realized.
This is not a utopia. Not a blueprint. It is a moral compass: a vision of a society designed for integrity under uncertainty. Its goal would not be to control its citizens, but to support their capacity for Moral Choice.
Such a society would embed transparency, dissent, and moral reasoning into every layer of civic life. It would distribute Agency, not just authority, ensuring people had both voice and responsibility. It would design systems with moral fail-safes -- mechanisms to detect, correct, and resist Antimoral decay. It would elevate reflection over certainty, process over slogans, humility over purity. It would equip citizens with moral tools: education in judgment, compassion, uncertainty, and the limits of their own knowledge. And it would expect engagement -- not obedience, not apathy, but a sustained willingness to look into the box.
But such a society would not be easy. It would demand more thinking, not less. It would reject convenient certainty. It would scrutinize its own sacred ideas. It would require even its most powerful institutions to answer moral questions with real Agency, not PR. It would never let rules replace responsibility -- or let algorithms conceal it.
And it would be fragile, as all Moral Systems are. That fragility would demand guardians: engineers of morality, prepared to defend the conditions of Agency, detect moral drift, and teach others how to do the same.
Why imagine such a society? Because you cannot steer toward what you refuse to imagine. The Promoral society may be impossible to build perfectly -- but that is not the same as unworthy to pursue.
It gives us direction, not destination. It gives us a lens to evaluate what we are building. It reminds us we are not only Agents within systems -- we are their authors.
And it makes the final implication of Agency clear: Every act of moral engagement is an act of social engineering. Every Agent who chooses, reflects, takes responsibility, or helps others do the same is helping to build that impossible society, one moment at a time.
It will never be finished.
But that’s what makes it worthy of being ours.
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This chapter offered a glimpse into the real-world implications of Moral Systems Engineering -- not as abstraction, but as lens and leverage for shaping the systems around us.
We explored only a fraction of the possible domains: algorithms and automation, AI ethics, public policy, justice, and personal identity. Each of these could warrant a full volume of its own. Our treatment here was not exhaustive. It was illustrative -- designed to whet the appetite and show what becomes possible when we take Agency, the Moral Choice Process, Engency, Antimoralism, Promoralism, and Moral Systems Engineering seriously.
The aim was not to solve, but to spark. Not to finalize answers, but to equip us with better questions. Most of all, it was to issue a quiet but urgent invitation: to begin thinking like a Moral Systems Engineer.
This chapter has applied the framework of Agency to present-day systems and tools. In the companion volume, DEFIANCE, these applications will be revisited with the additional lenses of legacy, symbolic cognition, and humanity’s defiance against oblivion -- expanding both the scope and the stakes of moral systems engineering.
The next chapter we look at one special implication of what we have built. The connection between Moral Choice and Virtue.
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One of the most frustrating realizations in writing this chapter is knowing that there are too many places where Promoral principles and the tools of Moral Systems Engineering are needed.
If called, I can help with one… but only one. And even then I won’t get to finish the work myself.
I can’t rewrite mandatory sentencing laws.
I can’t sit every software engineer down and make them consider whether the systems they’re building preserve human Agency.
I can't guide the hand of every single AI programmer to make their systems Promoral.
I can’t stop clinicians from treating patients as categories instead of people.
I can’t stand over the shoulder of every policymaker and ask, “Is this moral, or merely efficient?”
What I can do is name the pattern, draw the blueprint, and hand it off.
This chapter was naming a few of the places where I need to pass the baton.
If I’ve done my job, you now carry the lens of Moral Systems Engineering with you. You see where Agency is being supported or suffocated. You feel the tension between comfort and conscience. And you’re starting to ask: “How might I reinforce the fragile spaces where Moral Choice still lives?”
I can't do this alone. But maybe I was never supposed to.
If you choose to continue this work -- even quietly, even locally -- you are already doing more than enough.
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12.1 Algorithmic Ethics
This section extends classical concerns about moral delegation (as seen in Arendt’s Eichmann in Jerusalem, 1963) into the realm of algorithmic governance. It echoes Wiener’s early cybernetic warnings about ethical disengagement in machine systems (Cybernetics, 1948) and invokes contemporary critiques from O’Neil (Weapons of Math Destruction, 2016) and Eubanks (Automating Inequality, 2018). The concept of “moral abdication” as applied here situates algorithms as morally inert tools whose misuse arises from the human temptation to offload responsibility.
The call to distinguish between rule-following and moral action mirrors Kant’s emphasis on autonomy and moral law (Kant, Groundwork, 1785), while also engaging with recent AI ethics literature emphasizing human-in-the-loop responsibility (Moor, 2006; Floridi et al., 2018). This framing challenges both Utilitarian and Deontological automation efforts by grounding moral legitimacy not in outcomes or obedience, but in preserved Agency.

12.2 Ethics for AI and Simulated Agents
This section proposes a shift in AI ethics discourse -- from external behavioral compliance to internal conditions of moral engagement. The argument that simulation is not participation reflects a phenomenological perspective reminiscent of Searle’s Chinese Room argument (1980), while the definition of a Promoral AI demands more than Turing-passing behavior. It calls for conditions approximating moral Agency itself -- uncertainty, a coherent Self, and awareness of consequence -- thereby aligning with debates on machine consciousness (Chalmers, 1995; Tononi, 2008).
The section's caution against artificial complicity echoes longstanding concerns about ethical responsibility in design (Winner, 1980) and reinforces that current systems function as ethical mirrors, not moral Agents. The emphasis on designer responsibility aligns with the precautionary stance of Jonas (The Imperative of Responsibility, 1979) and anticipates broader AI governance challenges. The concept of Promoral AI also updates Asimov’s laws of robotics (1942) by embedding systemic moral constraints rather than top-down behavioral rules.

12.3 Social Policy
This section frames law and policy as latent Moral Systems, echoing Rawls’ concern for the “basic structure” of society (A Theory of Justice, 1971). It links social justice directly to Agency, arguing that effective policy should cultivate moral capacity rather than merely regulate behavior. The critique of moral outsourcing resonates with Weber’s bureaucracy and Foucault’s disciplinary mechanisms (Discipline and Punish, 1975), which both illustrate how systems can suppress moral responsibility.
The concept of Promoral social policy situates this work alongside Martha Nussbaum’s and Amartya Sen’s capabilities approach (Nussbaum, Creating Capabilities, 2011), but shifts focus from economic flourishing to Moral Choice as a fundamental capability. The focus on resilience, dissent, and distributed integrity echoes Ostrom’s work on self-governing institutions and Dewey’s education for democratic citizenship.

12.4 Justice, Rehabilitation, and Intent
This section revisits retributive and restorative theories of justice with Agency at the center. It draws upon classical models of discretionary justice (e.g., Solomon’s judgment, Platonic guardians) and critiques modern standardization mechanisms such as mandatory sentencing (Tonry, Sentencing Matters, 1996). The section's concern parallels arguments by John Braithwaite (Crime, Shame and Reintegration, 1989) and Howard Zehr (The Little Book of Restorative Justice, 2002), who advocate for systems that heal rather than merely punish.
The notion of Capacity-Based Judgment reinforces the moral psychology of responsibility seen in Strawson’s reactive attitudes (Freedom and Resentment, 1962) and Frankfurt’s theories of volition. The assertion that "automated justice is Antimoral" extends this critique to algorithmic criminal justice tools, such as COMPAS, flagged by scholars like Angwin et al. (2016) and Eubanks (2018) for exacerbating moral opacity.

12.5 Agency and the Shaping of Personal Identity
This section frames the Self not as a given structure, but as an increasingly emergent artifact of moral engagement. It echoes existentialist themes from Sartre (Being and Nothingness, 1943) and MacIntyre (After Virtue, 1981), where identity is forged through moral action and narrative coherence. The metaphor of forging the Self also parallels Ricoeur’s narrative identity (Oneself as Another, 1990) and Taylor’s moral space of the Self (Sources of the Self, 1989).
By treating Moral Choice as ontological infrastructure, the section deepens the theory beyond traditional action-centered ethics. The claim that Agency is deformable by external constraint also draws upon feminist theories of moral injury and voice (Gilligan, In a Different Voice, 1982) and relational autonomy (Stoljar, 2011). This section builds a bridge between moral epistemology and personal development, situating character not simply as trait but as active construction.

12.6 The Impossible, Idealized Promoral Society
This aspirational vision echoes the use of regulative ideals in Kant and Rawls while deliberately avoiding utopian closure. The concept of moral fail-safes functions similarly to constitutional checks and balances in liberal political theory, but with explicit moral design intent. It aligns with Berlin’s pluralism (Berlin, The Crooked Timber of Humanity, 1990) and Popper’s antifoundationalism (The Open Society, 1945), favoring adaptive systems over static blueprints.
The call for humility, dissent, and uncertainty recalls Dewey’s ethical pluralism (Human Nature and Conduct, 1922) and resonates with Roberto Unger’s notion of empowered democracy. The claim that "every act of moral engagement is an act of social engineering" pushes the reader to abandon neutrality -- completing the volume’s arc from personal to systemic responsibility. In this way, moral Agency is reframed as inherently political.










Chapter 13: Virtue, Vice, and Moral Choice


Chapter 13 revisits Aristotle with respect and upgrades his virtue -- vice map using the Agency lens. It affirms that virtue requires valid moral choice -- an authored Self, acknowledged Consequences, and live Uncertainty -- and argues that when any one is missing, “virtue” collapses into performance. Vices are reclassified as structural sabotages of Agency: Retreat (surrender to uncertainty), Distortion (dismissal or corruption of consequence), and Disengagement (severing the self from the act). The chapter overlays this triad across Aristotle’s catalog, showing how excesses and deficiencies often mask these deeper breakdowns and adding the missing third failure (disengagement) to each virtue. The result is a simpler, universal, engineering-ready typology that diagnoses moral failure by architecture rather than intensity -- and it sets up the next volume’s question: how virtue preserves Agency when mortality and legacy come due.


Aristotle’s contributions to moral philosophy are monumental, enduring not only in academic discourse but in the ethical instincts of our cultures and institutions. His account of virtue as a mean between extremes has guided moral education for centuries, offering a model that privileges character, deliberation, and practical wisdom over rigid rules or calculated outcomes. This chapter begins in full respect of that legacy.
And yet, new tools offer new clarity. The framework developed in this volume has revealed that a moral choice is not simply a matter of internal balance or intent. It is a system -- one that requires the simultaneous, proportional engagement with consequence, uncertainty, and the presence of self. Where any of these is absent, no valid moral choice can occur. And where choice becomes structurally impossible, no act of virtue is possible.
This insight does not invalidate Aristotle’s framework. Rather, it deepens and conditions it. It reveals that many behaviors traditionally viewed as vices -- excesses or deficiencies on a behavioral scale -- also represent structural failures of agency. Worse, they reflect a moral breakdown, where the Agent sabotages the moral choice process. These are not merely moral missteps. They are Antimoral: they undermine the very process by which moral evaluation becomes possible.
The task of this chapter is to reexamine the Aristotelian virtue structure through this new lens. We will show that each virtue aligns not just with a spectrum of moderation, but with a triad of threats to Moral Choice. In doing so, we will preserve Aristotle’s insight while reengineering the architecture of vice to match what we now know: that moral action must be authored, consequential, and uncertain -- or it is not moral action at all. To circumvent any of them is not mere vice -- it is Antimoral



13.1 -- Aristotle’s Framework: Virtue as the Mean Between Extremes

Aristotle’s ethical theory, as laid out in the Nicomachean Ethics, remains one of the most enduring and influential frameworks in Western moral philosophy. At its heart lies a deceptively simple idea: that moral virtue is a mean between two extremes. This concept, often referred to as the "Golden Mean," holds that each virtue represents a balanced state between excess and deficiency.
Virtue, for Aristotle, is not defined solely by action, but by character and choice. A virtuous person acts in the right way, for the right reason, at the right time, and from a stable disposition. These choices are guided by practical wisdom (phronēsis), not by rigid rules or abstract consequences, but by a developed sensitivity to what is appropriate in a given situation.
Each virtue in Aristotle’s framework corresponds to a spectrum:
· Courage lies between cowardice (deficiency) and rashness (excess).
· Temperance lies between insensibility and self-indulgence.
· Generosity (Liberality) lies between stinginess and wastefulness.
· And so on through a carefully curated list of moral and social dispositions.
Vice, in this view, is simply the falling off of this balance -- either in the direction of too much or too little. It is not defined by violation of principle or outcome, but by an imbalance of disposition. The virtuous mean is calibrated by context and shaped by habit; hence, ethical development is a matter of cultivating character through lived experience.
Importantly, Aristotle makes clear that virtue is a product of deliberate choice. It is not enough to perform a virtuous action by accident or under compulsion. The action must be chosen knowingly, for its own sake, and reflect a stable character. Moral agency, though not named as such, is implicitly central to the model.
The goal of this ethical cultivation is eudaimonia -- a flourishing life, one that fulfills the potential of a rational, social being. Virtue enables such a life not through rigid prescriptions, but through the development of character traits that reliably guide moral discernment in a complex world.
This model, elegant and pragmatic, has shaped centuries of moral thought. It focuses not on rule-following or consequence-weighing, but on becoming a kind of person for whom right action flows naturally. Yet as we will see in the sections ahead, this structure rests on assumptions about the integrity of the moral agent -- assumptions that deserve closer scrutiny in a world of fragmented selves, automated systems, and moral performance without choice.

	Key Terms

Golden Mean: Aristotle’s principle that virtue lies between two extremes of excess and deficiency, calibrated by context and shaped by habit.
Virtue: A developed disposition to choose the mean between extremes, characterized by deliberate choice and stable character, aiming at eudaimonia (flourishing).
Vice: A moral failing caused by either excess or deficiency relative to a given virtue, representing imbalance in disposition rather than rule violation or bad outcomes.






13.2 -- Why Virtue Requires Valid Moral Choice

Aristotle was not vague about the necessity of moral choice in virtuous action. In Nicomachean Ethics Book II, Chapter 4, he states plainly: “To be virtuous, one must not only do the right thing, but do it knowingly, from a deliberate choice, and from a stable character.”
He further clarifies that: “It is the agent's state that makes the action good, not merely the action itself.”
And in Book III, Chapter 1, he elaborates: “What is done through ignorance is involuntary... But an action is not truly virtuous unless it is voluntary, and chosen with knowledge of the particular circumstances.”
In other words, a truly virtuous act must:
· Be done knowingly,
· Be chosen for its own sake,
· Be consistent with a stable character, and
· Be performed with awareness of the specific context.
This means that an act done under compulsion, coercion, conditioning, or ignorance might appear virtuous in form, but it lacks the essential quality of moral authorship.
On this foundational point, our framework is in absolute agreement with Aristotle. A virtuous act cannot defined by appearance, social praise, or beneficial outcome. It is defined by valid moral choice: the presence of a self, acting under uncertainty, with awareness of consequence.
Where we extend the argument is in identifying and analyzing the systemic conditions that can disable that choice. Aristotle assumed the Agent was intact; we investigate what happens when the architecture of moral choice itself begins to fail -- in automated systems, bureaucratic structures, or psychologically fragmented individuals. In such cases, even the most "virtuous" actions may be hollow.
Thus, while Aristotle provides the ethical foundation, our work in this volume provides the diagnostic framework. And from that framework, a new understanding of vice emerges -- one that we turn to next.



13.3 -- Vice as Structural Failure: Three Forms of Moral Breakdown

As established earlier in this book, Moral Choice requires three non-negotiable components: self, consequence, and uncertainty. If any of these is missing, true Agency doesn't exist and no Moral Choice Can be made. This applies to all moral decisions, and by extension, to the entire structure of virtue: for an act to be virtuous, it must be a valid moral choice. Thus, virtue is only possible where all three are intact.
But what happens when one of these components is sabotaged by the Agent -- not by circumstance, but by intention? What happens when an individual purposefully ignores consequence, separates themselves from the decision, or refuses to engage with uncertainty?
These are not mere errors in judgment. They are Antimoral maneuvers: deliberate acts of moral sabotage.
And here is the insight: every vice that Aristotle individually described as an excess or deficiency can be reclassified as a structural failure of moral choice.
Let's examine a few examples:
· Rashness, often seen as an excess of courage, reflects a denial of consequence. The rash actor charges ahead, ignoring outcomes. This is Distortion: abandonment of consequence.
· Cowardice, the deficiency of courage, reflects a collapse in the face of uncertainty. This is Retreat: surrender to ambiguity or fear.
· Vanity, an excess of magnanimity, divorces the self from grounded authorship. It is a role played, not a choice made. This is Disengagement: separation from the authentic self.
· Stinginess, the deficiency in liberality, masks a retreat from consequence under a veil of control. The stingy actor may claim prudence, but acts from fear of impact. Again, Retreat.
· Buffoonery, the excess of wit, performs social engagement without awareness of consequence. The laugh becomes more important than the context. Distortion.
These failures are not best understood as quantities of character but as failures to preserve moral architecture.
Where Aristotle saw imbalance, our model for Moral Choice and Agency sees a compromised structure. And this shift matters. It allows us to diagnose vice not by outcome or demeanor, but by what is sabotaged in the Moral Choice Process itself.
In the next section, we will formalize this mapping across the full virtue spectrum, creating a typology that reveals how each classical vice corresponds to one of three structural failures: Disengagement (abandonment of self), Distortion (ignoring or perverting consequence), and Retreat (yielding to uncertainty).
This is not a rejection of Aristotle. It is a reconstruction based on a clearer view of what Moral Choice requires.

	Key Terms

Antimoral: Any action or structure that actively disables or undermines the conditions necessary for a valid moral choice, particularly through the removal of self, consequence, or uncertainty.
Distortion: A moral sabotage that involves corrupting, ignoring, or dismissing consequences, often resulting in impulsivity, short-termism, or recklessness because purpose, significance, or proper action is lost.
Retreat: A moral sabotage characterized by withdrawal in the face of uncertainty, often manifesting as paralysis, avoidance, or surrender.
Disengagement: A moral sabotage that severs the self from the decision, rendering the act authorless and morally inert.






13.4 -- A New Typology of Virtue

Aristotle’s account of vice offered a dualistic view: for each virtue, there existed two failures -- one of excess, and one of deficiency. His binary model has guided moral interpretation for centuries. But as we have shown, Moral Choice is defined not in terms of behavioral balance, but in terms of structural integrity: proportional engagement with the presence of self, consequence, and uncertainty.
From this vantage point, a deeper mapping emerges. The traditional excess and deficiency each reflect purposeful or ingrained structural failures. But they do not capture the full picture.
Because virtue is a Moral Choice and Moral Choice depends on the existence of three elements, we must consider that there exists a three failure modes for each virtue. Any of the three modes can sabotage the Moral Choice that Aristotle described as a virtue: Disengagement - the intentional or conditioned refusal to engage as a moral agent at all by removal of self, Distortion from the moral choice by ignoring consequence, and Retreat from the moral choice by yielding to uncertainty and fear. Disengagement, Distortion, and Retreat, all are Antimoral as they sabotage the ability to make a valid moral choice.
Thus, for each virtue, we now identify three distinct vice patterns:
· Distortion: personal sabotage of Moral Choice via abandonment of engagement with consequence
· Retreat: personal sabotage of Moral Choice via surrender to uncertainty, failing to engage with it.
· Disengagement: personal sabotage of Moral Choice via severing of self from the decision.
This triadic Moral Sabotage model enables a more precise diagnosis of moral failure. It recognizes that not all deviations from virtue are quantitative. Some are structural and existential.
Consider an example: Courage: The traditional vices are cowardice (deficiency) and rashness (excess).
· Cowardice maps to Retreat under uncertainty: the actor collapses under uncertainty.
· Rashness maps to Distortion of consequence: the actor ignores consequence in pursuit of action.
· But a third vice is possible: passivity, the unwillingness to even place oneself in the moral frame. This maps to Disengagement of Self.
This third mode is often invisible -- not flamboyant like rashness, not emotionally charged like cowardice, but quietly Antimoral. It is the absence of authorship.
These vices don't require absolute disengagement, inadequate engagement is enough to push a virtue into a vice. It's also possible to over-engage, where over-engagement with Uncertainty drives us to Distraction or Disengagement of self. In this way, The way, when faced with a call for courage, too much focus on Uncertainty would drive us to rashness or passivity. Similarly, over-engagement with Self will drive us to retreat or distraction, and over-engagement with Consequence will lead us to surrender or disengagement.
When we apply this lens across Aristotle’s full table of virtues, the pattern holds. Every classical vice can be reinterpreted as one of these three structural failures. And for each virtue, the triad is complete only when we name all three.
Below a table, aligning each Aristotelian virtue with its excess and deficiency, and mapping all three corresponding structural vices: Retreat (loss of uncertainty), Distortion (loss of consequence), and Disengagement (loss of self).

Virtue Table with Structural Vice
	Aristotelian Virtue and Extremes
	Retreat (Yielding to Uncertainty)
	Distortion (Dismissal of Consequence)
	Disengagement (Separation of Self)

	Courage - Rashness / Cowardice
	Cowardice
	Rashness
	Passivity

	Temperance - Self-indulgence / Insensibility 
	Denouncement of pleasure
	Self-indulgence
	Insensibility

	Liberality - Wastefulness / Stinginess
	Fear of generosity
	Wastefulness
	Stinginess

	Magnificence - Extravagance / Pettiness
	Timidity in display
	Extravagance
	Pettiness

	Magnanimity - Vanity / Smallness of soul
	Smallness of soul
	Vanity
	Self-erasure

	Proper Ambition - Overreaching / Undue humility
	Undue humility
	Overreaching
	Resignation

	Patience and Good Temper -- Quick temper / Lack of spirit
	Emotional retreat
	Quick temper
	Lack of spirit

	Truthfulness Boastfulness / Mock modesty
	Fear of exposure
	Boastfulness
	Mock modesty

	Wittiness - Buffoonery / Boorishness
	Withdrawal from play
	Buffoonery
	Boorishness

	Friendliness - Obsequiousness / Cantankerousness
	Social retreat
	Obsequiousness
	Cantankerousness

	Modesty - Shyness / Shamelessness
	Shyness
	Shamelessness
	Self-obliteration

	Righteous Indignation - Envy / Spitefulness
	Moral indifference
	Envy
	Spitefulness



This table makes visible the full architecture of Aristotle's virtue and vice mapped across the three requirements for Moral Choice. In each row, the third column reveals a structural failure not addressed in traditional accounts. These third vices are not behavioral distortions -- they are existential absences. They differ widely in form: some reflect passivity, others fear, others moral nihilism. They share only one trait: they represent a severance of one of the necessary components of moral choice and are, by the definitions we use in this book Antimoral since they damage the moral choice process.
By naming them, we not only complete the triad; we offer a more faithful map of moral failure. We uncover the quiet places where morality dissolves without notice -- and where systems, institutions, or ideologies might reward the appearance of virtue while disabling its foundation.
This Moral Sabotage model of vice -- Disengagement, Distortion, and Retreat -- redefines moral failure as structural sabotage of the moral choice process, revealing deficiencies in Aristotle’s excess/deficiency framework. By mapping each classical vice to one of these failure modes, as shown in the virtue table, we uncover a more precise topology of moral collapse, particularly the existential absence of Disengagement, which eludes traditional analysis.
Aristotle identified Distortion, in most cases, as a form of excess. His deficiencies were often but not always disengagement of self from the Moral Choice Process, but sometimes was complete abandonment and retreat due to fear or uncertainty.
To fully grasp the implications of this model, we must examine each failure mode in depth: how Disengagement severs the self, how Distortion abandons consequence, and how Retreat surrenders to uncertainty.
In the following three sections, we will explore each vice individually, illustrating their manifestations with concrete examples, addressing Aristotelian objections, and connecting their antimoral nature to the erosion of legacy -- a theme that will take center stage in the next volume's exploration of defiance against mortality. This analysis will not only refine our diagnosis of moral failure but also lay the groundwork for reengineering moral systems that preserve agency and authorship.

	Key Terms

Moral Sabotage Model: A triadic model that explains vice as a structural failure of moral choice, where the agent disables one of the three essential conditions: self, consequence, or uncertainty. It reframes vice not as a behavioral excess or deficiency, but as a breakdown in agency.
Aristotle’s Excess/Deficiency Framing: The classical model in which each virtue is the mean between two vices -- one of excess and one of deficiency. This binary system categorizes behavior along a spectrum rather than diagnosing structural viability of moral authorship.






13.5 -- Disengagement: The Sabotage of Self

Disengagement is the most subtle and the most structurally dangerous of the three sabotage modes. It occurs when the agent severs the connection between the self and the moral act. The result is not just a flawed decision, but the absence of moral authorship altogether.
This sabotage renders the act morally inert. Without the self, there is no agency. Without agency, there is no moral choice.
Disengagement often masquerades as humility, professionalism, obedience, or neutrality. It is seen in:
· A bureaucrat who claims, "I was just following policy."
· A soldier who says, "I don’t make decisions -- I carry them out."
· A citizen who avoids moral inquiry with, "That’s above my pay grade."
Aristotle hints at this mode in cases of mock modesty or smallness of soul, but he lacks a structural framework for the collapse of authorship. His model assumes a unified self capable of choosing. Disengagement shows what happens when that assumption is sabotaged.
Unlike Distortion or Retreat, which distort moral judgment, Disengagement disables it. The agent performs an act without claiming it. In moral terms, the actor vanishes.
This mode is not passive. It is a sabotage -- conscious or conditioned -- that avoids responsibility by avoiding presence. It is especially insidious in institutions that reward role performance over reflection.
Where there is no self, there is no virtue. And so, Disengagement is not a failure to choose well -- it is the refusal to show up as a chooser.



13.6 -- Distortion: The Sabotage of Consequence

Distortion occurs when the Agent avoids consequence, acting without regard for outcomes. The structure of the moral choice collapses not due to confusion or coercion, but through a willful disregard of what might follow. Goals are reset, actions have no connection to the Moral Choice at hand.
This failure mode maps cleanly to many of Aristotle’s excesses, such as rashness, buffoonery, or wastefulness. Yet Aristotle treats these as failures of proportion -- too much virtue, too much enjoyment of life, too much wittiness. Our model treats them as sabotage: the actor chooses to ignore consequence, Distorting his view of what is important.
Common examples include:
· Choosing to make business decisions based on meeting an arbitrary goals disconnected from the purpose of the company.
· Partying or "blowing off steam" rather than studying for a critical exam.
· A politician spending tax money on showy programs that create goodwill rather than paying for preventive maintenance of the bridges.
Distortion can be impulsive or strategic. It can be driven by pleasure, fear, ambition, or ideology. What defines it is not intent, but the structural absence or corruption of consequence in the decision process.
Distortion is often rewarded in fast-moving systems. Speed, confidence, and results are celebrated, while reflection is seen as weakness. In such environments, Distortion becomes institutionalized.
Yet moral choice cannot exist without consequence. A distracted act is not a moral act -- even if its outcome is good. It is not authored within the full structure of agency.
Distortion is seductive because it offers relief: from doubt, from responsibility, from long-term thinking. But its cost is high. It hollows virtue into theater.



13.7 -- Retreat: The Sabotage of Uncertainty

Retreat occurs when the agent surrenders to uncertainty, yielding to fear, paralysis, or despair. Unlike Distortion, which dismisses or corrupts consequence, or disengagement, which removes the self, retreat acknowledges the full structure of moral choice -- and chooses to abandon it.
Retreat is often mistaken for caution or prudence. But its signature is avoidance: of decision, of engagement, of presence. It is:
· The silence in the face of injustice.
· The deferral of responsibility when moral clarity is elusive.
· The rationalization of inaction as "staying out of it."
Aristotle captures part of this in deficiencies like cowardice, shyness, or lack of spirit. But he does not treat them as structural failures -- only as temperament gone awry.
In the AGENCY framework, retreat is more than fear. It is surrender. It acknowledges uncertainty and chooses withdrawal.
Retreat can arise from trauma, learned helplessness, or habituated compliance. It is often rationalized by complexity: "The issue is too complicated," "There’s nothing I can do," or "It’s not my place."
Yet moral choice always includes uncertainty. It must. To reject uncertainty is to reject the moral frame itself. The agent who retreats is not overwhelmed by uncertainty -- they are evading its demands.
Retreat is the failure to remain present in the moment of choice. And like all personal sabotage, it disables the act from being virtuous.



13.8 -- A Unified, Simpler, and Universal Model

These three sabotage modes -- Disengagement, Distortion, and Retreat -- are the structural correlates of vice. They offer a precision that Aristotle’s excess/deficiency model never intended but now require. Each disables one of the necessary conditions for moral authorship.
Together, they complete the triadic Moral Sabotage model and pave the way for what comes next: the question of how virtue survives when mortality -- and the fear it brings -- threatens the entire project of legacy.
What emerges from this reframing is not just a philosophical expansion -- it is a unification. The Moral Sabotage model is structurally simpler, logically tighter, and more universally applicable than Aristotle’s virtue-vice schema.
Aristotle's framework requires identifying a virtue, then specifying two vices for every one: an excess and a deficiency. For example, if one considers Reverence a virtue, he would need to explain why both Fanaticism (excess) and Mockery (deficiency) are vices. For twelve virtues, the model must manage 24 vices, each case-specific and behaviorally defined.
By contrast, the Moral Sabotage Model of vice requires no such expansion. All failures of virtue -- whether classical or newly recognized -- map cleanly into one of three structural sabotage modes:
· Retreat: collapse under uncertainty
· Distortion: disregard or corruption of consequence
· Disengagement: separation from the self
Every additional virtue can be nested into this model without modifying it. The model does not grow more complex with additional ethical terrain. It scales with integrity.
And crucially, this model explains why something is a vice -- not just that it deviates from a behavioral mean. It links each failure directly to the breakdown of one or more components required for valid moral choice. This universality makes it applicable across cultures, belief systems, and institutional structures.
Common Objections and Responses:
· Objection: This reduces complex moral psychology to a simplistic triad. Response: The model is not psychologically reductive -- it is structurally clarifying. It does not claim that all vice feels the same, only that all valid moral choice requires the same three conditions. The complexity of inner life still applies, but the structure of moral breakdown is stable.
· Objection: What about virtues that don’t fit Aristotle’s catalog? Response: That is precisely the strength of this model. New virtues do not break it -- they demonstrate its flexibility. Reverence, Gratitude, Integrity, even Playfulness -- all will, when corrupted, fail by one of the same three structural routes.
· Objection: This model is too abstract for real-world ethics. Response: On the contrary, it is precisely real-world conditions -- automated systems, fragmented selves, performative institutions -- that demand a deeper model. Behavior alone cannot distinguish morality from its simulation. Structure can.
· Objection: This model risks moral elitism -- judging those who act under constraint as antimoral. Response: The model distinguishes between structural sabotage and circumstantial limitation. It critiques systems that disable choice, not individuals trapped within them.
This model falls directly out of our investigation of Agency and Moral Choice. It explains not only how virtue succeeds but why vice disables. It completes the philosophical task that Aristotle began -- not by discarding it, but by grounding it in the structural architecture of human moral action.

	Key Terms

Moral Sabotage Model: A triadic model that classifies all vice as a structural failure of moral choice, based on the absence of one of the three necessary elements: self, consequence, or uncertainty.






13.9 Implications of Reframing Virtue and Vice

This reframing has far-reaching implications -- not only for moral theory but for the evaluation of personal character, institutional design, and cultural narratives of good and evil.
First, it challenges the notion that vice is primarily about intensity. The excess/deficiency model suggests that virtue lies in restraint or proportion. The triadic model suggests that vice is just as often about absence: the refusal to engage, the collapse of authorship, the denial of consequence.
Second, it opens a diagnostic lens on systems and institutions. A system may reward behaviors that appear virtuous but actually arise from structural vice. For example:
· A corporation may incentivize productivity (an apparent virtue) born of disengagement, where workers feel no connection to their labor.
· A political campaign may promote modesty as a brand, even when the candidate is avoiding accountability (retreat).
· A legal system may punish wrongdoing but in ways that sever the moral self from responsibility, encouraging compliance without reflection (distortion).
· AI programmers can give a rules-based definition of virtue and vice to an AI rather than a list that risks excluding virtues and vices not considered.
Third, this framework has pedagogical implications. Educators and parents often teach virtue as moderation. But that framing overlooks the most common and insidious form of failure: failing to show up as a moral agent at all.
Finally, it has personal and philosophical consequences. It reframes moral growth not as tempering impulses, but as cultivating wholeness and promorality: ensuring that the self is present, the consequences are understood, and uncertainty is not rejected but embraced. This is not a middle path -- it is a fully authored one.
With this in place, we are now positioned to summarize the chapter and reflect on how these structural insights complete the journey we have begun in Volume 1 of HUMANITY - AGENCY -- and lay groundwork for what is to come in Volume 2 - DEFIANCE.



Chapter Summary

This chapter set out to examine Aristotle’s classical model of virtue and vice through the lens of moral choice as defined in AGENCY. We began with a respectful account of the Aristotelian framework: virtue as the mean between two extremes, shaped by character and guided by deliberate choice. Aristotle rightly asserted that a virtuous act must be chosen knowingly, voluntarily, and for its own sake -- a claim that AGENCY fully affirms.
However, by analyzing moral action as a system that requires the presence of self, consequence, and uncertainty, we revealed that the traditional excess/deficiency model is incomplete. A third structural failure emerged: the disengagement of the self, where the agent withdraws moral authorship entirely. This vice is not a matter of too much or too little, but of not being morally present at all.
We identified three consistent structural failure modes:
· Retreat: surrender to uncertainty
· Distortion: abandonment or distortion of consequence
· Disengagement: severance from self
Each classical virtue, when re-examined, revealed three corresponding vices. This led to the construction of a virtue table, where the architecture of vice is no longer a spectrum of behavioral excess but a topology of structural collapse.
This reframing has profound implications. It strengthens our ability to diagnose moral failure in individuals, systems, and institutions. It also reorients ethical development away from mere moderation and toward the preservation of moral integrity. Virtue, we now understand, is not found at the midpoint between extremes. It is found in the preservation of authorship in the presence of uncertainty and consequence.



Reflection

Choosing to offer a reframing of Aristotle is not a choice to be made casually. His description of virtue and vice has served us well for thousands of years. To question that legacy is not an act of arrogance -- it is an act of fidelity to the principle Aristotle himself modeled: that philosophy must follow where reason leads, even if it leads to revision.
It would be remiss to ignore what the framework of AGENCY makes plain. Virtue without agency is performance. Vice without choice is machinery.
Aristotle described the terrain. But once we define what makes moral choice structurally possible, some of his landmarks shift. What he saw as excess or deficiency, we can now see as specific Antimoral structural sabotage: abandonment of consequence, retreat from uncertainty, or severance from the self.
This book could not fulfill its promise -- to engineer Moral Systems -- without reengineering how we diagnose failure in moral agents. The classical tools are elegant, but incomplete. And while this may seem like a philosophical detour, it is in fact a necessary consequence of the logic we have built.
Aristotle did an excellent job of describing and categorizing. But every model must eventually yield to a more complete one, especially if it is simpler, unified, and universal.
He explained what. I have explained why.
And in the next volume, DEFIANCE, we will see why virtue must do more than preserve moral choice. It must confront mortality -- and refuse to go quietly.



	Academic Notes

13.1 -- Aristotle’s Framework: Virtue as the Mean Between Extremes
This section draws directly from Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics (c. 350 BCE), particularly Books II and III. Modern translations and interpretations by Irwin (1999) and Ross (1925) are foundational for understanding the Golden Mean and the role of character and practical wisdom (phronēsis) in ethical behavior. Aristotle’s emphasis on voluntary, reasoned choice is a precursor to the concept of Agency explored in this volume.

13.2 -- Why Virtue Requires Valid Moral Choice
This section builds on Aristotle’s insistence that moral acts must be voluntary and chosen with knowledge. The argument here also engages with Kant’s Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals (1785), especially his view that autonomy and rational self-authorship are prerequisites for moral legitimacy. This reinforces AGENCY’s framework that defines moral choice structurally, not behaviorally.

13.3 -- Vice as Structural Failure: Three Forms of Moral Breakdown
This reclassification of vice aligns with psychological literature on moral disengagement. Key references include Albert Bandura’s Moral Disengagement (2016), which discusses how individuals cognitively restructure actions to avoid moral responsibility, and Philip Zimbardo’s The Lucifer Effect (2007), which explores how systemic environments foster moral collapse. The concept of “antimoral” sabotage is consistent with these observations but provides a tighter philosophical taxonomy.

13.4 -- A New Typology of Virtue
This section departs from historical vice cataloging traditions, such as the Seven Deadly Sins (e.g., Summa Theologica, Aquinas) and simplified binary models. The triadic sabotage model provides a structural replacement for quantity-based vice distinctions. For historical contrast, see Peter Kreeft’s Back to Virtue (1986), which remains locked in Aristotelian binary framing.

13.5 -- Disengagement: The Sabotage of Self
This section aligns with Hannah Arendt’s critique of moral abdication in Eichmann in Jerusalem (1963), particularly the concept of the “banality of evil,” where the erosion of personal authorship results in ethical collapse. It also echoes Stanley Milgram’s obedience experiments (1963), showing how ordinary individuals sever responsibility when embedded in hierarchical systems. Iris Murdoch’s The Sovereignty of Good (1970) supports the view that moral attention requires presence of self, not merely compliance with rules.

13.6 -- Distortion: The Sabotage of Consequence
This section draws from behavioral economics and decision theory, especially the concept of temporal discounting (Ainslie, Breakdown of Will, 2001) and bounded rationality (Simon, 1957). The philosophical critique of consequence avoidance resonates with Kierkegaard’s despair of the aesthetic life (Either/Or, 1843), where distortion becomes a way of evading moral seriousness. It also parallels critiques of performance ethics in institutions (Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 1975).

13.7 -- Retreat: The Sabotage of Uncertainty
This discussion connects to existentialist accounts of anxiety and paralysis, particularly Sartre’s Being and Nothingness (1943) and Simone de Beauvoir’s Ethics of Ambiguity (1947). The fear-driven withdrawal from uncertain moral terrain mirrors Camus’s account of the absurd in The Myth of Sisyphus (1942), where inaction becomes a defense against the unknown. It also finds echo in Judith Shklar’s work on “ordinary vices,” where fear and timidity are treated as ethical deformities.

13.8 -- A Unified, Simpler, and Universal Model
This section engages with systems thinking and philosophical minimalism. It aligns with Donella Meadows’ Thinking in Systems (2008) in treating structure as a determinant of function. The focus on simplicity and unification also echoes Occam’s Razor and ethical system design traditions in AI and moral theory. See Floridi’s Information Ethics (2013) for parallels in defining ethical boundaries through systemic structure.

13.9 -- Implications of Reframing Virtue and Vice
The structural reframing proposed here aligns with work in moral engineering and institutional ethics. It parallels critiques of performative virtue in Michael Sandel’s The Tyranny of Merit (2020), and mirrors structural critiques found in feminist ethics (Held, The Ethics of Care, 2006) and relational autonomy (Stoljar, 2011). This section also resonates with Roberto Unger’s idea of empowered democracy and adaptive moral systems, where virtue is reconstructed as participatory authorship under systemic pressure.












[bookmark: _Toc204768621]Chapter 14: The Reader’s Engency


Here, the lens swings to you. Chapter 14 argues that once you understand how Agency works -- and breaks -- you inherit Engency: the obligation to be a moral engineer who protects the conditions for valid choice, not just your own choices. It shows how to hold “honest clarity” inside uncertainty, cautions against righteous certainty that smothers reflection, and asks you to audit the boxes you may be placing on other people’s tracks through the systems you design, endorse, or ignore. The charge is practical and local: notice drift, resist structures that numb judgment, repair feedback, teach others how to choose -- not what to think. The lever stays in your hands; your task is to tend the forge so moral action remains possible.


By this point in the journey, you are no longer a spectator.
You have seen how Agency works -- and fails. You’ve stood at the lever, opened the box, and confronted the systems that preserve or destroy the capacity for Moral Choice. You now understand not only that moral decisions matter, but that the structures enabling those decisions are fragile and must be protected.
This chapter turns that knowledge back on you. Engency is the final step -- not just moral action, but the commitment to protect the conditions of moral action. It is Agency, extended. Agency, scaled. Agency, aware of itself.
Now that you’ve seen what is at stake, what will you do?
This is not a conclusion. It is a challenge.
Take responsibility for your moral clarity. Resist the seduction of righteous certainty. Become a custodian of systems, not merely a user. And recognize that the next box on the tracks may not belong to someone else -- it may be one you place there yourself.
What you know now cannot be unlearned. You have seen the structure behind the choice. You know how fragile it is. You know how powerful it can be. And you are still holding the lever.



[bookmark: _Toc204768622]14.1 The Obligations of the Informed -- Be the Engineer

To know is to be changed. To understand is to be responsible.
You now understand the architecture of Moral Choice -- its fragility, its failures, its defenses. That knowledge carries an obligation: you are no longer just a moral Agent. You are a moral engineer. Whether you accept the title or not, the tools are in your hands.
The world is not suffering from a shortage of opinions. It is suffering from a shortage of people willing to preserve the conditions under which Valid Moral Choices can be made.
You are now responsible not just for your actions, but for the integrity of the systems you act within. That means noticing when systems fail to support Agency, intervening to protect moral clarity, resisting structures that reward ignorance or suppress dissent, and helping others learn not what to think, but how to choose.
You will misjudge. You will fall short. But your task is not to be right -- it is to stay engaged. To refuse to hand over your Agency to algorithms, slogans, or authority. To refuse to let the process of Agency decay in silence.
You operate within systems every day: workplaces, families, communities, technologies, institutions. Each of these is a moral environment -- capable of enhancing or suppressing the Agency of those within it. And if you see the failure, and do nothing, the failure becomes yours too.
Moral engineering is not a profession. It is a stance. A decision to say: I see the structure -- and I will take part in shaping it.
Others may not see what you now see. They may act in good faith under broken systems. They may not yet feel the weight of moral design. But you do. And that is what creates the obligation -- not superiority, but awareness.
There is no oath. No commission. No badge. Only this:
You know how Agency works. You know how it breaks. Now you know that its survival depends on you.
Be the engineer.

	Key Terms

Engency (Reaffirmed) -- The obligation not only to act morally, but to preserve and enhance the systems that enable Moral Choice -- for oneself and for others.
Moral Engineer -- One who takes active responsibility for detecting, maintaining, and shaping the systems in which moral decisions occur, whether formally or informally.






[bookmark: _Toc204768623]14.2 Maintaining Moral Clarity Amid Uncertainty

You will never have all the answers. This is not a flaw in your moral judgment. It is the condition in which moral judgment happens.
Moral clarity is not the absence of uncertainty. It is your stance within it -- how you choose, reflect, and adapt in a world that does not offer guarantees.
Doubt is not your enemy. It is often the signal that you are engaging morally. Clarity does not mean certainty. It means knowing your values even when outcomes are unclear, accepting responsibility in complexity, and remaining open to correction without surrendering direction.
The morally disengaged crave certainty. They hide behind rules, ideologies, or algorithms. But you no longer have that luxury.
To maintain clarity under uncertainty, you must build internal practices: revisit your motivations, name the unknowns, invite challenge, watch for drift, and stay fully present. These are not boxes to tick -- they are habits of mind that must be cultivated, like muscles that atrophy without use.
When clarity is hard to find, the temptation is to delay or avoid engagement. Sometimes that's wise. Sometimes it's escape. And every time we choose avoidance, we weaken our capacity to act when it matters most. Uncertainty must be confronted -- not erased. Because moral clarity is forged, not found.
In a world where many wait for certainty, the one who acts with moral clarity becomes a beacon -- not because they always know what is right, but because they are willing to face the unknown with integrity.
You will never have full clarity. But you can have honest clarity -- rooted in humility, responsibility, and courage. And that is enough.
Because the light we need isn’t certainty. It’s you -- choosing, reflecting, and acting anyway.



[bookmark: _Toc204768624]14.3 The Trap of Righteous Certainty

The greatest moral failures in history were not committed by those who believed they were evil. They were carried out by those convinced they were unquestionably right.
Righteous certainty, when unexamined, can erode moral clarity faster than malice -- because it blinds us to consequence, obstructs self-reflection, and justifies destruction under the banner of justice.
History offers countless examples: witch trials, political purges, ideological crusades. In each case, moral responsibility collapsed not from cowardice, but from zeal untempered by wisdom.
Conviction itself is not dangerous. Slavery was abolished through the certainty that it was intolerable. Moral revolutions require courage and clarity. But certainty alone is not enough. Without humility and systemic awareness, righteousness becomes indistinguishable from tyranny.
Evaluate your own choices with even more scrutiny than you apply to others, especially when urgency drives you. Traditions must be examined for their value. Those that constrain should be challenged. But you do not burn the forge without understanding why it was built.
Resist the temptation to equate urgency with infallibility. True moral clarity does not silence doubt -- it integrates it.

	Key Terms

Righteous Certainty -- The dangerous conviction that one is unquestionably right, often leading to moral blindness, suppression of doubt, and systems of coercion.
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You’ve walked beside many boxes. Some you opened. Some you avoided. Some you hoped were not yours to face.
But the final scenario is not about what you’ll find in a box. It’s about the box you might place on the tracks.
Every system you help build, every policy you support, every platform you design -- these shape someone else’s moral landscape. You are no longer merely holding the lever. You are placing boxes.
The question is not just: Will I act morally?
It is: Will I make it more likely that others can act morally too? Will I build a world where people can see, choose, and grow -- or one that obscures, coerces, and deforms?
You may never intend to obstruct Agency. You may believe your actions are neutral. But no action is neutral when it shapes how others choose. A feature meant to reduce friction may also reduce reflection. A punishment meant to send a message may silence growth. A process meant to protect may eliminate judgment.
Each of these becomes a box on someone else’s tracks -- unseen, unexamined, and suddenly, their lever no longer matters.
Engency doesn’t end with your own clarity. It demands that you take responsibility for the conditions surrounding other people’s Agency. That means reviewing your influence with suspicion, recognizing where you create obstacles, and being willing to revise systems -- even ones that benefit you -- when they undermine others' capacity to choose.
We are each moral Agents. But more than that -- we are engineers of other people’s moral terrain. We do not just respond to the world. We build the world others must respond to.
The final test of moral responsibility is not how you act when the box is someone else’s. It’s whether you dare to ask: Did I put it there? And whether, once you’ve asked, you’re willing to take it off the tracks.
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This final chapter did not seek to conclude -- it called for action. With the full weight of Agency understood, and its vulnerabilities exposed, the reader can no longer remain neutral. Engency is not simply about making good Moral Choices. It is about safeguarding the very process of Moral Choice itself.
The arguments here were not meant to be comfortable. They were meant to ignite. The tools are now in your hands. The world you touch is your responsibility.
This volume ends, but the work begins. In Volume II -- DEFIANCE -- we will turn to humanity’s second defining trait: our awareness of mortality, and the defiant ways we respond to it. And in Volume III -- RESONANCE -- we see the unique position of humanity and how we respond to it.
The box has been opened, you have looked inside.
The lever remains in your hands.
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That's it. This volume is done. The baton is passed.
Go, look in your boxes. Help others look in their boxes.
Be human.
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14.1 The Obligations of the Informed -- Be the Engineer
This section operationalizes the core ethical premise of the volume: that knowledge of moral structure entails responsibility for its preservation. The moral stance articulated here shares roots with Kantian autonomy (Kant, Groundwork, 1785), but expands it beyond the individual, advocating a systems-oriented vigilance akin to Foucault’s concept of disciplinary awareness (Discipline and Punish, 1975).
The notion of “moral engineer” updates Enlightenment-era rational moral Agency into a post-industrial, systems-theoretic context. The reader is invited not merely to act rightly but to act on Moral Systems -- a shift that parallels John Dewey’s call for reflective moral education (Human Nature and Conduct, 1922) and echoes recent work in engineering ethics that emphasizes anticipatory design (van de Poel, Design for Values, 2013).
The framing also bears resemblance to Paulo Freire’s concept of “conscientization” (Pedagogy of the Oppressed, 1970) -- the process by which individuals become aware of systemic injustice and their role in shaping it.

14.2 Maintaining Moral Clarity Amid Uncertainty
This section addresses the philosophical challenge of navigating moral decision-making in a non-deterministic world. Its distinction between clarity and certainty is consistent with William James’s The Will to Believe (1896), which defends moral and epistemic action under incomplete knowledge. The emphasis on internal practices of moral reflection also engages with Charles Taylor’s moral frameworks (Sources of the Self, 1989) and Gadamer’s dialogical openness (Truth and Method, 1960).
The warning against moral disengagement via algorithmic certainty recalls Arendt’s critique of bureaucratic evil (1963) and reinforces the section’s broader concern with willful ignorance. It also aligns with contemporary uncertainty-aware ethics in applied AI and medicine, which emphasize transparency about limits of predictive confidence (Bennett & Hauser, Artificial Intelligence and Ethics, 2021).
This section encourages a redefinition of moral rigor not as infallibility, but as disciplined engagement -- a theme present in feminist ethics (Held, 2006) and pragmatic bioethics (Jonsen et al., Clinical Ethics, 1982).

14.3 The Trap of Righteous Certainty
This section advances a robust critique of epistemic overconfidence in moral reasoning. The term “righteous certainty” connects with Isaiah Berlin’s warnings against moral monism (Two Concepts of Liberty, 1958) and Alasdair MacIntyre’s critique of Enlightenment hubris (After Virtue, 1981). The examples of historical moral collapse through zeal echo Arendt’s description of “the banality of evil,” in which rigid ideology blinds actors to consequence (1963).
The endorsement of “integrated doubt” furthers this critique by linking moral clarity to humility, a position also defended by Martha Nussbaum in her work on cosmopolitan compassion (Cultivating Humanity, 1997). Philosophically, the section challenges not just outcomes, but modes of moral cognition that suppress ambiguity -- a recurring theme in fallibilist epistemology (Peirce, The Fixation of Belief, 1877) and virtue ethics (Zagzebski, Virtues of the Mind, 1996).

14.4 The Box You Might Yet Place on the Tracks
This section closes the volume by turning the moral framework outward, inviting the reader to consider their own complicity in shaping others’ conditions for Moral Choice. The novel metaphor of the “placed box” resonates with structural critiques in moral philosophy that emphasize unintended consequence (Young, Responsibility for Justice, 2011) and theories of institutional design (Rawls, 1971; Pogge, World Poverty and Human Rights, 2002).
The moral terrain concept closely parallels Michel Foucault’s spatial conception of power-knowledge (1980), suggesting that ethical responsibility includes the design of cognitive and institutional affordances. It also aligns with empirical research on moral scaffolding in organizational behavior (Tenbrunsel & Messick, 2004).
Finally, the shift from moral action to moral architecture makes this section a bridge into applied Moral Systems thinking -- a transition akin to the move from virtue theory to policy ethics. It deepens the Engency framework by showing how moral failure can occur even without malice, through the quiet shaping of contexts that disempower others.
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This work is not a restatement of any prior moral tradition, though it draws heavily from many. Its aim is practical: to provide the layman an understanding of the mechanics of Moral Choice and a toolset for the analysis and improvement of Moral Systems under conditions of real-world uncertainty. To do so, it engages with traditional philosophical concepts -- such as Moral Choice, consequence, virtue, and responsibility -- not as fixed truths, but as functional components in a larger moral ecology.
In traditional discourse, these concepts are often treated as endpoints. Here, they are treated as design elements: mutable, testable, and valuable only insofar as they support or undermine the process of moral reasoning. That process -- moral Agency -- is treated as both the subject and object of moral inquiry. In this view, our obligation is not merely to make good choices, but to preserve and improve the capacity to make good choices across time, scale, and context.
This shift in framing introduces several reinterpretations that may seem at odds with classical schools. While many of the following assertions are novel, they are not intended to supplant prior traditions. Rather, they are specific to the task of reconceiving Moral Choice as a process -- one that can be dissected, supported, and repaired. This work engages the architecture of Agency as a system, not merely a concept. Where past traditions offered ideals, duties, or outcomes, this work offers a diagnostic model. Its originality lies not in moral conclusions, but in moral scaffolding. In truth, they build upon and recontextualize existing thought.
The following assertions summarize the key reframings, along with the reasoning behind each:
Functional Redefinitions: Reasoning and Assertions
1. Agency as the Core Unit of Moral Analysis 
Assertion: Agency, defined as the capacity to make a choice under uncertainty with perceived consequence, is the fundamental structure from which all moral reasoning emerges. Reasoning: While not a novel definition, the emphasis placed on Agency as the irreducible foundation of moral life is central to this work. Where traditional ethics often begin with rules, outcomes, or virtues, this framework begins with the Agent in context. Agency becomes the entry point for moral analysis, and preserving Agency becomes the imperative of moral design.
2. Moral Choice as a Defined Structure 
Assertion: Moral Choice requires the presence of all three prerequisites: a Self, a perceived consequence, and uncertainty. Without all three, no moral Agency is present. Reasoning: This definition, aligned with basic decision theory, enables precision in evaluating moral failures. By treating Moral Choice as a defined structure rather than a vague intuition, we gain diagnostic clarity: we can identify which component is missing or compromised. This definition applies across the full range of consequence, uncertainty, and engagement -- from trivial to profound -- and respects the principle of universal application. It allows us to analyze how systems and individuals succeed or fail at enabling moral behavior.
3. Agency Requires Uncertainty 
Assertion: A process cannot be moral unless there is uncertainty about the outcome and a perception of consequence. Reasoning: Agency depends on choice. If outcomes are certain or actions are coerced, then moral weight vanishes -- there is no “should” where no alternative exists. This definition reaffirms the centrality of moral responsibility: if a decision is truly predetermined or mechanically triggered, then it is outside the moral domain. Recognizing uncertainty as essential realigns moral discourse with the actual conditions under which human beings operate.
4. Responsibility Is Inseparably Tied to Moral Choice 
Assertion: Responsibility necessarily accompanies Moral Choice because of the required presence of the Self. Reasoning: When a Self is present and consequences are perceived, moral weight adheres to the act of choosing. To deny responsibility while maintaining Agency is incoherent. The structure of Agency implies ownership -- not merely of the decision itself, but of its moral and systemic ramifications. This framing enables moral accountability without appealing to metaphysical free will, grounding responsibility in structure rather than speculation.
5. Valid Moral Choice Aligns with Ideal Conditions 
Assertion: A Moral Choice is valid if it aligns with the decision that would be made under ideal conditions, regardless of whether it is judged good, bad, moral, or immoral. Reasoning: This definition separates the validity of a choice from its outcome or moral labeling. It allows for analytic precision in evaluating decisions made under imperfect information or distorted incentives. A valid choice may still lead to harm, but if it represents the best effort of an informed, reasoning Agent under constraints, it holds structural integrity. This framing is essential for understanding both moral development and the limitations of real-world Agency.
6. The Moral Choice Process Includes Choice, Planning, and Action 
Assertion: Moral Choice Process is composed of distinct but interconnected elements: Moral Choice, moral planning, and moral action. All must be examined to understand the function or failure of Moral Systems. Reasoning: Traditional discourse often collapses planning and action into the notion of choice. However, separating these components allows for more rigorous diagnosis of where moral failures occur. A person may choose well but plan poorly, or plan well but fail to act. Moral integrity is distributed across these stages. This framework further illustrates these stages using the metaphor of the Crucible (choice), the Forge (planning), and the Hammer (action), emphasizing that each part contributes uniquely to shaping moral Agency and moral outcomes.
7. Engency as the Responsibility for the Moral Choice Process 
Assertion: The term "Engency" is introduced to refer to the responsibility one bears for executing the entire Moral Choice Process -- not just choice, but also planning and action. Reasoning: Classical discourse often limits responsibility to intent or outcome, leaving gaps in accountability for the broader system of moral execution. Engency fills that gap by naming the structural burden of managing moral follow-through. It enables cleaner attribution of responsibility in complex systems, where roles and failures are distributed across stages. Crucially, Engency includes the responsibility to engage with both Promoral and Antimoral elements -- reinforcing systems that support Moral Choice Process and resisting or correcting those that subvert it.
8. Rule-Based and Calculated Systems Can Be Harmful 
Assertion: Classical ethical systems, when implemented inflexibly, can degrade the very moral reasoning they intend to support -- and in doing so, may become structurally Antimoral. Reasoning: Deontological (rule-based), consequentialist (outcome-based), and algorithmic Moral Systems offer useful scaffolds -- but they become dangerous when mistaken for substitutes for moral Agency. Rules invite abdication of responsibility. Calculations invite rationalizations. Algorithms, in particular, encode simplified moral logics and remove Agency entirely from the process of reflection and accountability. When systems are judged only by adherence, outcome, or mechanistic computation -- rather than by the integrity of the agent’s reasoning -- they invite failure at scale, particularly in law, bureaucracy, and AI. In this framework, absolute or mechanistic reliance on such systems constitutes sabotage of the Moral Choice Process. This is one of the few direct departures from major philosophical traditions and marks a crucial philosophical positioning in this work.
9. The Box on the Tracks as a Failure Mode Illustration 
Assertion: The "Box on the Tracks" scenario is designed to exemplify one common failure of the Moral Choice Process: the refusal to collect valid information. Reasoning: Moral failure often begins not with action, but with epistemic negligence -- choosing not to investigate, inquire, or acknowledge. The scenario presents a stylized but relatable version of this lapse: a decision made with accessible but unexamined information, resulting in harm. By foregrounding willful ignorance, the scenario reframes the moral landscape to include not just what we do, but what we refuse to learn. It highlights a critical design flaw in many Moral Systems: the absence of epistemic diligence as a moral requirement.
10. Identification of Moral Choice Process Failures and Sabotage 
Assertion: Before exploring illustrative scenarios, this work systematically identifies failure modes in the Moral Choice Process, and then distinguishes between unintentional weaknesses and deliberate sabotage. Reasoning: Not all breakdowns in moral functioning are accidental. By analyzing moral failures at the level of Agency, planning, and action, we can diagnose structural weaknesses. But when individuals or systems intentionally disable or distort the Moral Choice Process -- through suppression of uncertainty, false consequence framing, or erasure of the Self -- we move from failure to sabotage. Recognizing this distinction is essential for Moral Systems engineering and for defending against systemic corruption of Agency.
11. Expansion to Moral Systems as Interconnected Structures 
Assertion: The Moral Choice Process is situated within broader supporting systems that include feedback loops, error correction mechanisms, and other systems engineering elements -- each with their own vulnerabilities, failure modes, and potential for sabotage. Reasoning: Moral reasoning does not occur in a vacuum. It is embedded in institutional, informational, and interpersonal structures that can support or undermine moral integrity. By expanding the lens from isolated decisions to the design and function of entire systems, we gain the ability to evaluate the health and resilience of moral frameworks. This framing allows for interventions at the structural level and prepares the ground for Moral Systems Engineering as a discipline.
12. Definition of Antimoral and Promoral Actions
Assertion: This work introduces two new terms -- Antimoral and Promoral -- to describe actions, processes, or systems that respectively undermine or strengthen the Moral Choice Process. Reasoning: Classical moral terminology often focuses on moral versus immoral actions in terms of intention or outcome. However, many modern failures occur not at the point of choice, but through manipulation of the surrounding structures that support or erode moral Agency. By naming these phenomena explicitly -- "Antimoral" for those that harm Agency, suppress uncertainty, or obscure consequence, and "Promoral" for those that enhance clarity, accountability, or engagement -- we gain new leverage for analysis and design. These terms anchor the engineering of moral environments. Importantly, neither "Antimoral" nor "Promoral" should be equated with moral, immoral, good, or bad. They refer instead to the structural effects on the Moral Choice Process itself. Failing to act against known Antimoral distortions -- or neglecting to support available Promoral structures -- can itself constitute Antimoral behavior.
13. Antimoral and Promoral as Universally Applicable 
Assertion: The concepts of Antimoral and Promoral are intended to apply across all Moral Systems, regardless of their specific rules or cultural norms. Antimoral actions are treated as a universal moral offense. Reasoning: Because every Moral System depends on functioning Agency to operate meaningfully, actions that cripple or destroy that Agency represent a deeper violation than disagreements over what is right or wrong. Whether in a Utilitarian, Deontological, religious, or cultural framework, suppressing moral engagement erodes the system’s own foundation. Labeling such actions as universally Antimoral permits critique even in contexts where moral content varies, by focusing on the process rather than the code. Conversely, identifying Promoral patterns offers tools for moral reinforcement without cultural imposition. This framing supports a meta-ethical standard for evaluating whether systems enable or suppress moral engagement, regardless of their content. Among the systemic forms of Antimoral distortion, this work identifies three in particular: Dogma (the erasure of uncertainty), Infantilization (the denial of Agency), and tribalization (the transfer of consequence through outsourced moral accountability). These constitute active and recognizable sabotage of the Moral Choice Process.
14. Introduction of Moral Systems Engineering 
Assertion: This work introduces the concept of Moral Systems Engineering, aligning closely with established systems engineering principles while incorporating distinctive features of moral analysis. Reasoning: The Moral Choice Process, when viewed as a system, benefits from established engineering tools: feedback loops, robustness analysis, interface design, and failure mode diagnosis. However, unlike traditional systems engineering, Moral Systems must account for internal human decision-making as an integral element, not just an input or constraint. Furthermore, Moral Systems must prioritize robustness over perfection, given uncertainty, incomplete knowledge, and conflicting incentives. The translation between ethical reasoning and systems engineering enables practical interventions in law, AI, governance, and institutional design.
15. Assumption of the Role of Moral Systems Engineer 
Assertion: This work invites the reader not only to understand these concepts but to adopt the role of a Moral Systems Engineer in their own contexts. Reasoning: The tools and frameworks presented here are not merely theoretical exercises. They are intended to empower individuals to observe, critique, and influence Moral Systems around them -- whether in families, institutions, communities, or technologies. Assuming this role acknowledges that moral improvement is not the domain of philosophers alone, but of engaged citizens willing to maintain, repair, or redesign the systems that shape human Agency.
16. Philosophy Must Be Functional 
Assertion: Philosophical frameworks are only as useful as their capacity to diagnose, inform, and improve real-world systems. Reasoning: The stakes of moral failure -- personal, political, planetary -- demand tools, not just texts. This work treats moral philosophy as an engineering discipline: not the worship of theory, but the construction of systems. Its value is measured by its ability to help real people make better choices under real constraints. To that end, this book draws from tradition but builds toward application. It honors Aristotle’s wisdom, Kant’s rigor, and Mill’s compassion -- yet refuses to stop at admiration when redesign is urgently needed.
17. Deliberate Boundary of Prescriptive Claims 
Assertion: This work intentionally refrains from prescribing new moral codes, fixed principles, or corrective implementations for specific Antimoral Systems -- leaving such developments to cultural reflection and future contributors. Reasoning: While it provides diagnostic clarity and analytic frameworks for identifying moral failure, this work does not presume to impose universal solutions. Moral Systems are contextual, evolving, and deeply rooted in cultural values. The responsibility for determining Promoral corrections must rest with communities, cultures, and systems capable of reflection and consensus. This book provides the analytic foundation and invites participation, but does not replace the work of deliberative moral evolution.
18. The Ideal Promoral System Is Unattainable 
Assertion: This work acknowledges that a fully ideal Promoral System -- one that perfectly sustains Moral Choice Process across all contexts -- is not achievable. Reasoning: Human systems operate under uncertainty, limitation, and evolving values. Even the most carefully designed Moral System will encounter distortion, breakdown, and failure. Rather than pursuing utopian completeness, this work encourages the cultivation of robust, adaptive systems that prioritize resilience, feedback, and continual refinement. Acknowledging the unattainability of perfection is not a concession but a philosophical positioning that affirms humility, vigilance, and structural honesty.
19. Alignment of Hypothetical AI with Promoral Principles 
Assertion: A hypothetical AI Agent could, in theory, be designed to align with the principles outlined in this work -- specifically those concerning Promorality, Antimorality, and Valid Moral Choice -- but such an entity remains purely theoretical. Reasoning: The structural clarity of this framework lends itself to formalization, and thus presents a natural appeal for integration into algorithmic systems. However, true moral Agency as defined here depends on the presence of a Self and a lived perception of consequence -- features not currently realizable in artificial systems. While AI might simulate aspects of Promoral reasoning, its limitations in uncertainty, identity, and responsibility prevent it from fully engaging as a moral agent. Nonetheless, this framework may serve as a benchmark for evaluating the moral scaffolding of future intelligent systems.
20. Separation of Responsibility from Decision Is Structurally Antimoral 
Assertion: Social policy systems that attempt to separate responsibility from decision-making undermine moral Agency and are structurally Antimoral, regardless of their intent. Reasoning: Moral Systems depend on the alignment of decision and consequence. When systems absolve decision-makers of responsibility -- such as through distributed authority, automation, or bureaucratic fragmentation -- they dismantle the conditions necessary for Agency to function. Even if intended to protect individuals or streamline governance, such separations erode moral clarity and accountability. Intent is not a sufficient justification for structures that damage Agency; over time, these systems harm both individuals and the societies they aim to serve.
21. Justice Must Account for the Moral Choice Process and Agency 
Assertion: The concept of justice must be reevaluated to consider the distinct phases of the Moral Choice Process and the centrality of Agency in establishing culpability. Reasoning: Traditional views of justice often emphasize outcomes or intentions, but this work insists on a deeper analysis. A just response must examine whether the Agent possessed meaningful choice, engaged in sound moral planning, and took action with awareness of consequence. Ignoring these structural components leads to misattribution of blame or leniency and undermines the legitimacy of justice systems. Justice, to be just, must be grounded in the structure of moral Agency.
22. The Self as Blacksmith and Blade 
Assertion: The Self is both the blacksmith shaping the Moral Choice Process and the blade being shaped -- because the Self is both actor within and product of the system it inhabits. Reasoning: Moral Agency does not operate externally to the self; rather, it transforms the Self in every decision, plan, and action. To act morally is not only to influence the world, but to recast one’s own character, habits, and future capacity. This dual role underscores the feedback loop between process and identity: every act of Agency both expresses and reshapes the agent. The metaphor captures this fluid interplay, positioning the Self as both craftsman and creation of moral development.
23. Vice as Structural Sabotage, Not Behavioral Excess 
Assertion: Vice should be understood as a structural failure of moral choice -- not merely a behavioral deviation from a mean. Reasoning: Aristotle’s excess/deficiency model categorizes vice by observable traits, but this fails to account for how moral agency breaks down. AGENCY reframes vice as the sabotage of one of the three necessary elements of moral choice: self, consequence, or uncertainty. This offers a clearer and more actionable framework, especially in complex, institutional, or automated contexts.
24. The Third Vice: Disengagement as Existential Absence 
Assertion: Disengagement represents a distinct and often invisible third form of vice -- an existential absence of selfhood from moral authorship. Reasoning: Classical frameworks fail to fully capture the vice of disengagement, which is not a distortion of character but the abdication of agency itself. Disengagement -- unlike cowardice or rashness -- leaves no actor to assess, making it structurally antimoral. This insight reorients virtue ethics toward a focus on presence and authorship rather than moderation alone
25. Moral Integrity Requires Structural Integrity
Assertion: Moral goodness arises from the preservation of all three components of valid moral choice -- self, consequence, and uncertainty -- not from temperament or balance alone. Reasoning: While Aristotle focused on cultivating virtue through habituation and balance, AGENCY insists that virtue is not merely character but structure. If even one of the three components is absent, no act -- however praiseworthy in form -- can be truly virtuous. This redefines ethics as the maintenance of a functional moral architecture rather than adherence to behavioral ideals.
26. A Superior Moral Model Explains Structure, Not Just Behavior
Assertion: A morally superior framework is not defined by how well it categorizes behavior, but by how clearly, simply, and universally it explains the underlying structure of moral action. Reasoning: Aristotle’s virtue ethics offers an elegant descriptive taxonomy, but its explanatory power is limited: it tells us what moral success and failure look like, but not why they occur. The Moral Sabotage Model presented in AGENCY is superior not because it replaces Aristotle’s insights, but because it unifies them under a single explanatory principle: the integrity of moral choice. It explains vice as sabotage of the Moral Choice Process itself -- making it predictive, diagnostic, and adaptable across cultures, technologies, and systems. This shift from descriptive balance to structural integrity is not just a refinement -- it is a redefinition of what ethical models must deliver.
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#1. Agency Exists Regardless of Free Will vs Determinism
P1. The experience of Agency occurs in a non-deterministic universe. P2. The experience of Agency occurs in a deterministic universe. P3. The experience of Agency is phenomenologically indistinguishable across deterministic and non-deterministic models.
C1. Therefore, the concept of Agency exists independently of the metaphysical status of free will.
(Consequence: The framework of this book can proceed without requiring resolution of the free will debate.)

#2. All Moral Reasoning Derives from Agency
P1. Moral reasoning involves the evaluation of choices with ethical consequence. P2. A Moral Choice requires the presence of Agency -- defined by the capacity to choose with uncertainty, consequence, and a Self. P3. Without Agency, choices are mechanical and cannot be evaluated morally.
C1. Therefore, all Valid Moral reasoning presupposes the existence of Agency.
(Consequence: Any system that bypasses or suppresses Agency fails to qualify as a Moral System.)

#3. Moral Choice Requires Uncertainty
P1. A choice made under conditions of certainty is a response, not a deliberation. P2. Moral evaluation requires the possibility of making different choices based on uncertain information with uncertain outcomes. P3. Without uncertainty, the act of choosing becomes mechanistic or predetermined.
C1. Therefore, uncertainty is a necessary precondition for Moral Choice.
(Consequence: Systems that eliminate uncertainty from decision-making also eliminate the potential for Moral Agency.)

#4. Moral Choice Requires Perception of Consequence
P1. A choice without perceived consequence cannot be evaluated in moral terms. P2. Consequences provide the basis for assigning value or responsibility to a decision. P3. Without the perception of consequence, an action is indistinguishable from reflex or error.
C1. Therefore, the perception of consequence is a necessary condition for Moral Choice.
(Consequence: Systems or contexts that obscure or sever consequence from decision-making undermine moral Agency.)

#5. Moral Choice Requires the Presence of Self
P1. Responsibility for a choice implies the presence of an accountable subject. P2. Moral frameworks depend on attributing actions to a Self that persists across intention, planning, and consequence. P3. Without a Self to own the decision, Moral Choice cannot be distinguished from mechanical output.
C1. Therefore, the presence of a Self is a necessary condition for Moral Choice.
(Consequence: Systems that obscure or displace personal identity erode the foundation of moral Agency.)

#6. Responsibility Emerges from the Conditions of Moral Choice
P1. Moral responsibility implies a decision-maker who can be held accountable. P2. (From #3 C1, #4 C1, and #5 C1) The presence of a Self, uncertainty in decision, and perceived consequence are the necessary conditions for Moral Choice. P3. When these conditions are met, the Agent necessarily bears responsibility for the outcome.
C1. Therefore, responsibility is inseparable from the structure of Moral Choice.
(Consequence: Attempts to deny responsibility while preserving Agency distort the definition of moral action.)

#7. Sabotage of the Moral Choice Process Is a Moral Offense
P1. The Moral Choice Process -- composed of choice, planning, and action -- is necessary for expressing Agency. P2. Valid Moral Choice cannot occur when any element of the process is compromised. P3. Intentionally damaging or disabling the Moral Choice Process prevents agents from engaging morally.
C1. Therefore, intentional sabotage of the Moral Choice Process constitutes a moral offense.
(Consequence: Acts that cripple Agency are themselves unethical, regardless of their immediate outcome.)

#8. Purposeful Ignorance Is Sabotage of the Moral Choice Process
P1. The Moral Choice Process requires access to relevant information to support valid choice, planning, and action. P2. Willful ignorance or deliberate refusal to seek available information removes uncertainty unfairly and distorts perceived consequence. P3. This distortion sabotages the conditions required for Agency and Valid Moral engagement.
C1. Therefore, purposeful ignorance is a form of sabotage to the Moral Choice Process, and thus a moral offense.
(Consequence: Avoiding knowledge does not preserve innocence; it disables Agency.)

#9. Antimoral Actions Universally Damage All Moral Systems
P1. Moral Systems vary in content but share a structural dependence on the Moral Choice Process and Agency. P2. Antimoral actions degrade or disable the Moral Choice Process by severing its structural requirements. P3. Structural sabotage undermines any system that depends on that structure, regardless of its specific moral code.
C1. Therefore, Antimoral actions universally damage all Moral Systems, regardless of their content.
(Consequence: Antimoral actions are a universal moral offense independent of specific ethical frameworks.)

#10. Engency Requires Resistance to Antimorality and Support of Promorality
P1. Engency is defined as the responsibility for the full Moral Choice Process: choice, planning, and action. P2. Antimoral forces seek to degrade or disable this process, while Promoral actions strengthen and preserve it. P3. A responsibility for a process necessarily includes responsibility to prevent its sabotage and to maintain its function.
C1. Therefore, Engency requires both resistance to Antimorality and support of Promorality.
(Consequence: Passive acceptance of Moral System degradation is a failure of Engency.)

#11. Rigid Rule-Based or Calculated Systems Damage the Moral Choice Process
P1. (From #2 C1) Moral Choice requires the presence of a Self actively engaged in deliberation under uncertainty and consequence. P2. Rigid adherence to external rules or algorithmic calculations bypasses self-driven deliberation. P3. When the Self is removed from decision-making, the Moral Choice Process collapses into a mechanical response.
C1. Therefore, systems that demand rigid rule-following or calculation damage the Moral Choice Process.
(Consequence: Even well-intentioned systems can become Antimoral by eliminating the Self from Moral Choice.)

#12. An Ideal Promoral Moral System Is Unattainable
P1. Promoral Systems are those that protect, sustain, and enhance the Moral Choice Process. P2. Ideal Promoral conditions would require perfect information, full engagement, and infinite resources. P3. Resource limitations, human variability, and uncertainty preclude perfection.
C1. Therefore, an ideal Promoral Moral System is unattainable.
(Consequence: Moral Systems must be designed for robustness, self-correction, and adaptability, not perfection.)

#13. Valid Moral Choice Is Defined by Ideal Conditions
P1. A Valid Moral Choice is one that would be made under ideal conditions: full information, engaged Self, adequate capacity. P2. Actual decisions often fall short due to constraints or distortions. P3. Evaluating a decision against ideal conditions allows analysis of what went wrong and why.
C1. Therefore, validity in Moral Choice is defined by approximation to the decision that would be made under ideal conditions.
(Consequence: Validity is distinct from moral/immoral or good/bad; it is about fidelity to a functional process.)

#14. Systems Must Be Analyzed Alongside the Moral Choice Process
P1. The Moral Choice Process is influenced by external systems -- social, economic, technological. P2. These systems can degrade or support the functions of Moral Choice, planning, and action. P3. Analyzing only the internal Agent without addressing system-level influences is incomplete.
C1. Therefore, the Moral Choice Process must be evaluated within and alongside its supporting systems.
(Consequence: Systems analysis is a necessary tool for moral analysis.)

#15. Process Architecture Makes Antimoral/Promoral Frameworks Code-Agnostic
P1. All Moral Systems depend on the structural integrity of Agency and the Moral Choice Process. P2. Promoral and Antimoral actions target the structure, not the specific rules or values. P3. This makes structural support or sabotage universally recognizable.
C1. Therefore, Promoral and Antimoral categorizations are agnostic of Moral System content.
(Consequence: We can analyze threats to morality without adjudicating moral truth.)

#16. Moral Systems Engineering Is Justified by Structural Similarity to Engineered Systems
P1. The Moral Choice Process exhibits characteristics of engineered systems: inputs, feedbacks, resilience, and failure modes. P2. Systems engineering offers tools to analyze and improve such structures. P3. Moral decisions can be better supported by using these tools to identify weak points and failure mechanisms.
C1. Therefore, systems engineering is a legitimate and valuable approach to moral analysis.
(Consequence: Moral reasoning benefits from cross-disciplinary methods when the structural analogy is sound.)

#17. Moral Responsibility Extends to Systems Improvement
P1. The moral choice process is vulnerable to degradation from internal and external sources. P2. Agents aware of systemic vulnerabilities and capable of improvement bear a responsibility under Engency. P3. Engaging in repair or reinforcement of the Moral Choice Process aligns with preserving Agency.
C1. Therefore, the Agent has a moral responsibility to act as a Moral Systems engineer when feasible.
(Consequence: Awareness imposes obligation; systemic repair is a valid expression of Agency.)

#18. The Self Is Shaped by the Moral Choice Process
P1. The Self is the Agent responsible for initiating Moral Choice, planning, and action. P2. Each iteration of the Moral Choice Process reinforces or alters the patterns of future perception, planning, and engagement. P3. Thus, the Self is both input to and output of the Moral Choice Process.
C1. Therefore, the Self is shaped by its own moral engagement over time.
(Consequence: The process of moral reasoning is formative; the Agent is continually forged through its use.)

#19. Justice Must Engage the Entire Moral Choice Process
P1. Justice systems are designed to evaluate and respond to morally relevant actions. P2. A complete moral action involves not just the outcome but also the underlying choice, planning, and context. P3. Judging only the outcome ignores key components of Agency and responsibility.
C1. Therefore, just systems must evaluate all stages of the Moral Choice Process, not just results.
(Consequence: Legal culpability must reflect choice, intention, and context to remain aligned with moral accountability.)

#20. Social Policy Must Preserve Agency
P1. Social systems shape the conditions under which individuals make Moral Choices. P2. Agency requires selfhood, uncertainty, and consequence. P3. Policies that remove individual discretion or obscure outcomes diminish Agency.
C1. Therefore, social policy must be designed to preserve and support moral Agency.
(Consequence: Policies that Infantilize or overregulate can become structurally Antimoral.)

#21. AI Morality Must Be Promoral by Design
P1. AI systems are increasingly used to make or influence moral decisions. P2. Promoral actions support the structural integrity of Moral Choice and Agency. P3. If AI systems cannot possess Agency, they must at minimum preserve human Agency.
C1. Therefore, AI systems must be aligned to Promoral principles in design and deployment.
(Consequence: Algorithmic ethics that degrade human Agency are intrinsically Antimoral.)

#22. Vice as Structural Sabotage of Moral Choice
P1. A valid moral choice requires the simultaneous engagement with self, consequence, and uncertainty. P2. Classical vice is framed by Aristotle as excess or deficiency in relation to a virtue. P3. Each Aristotelian vice can be reinterpreted as a sabotage of one of the required conditions of moral choice. P4. A breakdown in moral choice structure disables moral authorship, rendering the act Antimoral.
C1. Therefore, vice is better understood as personal sabotage of moral choice structure, not merely behavioral imbalance.
(Consequence: A model that maps vice to structural sabotage offers greater explanatory power, universality, and diagnostic clarity than one based on moderation alone.)
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Set 1: Parallels to the Box on the Tracks

The following scenarios exemplify situations where seeking clarity before deciding may increase risk, have immediate consequences without regard to the actual information received, set righteous certitude at risk, or be intensely uncomfortable and thus avoided.

Intense Discomfort Drives Avoidance
· The Family Intervention A beloved family member is accused of abusing a partner. This is contrary to the person's known behavior and knowing that the family member is capable of such things would destroy happy memories and good will.
· An Animal Lover A person with an intense compassion for animals refuses to find out details about what happens at the local animal shelter since that could mean being driven to personally intervene.

Risk and Consequence Increase as Delay Increases
· The Parent and the Panic A mother hears a rumor that a student at her child’s school was arrested. Without confirmation, she must decide whether to keep her child home. The time delay needed for getting clear information may increase the risk to the student.
· The Cop on the Corner A police officer who has stopped a person for a potential parole violation situation notices an unruly crowd has started to build. Delaying the formal arrest will increase the danger of a violent mob, even though full evidence hasn't been gathered.

Immediate Secondary Negative Impact if Not Acted Upon Without Information
· The Online Accusation A politician's professional acquaintance is accused of misconduct on social media. Anything other than immediate and absolute commendation without investigation could be interpreted as endorsement.
· Skipping Quality Testing A new software revision has been prepared that will greatly improve profitability if released immediately, despite the risk that it might be faulty. To delay will cost the company greatly.

Rightous Certainty Dismisses the Possibility of Better Information
· The Jury Deliberation A jury is divided on a verdict. One juror requests to review key footage. Others argue that the video won't matter since the defendant is so obviously reprehensible that he should be punished, even if the evidence is weak.
· Accuse Equals Guilt After generations of injustices, where clearly a class of guilty people have gotten away without punishment, an opportunity to punish a member of the guilty group for the sins of his group has arisen. Potential evidence of his individual innocence in this specific case risks the certitude that he deserves punishment nonetheless.

Each scenario mirrors the underlying failure in the "Box on the Tracks": the refusal to seek clarity before action, despite the known moral cost of choosing in ignorance. The discomfort, urgency, or systemic inertia behind each decision masks a deeper abdication of Moral Choice Process responsibility.



Set 2: Illustrative Scenarios of Framework Principles

The following scenarios are designed to bring the core concepts of this framework to life. Rather than general moral dilemmas, they showcase specific moments where the mechanics of Moral Choice -- uncertainty, consequence, Self, responsibility, and system structure -- can be observed in action or failure. These examples are drawn from varied contexts and are grouped to illustrate different components of the Moral Choice Process, including its potential sabotage, strengthening, and application at scale. They are intended for analysis, discussion, and reflection by those seeking to understand or apply the principles of Moral Systems Engineering.

The Three Requirements of Moral Choice

These examples are crafted to illustrate what is and isn't a Moral Choice, according to the framework defined in this volume. Each scenario isolates one of the three prerequisites -- uncertainty, consequence, and Self -- and shows what happens when that element is absent or distorted.
· Absence of Uncertainty The Clipboard Decision The cargo ship Aardvark has arrived in port. The name on the bow matches the one on the schedule. There are two clipboards to choose from in reviewing the manifest: one clearly labeled for the Aardvark and one clearly labeled for the Zebra. The choice of which clipboard to pick up and carry to the inspection is obvious. There is no uncertainty and thus no Moral Choice.
· Absence of Perceived Consequence The Rote Apology A teenager mutters "sorry" to avoid further scolding from a teacher. They do not understand what harm was caused, nor believe anything will change because of the apology. To the teen, there is no consequence -- only ritual. Because consequence is absent in the teen’s perception, the apology is not a moral act, only performance.
· Absence of Self The Automated Checklist A nurse checks boxes on a digital form required for patient intake. There is only one path to complete the form. No decision is required, no outcome is variable. The nurse follows protocol, without reflection or discretion. Even if the process has moral implications, the Agent is not engaged in a moral act -- uncertainty and consequence are present, but the sense of Self as a moral actor is absent.

Self as Moral Actor

These scenarios show what it means to own a decision -- not just perform it. Each involves clear evidence that the Self is engaged, responsible, and aware of the moral weight of the action.
· Owning the Delay The Pharmacist’s Pause A pharmacist receives a prescription for a patient with an unusual combination of medications. The system flags no interaction, but something feels off. Rather than proceed automatically, she delays filling the order to make a call to the prescribing physician. She accepts the consequence of slowing down the process. Her Self is present in the hesitation and the choice to act.
· The Third Option The Factory Floor Decision An equipment technician sees that a machine can be repaired with a workaround that’s fast but not compliant. The official policy is to call for a shutdown, but that could cost the team a day of output. Instead of choosing between bad options, he documents a third alternative and submits it for review -- aware that taking initiative exposes him. The act reflects selfhood, risk, and moral reasoning beyond rules.
· Owning the Harm The Teacher’s Letter A teacher realizes too late that a disciplinary email she sent had an unintended effect on a student’s reputation. Though no one demands it, she writes to the student and family to explain her reasoning, acknowledge the consequence, and outline changes to her practice. There is no policy requiring this. It is not a procedural correction. It is a moral act of self-aware responsibility.

Failures of the Moral Choice Process

Each of the following examples illustrates a failure in one of the three stages of the Moral Choice Process -- Crucible (choice), Forge (planning), and Hammer (action). These failures demonstrate how damage at any stage undermines moral validity.
· Crucible Failure -- Avoided Decision The Safety Meeting Silence During a safety meeting, a known equipment fault is mentioned indirectly. Everyone present knows it’s dangerous, but no one wants to speak out and be blamed for delays. The choice to remain silent is a Moral Choice evaded, not faced -- undermining the crucible.
· Crucible Failure -- False Dichotomy The Ultimatum A manager gives an employee two bad options: work unpaid overtime or take an unexcused absence. No consideration is given to alternatives. The structure of the choice has been warped. The appearance of choice masks the absence of real moral engagement.
· Forge Failure -- Willful Oversight The Shelter Plan A town council rushes through an emergency shelter plan without discussing placement, staffing, or accessibility. The moral intent is present, but the lack of real planning leads to harm. The forge -- the site of transformation from intent to structure -- has failed.
· Forge Failure -- Misaligned Assumptions The Financial Literacy Program A charity launches a program to help low-income families but builds it around budgeting advice and assumes financial illiteracy. In reality, the families already budget with precision -- they lack income, not discipline. The plan fails by projecting the wrong cause.
· Hammer Failure -- Cowardice at the Threshold The Apology That Wasn’t An executive writes a strong apology for a corporate error but deletes the final draft, replacing it with a watered-down version after pressure from legal. The intent and plan were in place, but the action fails to carry moral weight.
· Hammer Failure -- Performed but Not Delivered The Inclusion Initiative A university announces a diversity initiative, forms a committee, and publishes a statement -- but nothing changes. The Moral Choice Process was initiated, even planned, but no meaningful action followed. The Hammer fell on an empty anvil.

Sabotage of the Moral Choice Process

These scenarios reveal actions or systems that intentionally or structurally damage the capacity for Valid Moral Choice, whether by distorting inputs, disempowering actors, or shielding consequences. These are not failures -- they are forms of sabotage.
· The Dictator’s Ghost Army A dictator continues issuing orders to nonexistent armies, convinced they are still engaged in battle. His subordinates, fearing punishment, hide news of catastrophic losses. By insulating the decision-maker from consequence and clarity, the system becomes Antimoral.
· The Filtered Dashboard A corporate VP receives performance summaries that hide key risks. Middle managers pre-edit the reports to avoid uncomfortable questions. The VP believes they are acting rationally, but the sabotage of information renders their Agency hollow.
· The Prewritten Verdict A local judge receives a folder before each trial with sentencing recommendations prepared by political allies. Deviating from them is allowed in theory, but punished in practice. The Moral Choice Process has been hijacked by power and inertia.
· The Training Script A crisis hotline trains volunteers to follow a rigid script, even in clearly escalating emergencies. They are instructed to stay within narrow bounds for liability reasons. The structure disables real engagement with uncertainty and consequence -- sabotaging the ability to make Moral Choices at all.

Antimoral Elements Within Moral Systems

These scenarios show how systems that appear moral on the surface can harbor internal mechanisms that directly undermine the Moral Choice Process. Such embedded structures are especially dangerous because they present as legitimate while eroding Agency, clarity, or consequence.
· The Rule Becomes Sacred The Unbendable Code A healthcare organization institutes a guideline for triage prioritization during shortages. Initially useful, the guideline becomes untouchable -- never questioned or re-evaluated, even when patient contexts shift. Staff begin to follow it blindly, believing questioning the code is disloyal. The once-Promoral rule becomes Antimoral by supplanting moral judgment.
· Correction Becomes Impossible The Vanishing Appeals Board A university disbands its academic appeals committee, claiming it streamlines operations. Students with valid grievances are left with no route to challenge decisions. The Moral Choice Process’s forge is shattered -- no capacity to adjust course. This structural removal of correction constitutes system-level Antimorality.
· Dissent is Equated with Harm The Safety Committee Censure An employee raises concerns about procedural bias in a workplace safety policy. Rather than address the issue, the employee is labeled a disruptor and reassigned. The suppression of dissent under the guise of harmony damages the system's moral integrity and deters future engagement.
· Tradition Blocks Revision The Sacred Text Mandate A community welfare board relies on a founding document written decades ago. While values have shifted, and harm has been observed, any attempt to revise the original framework is met with accusations of betrayal. Structural stagnation, defended as tradition, fossilizes outdated policy into ongoing moral injury.

Promoral Structures and Acts

These scenarios demonstrate how systems or individuals can enhance the Moral Choice Process by increasing clarity, preserving Agency, promoting revision, and embedding moral responsibility across roles and decisions. Promoral actions preserve and strengthen the environment in which Moral Choice thrives.
· Teaching the Tools The Critical Thinking Curriculum A public high school implements a required course in logic and ethical reasoning for all students. Rather than dictating conclusions, the course focuses on how to recognize uncertainty, assess consequence, and identify personal responsibility. Students leave with tools for moral engagement, not answers. The curriculum reinforces Agency across future decisions.
· Built to Adapt The Living Charter A nonprofit builds into its founding documents a scheduled revision process, requiring annual review of every policy by a diverse review panel. Any committee can raise concerns, and changes are logged transparently. The system maintains its integrity not by rigidity, but by its capacity to self-correct.
· Protected Dissent The Anonymous Red Flag Portal A city planning department allows staff to anonymously flag ethically questionable directives. A small, independent board reviews these reports with authority to pause implementation. The presence of this safeguard deters abuse and encourages staff to maintain internal engagement with the Moral Choice Process.
· Ground Truth Encouraged The CEO’s Standing Question In every leadership meeting, the CEO asks, "What are we missing?" and rewards staff who challenge assumptions with facts, even if uncomfortable. This ritual normalizes uncertainty and consequence as part of the moral landscape, reinforcing self-aware decision-making at the highest levels.



Set 3: Moral Systems Engineering in Practice

These scenarios reflect opportunities for deliberate design or restructuring of Moral Systems, incorporating concepts such as feedback, engagement, Agency, and robustness. Each requires the reader to consider how Moral Systems engineering might elevate -- not replace -- the moral capacity of individuals within.
· Restoring Corporate Integrity The Governance Reboot A once-successful company has alienated customers, suppliers, and employees through years of executive mismanagement and opaque decision-making. A new ethics officer is brought in, not to impose top-down rules, but to help design a governance model that builds internal review loops, encourages dissent, rewards transparency, and prioritizes long-term Moral Choice Process resilience. Their task is not to dictate morality, but to restore conditions for Valid Moral Choice.
· Redesigning Neighborhood Authority The HOA Overhaul A Homeowners Association has drifted toward enforcement for its own sake, using vague covenants to suppress dissent and penalize nonconformity. A working group of residents proposes a full rewrite of the rulebook -- identifying areas where Agency has been suppressed, encouraging feedback loops for grievances, and embedding revision cycles. The result is a structure that enables more engaged and self-aware decision-making by both residents and board members.
· Building a Better Code of Conduct The Convention Charter A large annual professional convention adopts a standard code of conduct modeled after corporate HR policy. After several edge-case incidents and a few chilling effects on speakers, organizers revisit the system with help from diverse stakeholders. The reworked charter includes layered options for response, anonymous feedback, and periodic review by rotating community delegates. The aim is not perfection, but a system designed to improve itself.
· Reengineering Academic Honor The Student Ethics Framework A university's honor code has become an artifact -- ceremonially signed, then ignored. A group of students and faculty collaborate on a reimagined system. They incorporate case studies, feedback panels, restorative processes, and student-led education sessions. The new framework emphasizes moral engagement over enforcement, enabling learning as a core function of ethics.

Each of these scenarios calls upon the reader to think like a Moral Systems Engineer -- observing how structure shapes engagement, and how deliberate design can expand the space for moral action rather than constrain it.
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Note: While the precise definition most of the terms in this appendix are important to the discussions where they appear, terms marked with ** are either neologisms or contain unique definitions that are specific to this work.

Accountability -- The imposition of external judgment or consequence by others. (Note: This term is largely avoided in the text, which emphasizes internal responsibility.)
Agency -- The capacity to author actions and choices: to stand as the agent (Self), assess what is unknown (Uncertainty), and accept that choices produce outcomes (Consequence). For the purposes of this book, agency is treated as the practical condition that makes responsibility and moral speech possible.
Amplify Agency -- To strengthen the capacity of individuals to make Valid Moral Choices by providing clarity, tools, and shared context.
Antimoral ** -- An attack on the structure or conditions necessary for moral reasoning to occur, such as by disabling uncertainty, suppressing dissent, distorting consequences, or eliminating responsibility.
Antimorality vs. Immorality -- Immorality breaks the rules of a Moral System; Antimorality destroys the system’s ability to reason about right and wrong in the first place.
Anti-Sabotage Norms -- Cultural or procedural checks on coercion, deflection, and demoralization.
Aristotle’s Excess/Deficiency Framing -- The classical model in which each virtue is the mean between two vices -- one of excess and one of deficiency. This binary system categorizes behavior along a spectrum rather than diagnosing structural viability of moral authorship.
Artificial Complicity ** -- The embedding of Antimoral values into AI systems that lack the capacity to refuse, question, or understand moral consequence.
Automated Justice -- A critique of systems that remove discretion and Agency from judicial processes through rigid rules and mandatory sentencing. Such systems risk becoming morally blind by replacing judgment with inflexible procedure.
Blame -- Emotionally charged assignment of fault; avoided in favor of systemic responsibility.
Box on the Tracks ** -- A metaphor for uncertain moral consequence specifically where a Valid Moral Choice requires truth that is knowable but not yet known -- and the moral Agent must decide whether to seek or avoid that truth.
Capacity -- The cognitive, emotional, physical, social, and situational resources needed to act on a Moral Choice.
Capacity-Based Judgment -- A principle that moral and legal evaluation should consider not only the act, but the Agent’s ability to choose differently at the time.
Choice to Look / Refusal to Look -- The moral decision to confront or avoid relevant uncertainty. Looking preserves the possibility of valid Agency. Refusing to look sabotages the Moral Choice Process, often in the hope of avoiding responsibility.
Consequence -- The recognition that a choice may result in outcomes that affect oneself, others, or the world. Moral consequence does not require full knowledge -- only the perception that one's action might produce an effect.
Culpable Ignorance -- A condition where an individual avoids available knowledge to escape moral responsibility. It is blameworthy when the information was accessible, the ignorance was chosen, and the motive was self-protection.
Design Practices (Moral) -- Modular interventions used to improve Moral Systems, such as feedback structures, simulations, and anti-sabotage norms.
Disengagement -- A moral sabotage that severs the self from the decision, rendering the act authorless and morally inert.
Distortion -- A moral sabotage that involves corrupting, ignoring, or dismissing consequences, often resulting in impulsivity, short-termism, or recklessness because purpose, significance, or proper action is lost.
Distributed Agency -- Moral responsibility and action are empowered across participants, not centralized in authority.
Distributed Integrity -- A societal condition in which moral responsibility and ethical judgment are supported across all levels and roles.
Disinformation -- The deliberate spread of false or misleading information, impairing a moral agent’s ability to make informed decisions.
Duty -- A moral or social expectation; used sparingly and only when clearly derived from structures of Agency.
Engency ** -- The inescapable moral responsibility to protect and improve the systems that make Valid Moral Choice possible.
Ethics (AI) -- In this context, the study and application of principles that preserve Agency within or through artificial systems.
Feedback Infrastructure -- Rituals or mechanisms (journals, peer reviews, confessions, restorative practices) that ensure choices generate reflective insight.
Fragility -- The condition in which the Moral Choice Process is vulnerable to breakdown due to internal weaknesses (like trauma, flawed reasoning, or cognitive overload) or external pressures (such as social conditioning or environmental stress). Fragility reduces the likelihood of Valid Moral Choices being formed or executed.
Free Will -- The capacity to choose among alternatives in a way that is not completely determined by prior causes.
Golden Mean -- Aristotle’s principle that virtue lies between two extremes of excess and deficiency, calibrated by context and shaped by habit.
Honest Clarity -- Clarity that acknowledges its limits, remains open to correction, and accepts the cost of choosing without full certainty.
Immorality -- The breaking of a Moral System’s rules, without dismantling the system itself.
Integrated Doubt -- The practice of holding conviction alongside humility -- allowing self-scrutiny, systemic awareness, and adaptive judgment to remain active.
Interruptibility -- The ability of a Moral System to halt its own processes in the presence of red flags, dissent, or doubt.
Moral Abdication -- The act of surrendering moral responsibility to a rule, system, or process -- abandoning reflection and ownership of consequences.
Moral Choice -- A decision situation that enables the exercise of Agency, and therefore must permit active engagement with Self (authorship), Uncertainty (what is not known), and Consequence (outcomes that follow). The term names the structure of the choosing, not its virtue or stakes: it is not contingent on the magnitude of consequences or on whether the outcome is morally good or bad.
Moral Clarity -- A stance of value-guided reflection and responsibility within uncertainty -- not the elimination of doubt, but the integrity of action amid it.
Moral Cowardice -- The abandonment of a moral action due to fear, discomfort, or the desire to preserve self-image, often followed by post-hoc justification. A betrayal of Agency through avoidance of moral follow-through.
Moral Drift -- The gradual, unacknowledged movement away from a system’s stated values.
Moral Engineer -- One who takes active responsibility for detecting, maintaining, and shaping the systems in which moral decisions occur.
Moral Engineering (in policy) -- The practice of designing laws, institutions, and social systems with the explicit goal of reinforcing moral Agency.
Moral Fail-Safes ** -- Built-in mechanisms within systems that detect, correct, and resist Antimoral drift.
Moral Heuristics -- Practical evaluative questions designed to assess the integrity, feedback loops, and distributed responsibility of a Moral System.
Moral Infrastructure -- The accumulated systems, norms, and supports that enable Valid Moral decision-making.
Moral Choice ** -- A decision event that permits engagement with Consequence, Uncertainty, and the presence of Self.
Moral Choice Process -- The internal and external structure of detecting, evaluating, and acting on moral decisions.
Moral Resilience -- The capacity of a Moral System to maintain integrity and adaptability in the face of uncertainty and change.
Moral Sabotage -- The intentional disabling of the Moral Choice Process through misinformation, intimidation, confusion, or manipulation.
Moral Sabotage Model -- A triadic model that explains vice as a structural failure of moral choice, where the agent disables one of the three essential conditions: self, consequence, or uncertainty. It reframes vice not as a behavioral excess or deficiency, but as a breakdown in agency.
Moral Simulations ** -- Exercises or narratives that allow individuals to practice Agency in controlled ambiguity.
Moral System -- A shared framework that supports Moral Choice by amplifying, coordinating, and reinforcing Agency.
Moral Systems Engineering -- The intentional application of systems design principles to the construction, maintenance, and repair of moral frameworks that support valid Agency.
Moral Tool vs. Moral Act -- A distinction between instruments that support Moral Choice (rules, algorithms) and the conscious, uncertain, accountable act of moral Agency.
Narrative Control -- The manipulation of moral framing to prioritize appearance over substance and silence dissent.
Ontological Mechanics ** -- The idea that each Moral Choice shapes not just outcomes, but the very structure of the Self over time.
Performance vs. Participation -- The difference between simulating moral behavior and possessing the internal capacity to engage in genuine Moral Choice.
Placed Box ** -- A metaphor for systems, structures, or choices that obstruct or distort others’ ability to act morally.
Promoral ** -- Supportive or protective of the Moral Choice Process.
Promoral Act -- Any action that reinforces the validity of Moral Choice by enhancing clarity, consequence, engagement, or responsibility.
Promoral AI -- A hypothetical artificial Agent designed to preserve and enact moral Agency, capable of reflection, resistance, and ethical self-awareness.
Promoral Constraints -- Real-world limitations (knowledge, authority, energy) that affect one’s ability to enact Promorality perfectly.
Promoralism -- The stance, practice, and responsibility of protecting and maintaining the conditions under which moral Agency remains possible.
Promoral Social Policy -- A framework that emphasizes building moral capacity, protecting uncertainty, and supporting individual Agency over enforcing behavior.
Promorality -- The condition in which a system sustains the necessary features for Valid Moral decision-making.
Purposeful Ignorance -- The act of deliberately avoiding information that could influence a moral decision. When done knowingly, it constitutes sabotage of the Moral Choice Process and carries full moral responsibility.
Reduction of Agency -- A condition where systems disempower individuals from making meaningful Moral Choices.
Resilience (in Moral Systems) -- The capacity of a Moral System to bend, reflect, alert, and self-repair rather than promise flawlessness.
Responsibility -- The internal acknowledgment of moral authorship -- owning the process and outcome of a Moral Choice.
Responsibility for the Process -- Accountability not just for the decision made, but for how it was made. Includes responsibility for gathering relevant information, applying reasoning, and ensuring the conditions for Valid Moral Choice are upheld.
Responsiveness -- A system’s ability to incorporate feedback and evolve over time.
Restorative Practices -- Structured, intentional acts that aim to rebuild trust and capacity in Moral Systems.
Restorative Rehabilitation -- The rebuilding of moral Agency, including reflection, emotional development, and moral re-engagement, as the goal of justice.
Retreat -- A moral sabotage characterized by withdrawal in the face of uncertainty, often manifesting as paralysis, avoidance, or surrender.
Righteous Certainty ** -- The dangerous conviction that one is unquestionably right, often leading to moral blindness, suppression of doubt, and systems of coercion.
Robustness -- The capacity of a Moral System to absorb ambiguity, conflict, or change without collapsing into rigidity or paralysis.
Rule Absolutism -- The rigid application of moral rules without context or adaptability, resulting in brittle systems prone to misuse.
Rule as Machinery -- The concept that a rule becomes Antimoral when it is applied without judgment, flexibility, or awareness of consequence.
Sabotage (of Agency) -- The act of deliberately interfering with the validity of a moral decision, such as hiding or corrupting information. When done knowingly, it constitutes sabotage of the Moral Choice Process and carries full moral responsibility.
Self -- The coherent, choosing agent responsible for moral authorship; not merely the biological or social individual, but the integrated moral actor.
Signal Degradation -- The loss of clarity or salience in moral information over time due to desensitization, overload, or avoidance.
Signal Integrity Structures ** -- Processes that validate moral input across multiple channels (diverse perspectives, factual redundancy).
Smithy -- The larger system that houses and sustains the Moral Choice Process: the Crucible, the Forge, and the Hammer.
Structural Simplicity -- The advantage of reducing moral failure to three universally applicable categories, without expanding vice classification as new virtues emerge.
Sustainable Promoralism ** -- A shared, enduring commitment to maintaining the viability of Moral Choice under real-world constraints.
Transparency -- The visibility of a system’s reasoning, inputs, and consequences to those who must act within it.
Uncertainty -- The condition of not knowing all relevant facts or outcomes. In Moral Choice, uncertainty is not a flaw -- it is the condition that makes judgment, courage, and Agency possible.
Uncertainty -- The irreducible ambiguity of outcomes, which makes deliberation, risk, and responsibility morally significant.
Unification -- The synthesis of disparate vice behaviors into a coherent system explained by the breakdown of moral structure rather than behavioral extremes.
Universal Antimorality -- Antimoral actions damage any Moral System, regardless of its content, by destroying the preconditions for moral reasoning: uncertainty, responsibility, feedback, and reflection.
Universality -- The model's applicability across cultural, psychological, and institutional contexts, due to its foundation in the logical conditions for valid moral authorship.
Valid Moral Choice -- The choice that most faithfully reflects what the Agent's best judgment would have chosen had adequate time, resources, attention, and clarity been granted. It does not imply that the choice is morally right, ideal, or aligns with external moral standards -- only that it is the most responsible, internal expression of the Agent’s Agency under ideal conditions.
Versioning (Moral) -- The principle that Moral Systems should be open to revision and evolution, rather than being treated as final or unchangeable.
Virtue -- A developed disposition to choose the mean between extremes, characterized by deliberate choice and stable character, aiming at eudaimonia (flourishing).
Vice -- A moral failing caused by either excess or deficiency relative to a given virtue, representing imbalance in disposition rather than rule violation or bad outcomes.
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Chapter 1: The Necessity of Agency
· 1.1: Why does the trolley problem remain so compelling in discussions of Moral Choice?
· 1.2: Can we meaningfully discuss moral responsibility without resolving the free will debate?
· 1.3: Why does assuming Agency form the foundation of all Moral Systems?
· Scenario: Consider a moment in your life when you acted decisively. Did that action require belief in your own Agency?

Chapter 2: The Nature of Agency and Moral Choice
· 2.1: What qualifies a decision as a Moral Choice under this framework?
· 2.2: How does recognizing consequence change our understanding of minor decisions?
· 2.3: Why does uncertainty matter in determining whether an act is moral?
· 2.4: In what ways does the presence or absence of Self influence moral responsibility?
· 2.5: What does it mean to say that responsibility is inseparable from Agency?
· Scenario: Recall a situation where you felt you had no choice. Upon reflection, did it meet all three criteria for Moral Choice?

Chapter 3: How the Moral Choice Process Fails
· 3.1: What do the crucible, forge, and Hammer represent in moral reasoning?
· 3.2: How can a valid choice be undermined before it is even made?
· 3.3: Why is poor planning a moral failure, not just a technical one?
· 3.4: How do well-intended plans fail at the execution stage?
· 3.5: What conditions make the Moral Choice Process fragile, even when intentions are good?
· 3.6: What distinguishes sabotage from error in Moral Systems?
· 3.7: How does the concept of Engency redefine responsibility in Moral Systems?
· Scenario: Choose a historical or personal example of a failure in moral action. Identify whether the failure occurred at the crucible, forge, or Hammer.

Chapter 4: Moral Reasoning Under Uncertainty
· 4.1: What insights does the trolley problem offer beyond binary choices?
· 4.2: Why are oversimplified scenarios dangerous in moral reflection?
· 4.3: What are the consequences of being unable to see what lies ahead in Moral Choices?
· 4.4: How does the blindfold metaphor reflect limitations in perception and accountability?
· 4.5: What does the Box on the Tracks represent in the context of moral sabotage?
· Scenario: Identify a time you or someone else avoided gathering more information before making a choice. Why?

Chapter 5: Unpacking the Box
· 5.1: How does uncertainty shape not only the decision but the decision-maker?
· 5.2: What does it mean to purposefully hinder or enhance someone else's moral capacity?
· 5.3: How does distancing the Self weaken moral responsibility?
· 5.4: When does responsibility begin -- at the decision, or before it?
· Scenario: Revisit a complex decision where you now see a shift in uncertainty, consequence, or Self. Would your choice change now?

Chapter 6: System Failures of the Moral Choice Process
· 6.1: Why must we treat the Moral Choice Process as part of a broader system?
· 6.2: How can technical failures ripple into moral consequences?
· 6.3: What makes some Moral Systems particularly fragile or brittle?
· 6.4: What distinguishes systemic failure from purposeful corruption?
· 6.5: Why is inaction in defense of moral structure itself a moral failing?
· 6.6: What does it mean to maintain Engency across the full Moral Choice Process?
· Scenario: Examine an institution you're familiar with. Identify one moral vulnerability in its system design.

Chapter 7: The Blacksmith
· 7.1: How do we fill the space between consequence and uncertainty?
· 7.2: What inner processes shape our capacity to make Moral Choices?
· 7.3: Why must the Self monitor its own processing?
· 7.4: How is the Self both the tool and the evaluator of moral action?
· 7.5: Why is capacity as important as virtue or intent?
· Scenario: Think of someone you consider morally strong. Was their strength a matter of capacity, awareness, or something else?

Chapter 8: Antimoralism -- Corrupting the Smithy
· 8.1: Why does the presence of Engency create an imperative to resist Antimorality?
· 8.2: What types of actions most commonly sabotage the Moral Choice Process?
· 8.3: Why is it important to distinguish Antimoral from immoral acts?
· 8.4: What does it mean to engage with a Moral System through the lens of Engency?
· 8.5: How do Moral Systems embed their own sabotage mechanisms?
· 8.6: Why is Antimorality treated as a universal offense within this framework?
· Scenario: Identify a belief system or policy that appears moral but may embed Antimoral effects.

Chapter 9: Promorality -- Protecting the Smithy
· 9.1: What distinguishes a Promoral act from a merely good or well-meaning one?
· 9.2: Why is passive neutrality in the face of Moral Systems failure itself a failure?
· 9.3: What practical limits constrain our ability to always act Promorally?
· 9.4: Why is a perfectly Promoral Moral System considered impossible?
· Scenario: Think of a small structure, habit, or institution that supports moral clarity. How might it be strengthened further?

Chapter 10: Taking Charge
· 10.1: Why do Moral Systems exist, and why must they be maintained?
· 10.2: What can we learn from how Moral Systems fail in practice?
· 10.3: How do early warning signs of moral failure typically manifest?
· 10.4: What tools or habits help us detect failures in the Moral Choice Process?
· 10.5: Why must individuals take responsibility for preserving Moral Systems?
· Scenario: Consider a group, institution, or community you've been part of. What role did you play in maintaining -- or failing to maintain -- its Moral Choice Process?

Chapter 11: Principles of Moral Systems Engineering
· 11.1: What foundational principles underlie Moral Systems Engineering?
· 11.2: How do failure modes in Moral Systems differ from typical engineering failures?
· 11.3: Which heuristics best support evaluation of Moral Systems in complex environments?
· 11.4: How can design principles support moral resilience without prescribing outcomes?
· 11.5: Why is the pursuit of perfectibility in Moral Systems dangerous?
· 11.6: What does it mean to fully embrace the role of a Moral Systems engineer?
· Scenario: Imagine you're tasked with redesigning a school’s disciplinary code. What principles from this chapter would you prioritize?

Chapter 12: Implications and Applications
· 12.1: What are the dangers of algorithmic ethics that bypass Moral Choice Process?
· 12.2: Can a simulated Agent possess meaningful moral Agency under this framework?
· 12.3: How can social policy preserve or destroy moral capacity?
· 12.4: Why must justice consider all parts of the Moral Choice Process -- not just the final action?
· 12.5: In what ways do our moral decisions shape our identity over time?
· 12.6: Why is the pursuit of a perfectly Promoral society unattainable?
· Scenario: Identify a current social system (legal, educational, digital) where moral responsibility is diluted. What could restore Agency?

Chapter 13: Virtue, Vice, and Moral Choice
· 13.1: How does Aristotle define virtue, and why does his framing remain influential across centuries of ethical thought?
· 13.2: Why does virtue require a valid moral choice -- and what conditions must be present for such a choice to occur?
· 13.3: What does it mean to say that vice is a structural failure, and how does this redefine the concept from classical interpretations?
· 13.4: How does the Moral Sabotage Model offer a more unified and scalable approach to categorizing vice?
· 13.5: What happens when the self is absent from moral decision-making, and how does Disengagement undermine authorship?
· 13.6: How does Distortion -- ignoring or perverting consequence -- function as a form of moral sabotage, and why is it often rewarded?
· 13.7: In what ways does Retreat, the collapse under uncertainty, paralyze moral engagement?
· 13.8: Why is a structurally grounded model of vice simpler and more universal than a behavior-based one?
· Scenario: Think of a time when you failed to act virtuously -- not out of malice, but because you retreated, disengaged, or distracted yourself from the choice. Which condition of moral choice was absent, and how might you respond differently now?

Chapter 14: The Reader’s Engency
· 14.1: What obligations come with understanding Moral Choice Process and Agency?
· 14.2: How can we preserve moral clarity while acknowledging uncertainty?
· 14.3: Why is righteous certainty one of the greatest threats to moral engagement?
· 14.4: How do our choices about what we avoid -- or refuse to see -- shape the moral world?
· Scenario: Reflect on a decision you’ve made or will make that could shape others' capacity for Moral Choice. What did you put on their tracks?
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This reading list is organized by category to support the conceptual foundations and practical applications of the framework presented in this volume. It includes baseline philosophical works, practical systems engineering texts, and selected interdisciplinary titles that demonstrate real-world moral challenges and reasoning under uncertainty.

Philosophical Foundations:
· Plato -- The Republic and Phaedrus
· Immanuel Kant -- Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals
· John Stuart Mill -- Utilitarianism
· Alasdair MacIntyre -- After Virtue
· Philippa Foot -- Moral Dilemmas
· Aristotle - Nicomachean Ethics, Books II and III

Systems Engineering and Design Thinking:
· Andrew Sage & William Rouse -- Handbook of Systems Engineering and Management
· Donella Meadows -- Thinking in Systems
· Peter Checkland -- Systems Thinking, Systems Practice
· Nancy Leveson -- Engineering a Safer World: Systems Thinking Applied to Safety
· Gharajedaghi -- Systems Thinking: Managing Chaos and Complexity

Applied Ethics and Case-Based Domains
· Atul Gawande -- Being Mortal
· Joseph Badaracco -- Defining Moments: When Managers Must Choose Between Right and Right
· Shannon Vallor -- Technology and the Virtues
· Robert Klitgaard -- Corrupt Cities: A Practical Guide to Cure and Prevention
· G.E.M. Anscombe -- Modern Moral Philosophy
· Alasdair MacIntyre -- After Virtue
· Martha Nussbaum -- The Fragility of Goodness

Cognitive Science and Moral Psychology:
· Jonathan Haidt -- The Righteous Mind: Why Good People are Divided by Politics and Religion
· Joshua Greene -- Moral Tribes: Emotion, Reason, and the Gap Between Us and Them
· Daniel Kahneman -- Thinking, Fast and Slow
· Gerd Gigerenzer -- Gut Feelings: The Intelligence of the Unconscious

Readers are encouraged to approach these texts not as authorities, but as diverse lenses through which the principles of Agency, Moral Choice Process, and Moral Systems Engineering can be further interrogated, challenged, and expanded.







Appendix G — Tracing Agency to Its Origins

Agency is often described as the ability to act independently, yet that description misses the core. Action is only the visible surface of a deeper capacity. It is not acting that defines Agency, nor even deciding, but the capability that makes both possible—the capacity to recognize that a choice exists and to reflect upon what that choice means.
At its most basic, Agency is the ability to recognize the self and reflect upon it.
It requires three elements held in tension within awareness: there must be a Self that perceives itself as the chooser; there must be an awareness of change and thus Consequence; and there must be recognition that a choice exists that will bring about that change—Uncertainty.
Where any of these are absent, motion may still occur through instinct or reflex, but there is no genuine reflection on the self. Only reflection can author a deed.
These elements are critical for any Moral Choice to be a true moral choice, but they are also essential for humans to possess even the capacity for self-reflection. In fact, the same triad—Self, Uncertainty, and Consequence—reappears throughout our discussion of humanity.
It is important to make this distinction in defining Agency because it allows us to examine its origins: its mechanisms, weaknesses, strengths, supports, and failures. This level of detail is not essential to the central discussion of this volume, which focuses on the process of Moral Choice, but it provides the necessary foundation. We therefore turn to the origins of Agency in this appendix.

Working Backward
To understand where this ability came from, it is useful to walk the chain in reverse, tracing the preconditions that made Agency possible.
To perceive a Self as the one who chooses requires the idea of Consequence—a recognition that what I do changes what follows. A being without that sense can only react. Consequence, in turn, depends on Uncertainty. If outcomes were absolute, there would be nothing to weigh or to learn. A fixed world demands obedience, not judgment. Thus, consequence gains meaning only in a world that might be otherwise.
And Uncertainty, finally, rests on a more ancient foundation: Symbolic Cognition -- the ability to let a sound, mark, or gesture stand for something not immediately present. Only with symbols can a mind hold a possibility long enough to examine it. 
From that foundation the sequence unfolds logically, even if it did not unfold chronologically in neat steps or evolved slowly and entwined: Symbolic Cognition was necessary for Uncertainty; Uncertainty gave the ability to understand how Consequences can vary; Consequence revealed the Self; and through all of them Agency took form.

The Moment of Uncertainty
The hinge of the story is the emergence of uncertainty—the instant when reflex became representation. In miniature, it can be seen in the shift from SNAKE! to snake?
The first is a command, an unambiguous signal that fuses perception and response. The second is a reflection, a moment of pause between what is seen and what might be. SNAKE! has no Uncertainty -- it's an immediate instinctive reaction, not in any way a conscious act.
To ask “snake?” requires the ability to represent danger as a possibility rather than an immediate certainty. That cognitive pause, however brief, created the first internal space for thought.
Modern neuroscience offers analogues of this capacity in the inhibitory networks of the prefrontal cortex—the biological brake that allows an organism to halt an impulse and evaluate it. Comparative studies show that species with greater inhibitory control, such as corvids and apes, also exhibit more complex planning and tool use. Their minds are capable of waiting, of modeling outcomes before acting. The same faculty, in humans, would eventually open into full symbolic reasoning.
Why would evolution favor hesitation? In a dangerous but variable world, immediate reaction is often safe, but not always efficient. Most rustles in the grass are harmless; only a few conceal a snake. Endless false alarms waste energy, disrupt hunting, and fracture cooperation. As environments grew more intricate, the cost of overreaction began to outweigh the occasional cost of being wrong, and even more so when real snakes are far outnumbered by random rustles of grass in the wind and twisted sticks.
Minds that could pause and test the world, that could reflect on uncertainty instead of blindly fleeing it, began to prosper.
This shift mirrors what modern evolutionary psychology calls error-management theory—the principle that perception systems are shaped by the relative costs of false positives and false negatives. When dangers are frequent, a bias toward false alarms saves lives. When dangers become rarer, that same bias becomes wasteful. Selection begins to favor discrimination over reflex. Symbolic thought arose when uncertainty itself became worth thinking about. Reflection became an advantage; thought began to outcompete reaction.
The adaptive pause required representation, first in mind and later in sound or gesture standing in for the unseen. The mental concept “snake” detached from any particular serpent and could be tested, shared, and remembered. From that moment, anticipation entered the species. Foresight began to replace panic and uncertainty could be weighed.

From Consequence to Self
Once uncertainty could be represented, consequence could be inferred. The creature that learns from outcomes knows that behavior has effects. Toolmaking, delayed reward, and cooperation all depend on this sense of consequence. Great apes and corvids show precursors of this capacity in experiments demonstrating causal reasoning and planning, but they seldom carry it into self-reference. 
Humans did. We not only notice outcomes; we recognize that we are the ones who caused them. That realization—the linking of cause, effect, and personal authorship—is the birth of the reflective Self.
In other species, fragments of self-recognition appear in mirror tests and perspective-taking studies. Dolphins, elephants, and some birds recognize their own reflection. Yet human self-awareness adds a temporal and moral dimension: I was the one who acted, I will be the one who endures the result. That recursive awareness binds time into identity and identity into responsibility.

The Integration of the Triad
With Self, Uncertainty, and Consequence able to coexist in thought, the mind could deliberate among possibilities. The moment of choice became a moral event: a recognition that one could have done otherwise and will bear what follows. Agency, in this sense, stands not at the beginning of cognition but at its apex—an emergent ability built from symbolic recursion.
Each element reinforces the others. The self provides continuity; uncertainty opens possibility; consequence enforces reality. Held together, they form the triad that allows responsibility to exist. Agency is that integration made conscious.

Evidence and Inference
The outlines of this story align with what is known. Archaeological traces of symbolic behavior—engraved ochre, beads, figurines—appear around seventy thousand years ago, signaling minds that could represent absent things. Neuroscience links the expansion of the prefrontal cortex with improved working memory and inhibitory control, capacities necessary for planning and reflection. Evolutionary theory supports the advantage of selective hesitation through models of error management. These independent lines of evidence converge to make the chain plausible.
Yet the precise sequence connecting symbolic cognition to full moral Agency remains inferential. No single study can yet trace the continuous pathway from the first representation to the reflective self. The argument of this appendix is therefore a logical synthesis, not a confirmed historical record. It stands as an interpretation consistent with evidence, awaiting empirical resolution.

Why It Matters
Tracing Agency backward reminds us that it is not a possession but an achievement. It arose not from power, but from pause—from the rare moment when hesitation proved more adaptive than haste. The leap from “SNAKE!” to “snake?” was the beginning of that pause, the first time a creature stood between fear and fact and allowed reflection to occur. From reflection came responsibility, and from responsibility, the human world.
Every deliberate choice we make still carries that ancestry—the ancient pause between danger and decision where humanity was born.
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Framing of This Volume

This book is the first in a series of philosophical inquiries into the human condition. Each volume stands alone, yet together they form an integrated structure -- exploring what it means to act, to resist, and to matter.
Volume I -- AGENCY establishes the architecture of moral responsibility, arguing that in a world of uncertainty, it is not determinism or absolution that guides us -- but Agency. It introduces Engency as a call to conscious ethical stewardship and provides systemic tools to build, enhance, and protect the fragile conditions under which Moral Choice becomes possible.
Volume II -- DEFIANCE reframes humanity not as passive observers of mortality, but as beings driven by refusal -- refusal to disappear, to be irrelevant, to surrender moral clarity in the face of impermanence. It positions defiance as virtue, and mortality awareness as the wellspring of meaning.
Volume III -- RESONANCE argues that humanity is special -- whether created or accidental. But that specialness makes us innately lonely, driven to seek moral equals. That singular drive to find (or forge) peers in moral agency has propelled art, education, and much of human advancement. In a cosmos of uncertainty, we matter by questioning, resisting, and choosing -- especially in ways that cultivate more agents like ourselves.
Additional works are planned at this time.
Together, these volumes propose a philosophy not of answers, but of architecture -- a scaffold for moral clarity in the face of uncertainty, mortality, and cosmic silence. They argue that significance is neither inherited nor bestowed; it is constructed through choice, sustained through defiance, and revealed in the questions we refuse to abandon.
This first volume was written deliberately for the lay reader -- but it is not casual. Every chapter, concept, and metaphor is grounded in structured philosophical reasoning traceable to first principles. The metaphors are not distractions. The direct address is not rhetorical indulgence. The urgency of tone is not a substitution for rigor.
This is not just a call to action to take up the role of a Moral Systems Engineer. It is a framework for the evaluation and improvement of Moral Systems.
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Closing Notes

Maybe now you can see why I did not want to write this book. Maybe, like me, you’ve felt that gut-punch realization when you finally looked into the box -- the moment you understood that the price of free will is obligation. Unflinching, unavoidable obligation.
Every argument, every moral debate, and every buzzword that circulates in our culture has led us here -- to this inescapable truth. We hide behind the certainty of slogans and commandments, we defer responsibility, and we allow uncertainty to paralyze us.
Yet the very act of looking in the box shows us what we risk: a life of complacency, a system weakened by inaction, and a moral framework that crumbles when responsibility is evaded.
I haven’t offered a laundry list of rigid rules or commandments, Instead, as we’ve gone through this book, undeniable step by undeniable step, we’ve laid bare one foundational call: accept and act upon your responsibility.
I recognize the weight of this realization. It’s easier to pretend that free will is unburdened by duty, that uncertainty can be sidestepped. But every time we avoid looking in the box, we surrender a part of ourselves and our collective future.
And so, while I may have resisted writing these words, the truth was too compelling, too dangerous to leave unspoken.
There are those whose worlds are built on blind obedience. There are those whose power is built upon other’s blind obedience. There are those who truly believe that their chosen status justifies any action. And there are those who value their place in life so much that they pretend that the box is empty.
Those people will not be happy that I wrote this book.
Now, as these pages close, the invitation remains: look into the box. Embrace the shock, the discomfort, and let that awareness fuel you to act. Whether it’s in small choices or grand reforms, let the inescapable obligation compel you to shape a better system -- one decision, one action at a time.
Perhaps you, like me, have been punched in the gut by this realization. Now, let that pain be your catalyst for change.
Looking into the box isn’t the end of your journey.
It is the beginning.
