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LONG ABSTRACT OF
ON DEJECTION AND THE NATURE OF DESIRE

What is it to want, desire, or take an interest in something—for instance, to find oneself
drawn to a career, a way of life, or a relationship with a particular person?

Desiring of this sort is not something that simply happens to us, like being pulled by a
current, but it also isn’t a spontaneous choice or decision, like deciding which ice cream flavor to try.
The question my dissertation addresses is how to describe desiring as a kind of activity. My answer is
that desiring is an imaginative activity in between perception and creation. This answer turns on the
idea that our self-conscious freedom extends beyond action to our passions or desires, our receptive
responses to the world.

To support this answer, I argue that we should renovate the contemporary Kantian
conception of the human agent by drawing upon the insights of the 19™ century discussion of
dejection, a condition of lost vitality in which a person experiences his or her own self-
consciousness as a burden that makes happiness appear impossible. This historical background helps
illustrate the significance of my topic: for while the dissertation is an essay in moral psychology—in
how to understand a person’s practical orientation—its stakes are primarily ethical. In considering
the nature of desire, the dissertation is also considering the nature of what we want or desire—
happiness ot satisfaction—and how to ground its normativity in our own self-conscious freedom.

My discussion of dejection reconstructs the arguments of Schiller, who took the prevalence
of this condition in post-revolutionary Europe to be a consequence of the modern era’s dawning
self-consciousness. According to Schiller, this development has made many of us intensely aware of
our alienation—our harboring of attitudes that conflict with our rational assessment of their objects
—and our fragmentation—our highly partial and disjointed realization of the full ideal of human
character. I show that Schiller and others like him understood dejection as a constriction of the
imagination by a false conception of what rational self-consciousness demands of our desiring. I also
explain how these authors connect this confusion to the Enlightenment’s purported ethical failure to
respect the significance of our intimate relationships with nature, particular places, and particular
people. I focus especially on Wordsworth’s response to dejection, which aims to see our desiring as
a form of imaginative activity that binds us to the world and gives life in time meaning.

I apply these Romantic ideas to redevelop the contemporary Kantian conception of the
agent. Compared to standard causal theories of action, the Kantian approach centers the agent’s
own practical perspective on what they are doing. The most prominent Kantian treatment of desire
sees it as an activity, albeit the activity of an “inner animal” separate from our rational person, the
side of ourselves that considers reasons for what we do. Despite sharing the Kantian ambition to see
our desiring as an activity, I argue that the Kantian conception of desire is an intellectualist
overreaction to empiricist tendencies in moral psychology, one that leaves us without an
understanding of alienated desiring. To get out of this impasse, I follow Wordsworth in conceiving
of desiring as an imaginative activity in which we try to appreciate things as reasons-giving. On this
view, desiring is neither a projection of interest onto the world nor a perception of reasons in it: it is
more like the elaboration of a narrative or a figurative representation. Departing from intellectualist
accounts of practical irrationality, I compare alienated desiring to telling an unsatisfying story and
non-alienated desiring to telling a better one. I support this analysis by adapting the resources of
Kantian constructivism to argue that avoiding alienation is a constitutive principle of desiring. This
principle commits every finite agent to identifying with their reasons for action, where to identify
with a reason is not to form an attitude approving it, but to understand it as a fitting imaginative
orientation toward the world.



