Existential Crisis — a crucible for the formation of ethics

By Craig Paardekooper

The Axial Age is a term used by the philosopher Karl Jaspers to describe a remarkable period roughly
800—-200 BCE when several major civilizations independently produced new religious and
philosophical ideas that still shape the world today.

The striking feature is that similar intellectual transformations occurred in different regions at
nearly the same time, even though these civilizations had little contact with one another.

What Changed During the Axial Age
Before this period, religion in many societies focused mainly on:
e rituals
e local gods
e tribal traditions
¢ mythological explanations
During the Axial Age, thinkers began asking deeper questions:
e What is the ultimate reality?
e What is the purpose of human life?
e What is the foundation of ethics?
e How should humans live?

This shift produced universal philosophies rather than purely tribal religions. These transformations
happened almost simultaneously in separate civilizations.

This is why historians consider the Axial Age one of the most important turning points in human
intellectual history.

Some historians suggest that the Axial Age may reflect a response to major social disruptions:
e collapse of older tribal societies
e rise of large empires
e urbanization
e political instability
Religious thinkers began asking deeper questions about:
e justice

e suffering



e universal ethics
e the meaning of life

Israel already had a universalist ethic embodied in the Laws of Moses



Many historians, anthropologists, and moral philosophers have noticed a recurring pattern: crises
expose the underlying needs of human societies, and in doing so, bring “natural law” or universal
moral insight into sharper relief.

1. Why Crisis Amplifies Natural Law
A “crisis” here can mean:
e displacement (exile, migration, wandering)
e social upheaval (collapse of kingdoms, wars)
e exposure to strangers or new cultures
Under such conditions, ordinary social rules break down. People no longer have:
e local enforcement of norms
e tribal identity to guide behavior
e clear social hierarchy
This creates psychological and social stress, forcing people to ask deeper questions:
e Whatis just?
e How should humans relate to one another?
e What makes a society stable and good?

The answers that arise are often more universal and abstract than ordinary tribal norms — exactly
what we might call “natural law.”

2. Historical Examples
Crisis Natural Law / Ethical Emergence

Wilderness wandering  Mosaic law, emphasizing justice for strangers, widows, orphans, and
of Israelites equality before God

Prophetic universalism: all nations accountable to God, internal moral

Babylonian Exile
y responsibility

Confucius, Buddha, and Greek philosophers articulate universal ethical

Axial Age upheavals
e principles applicable beyond tribe or city-state

3. Mechanism (Psychological + Social)
Crises produce three complementary pressures:

1. Cognitive reflection — loss of familiar structures forces people to reason about ethics from
first principles.



2. Social necessity — survival requires cooperation with strangers; moral rules must generalize
beyond the tribe.

3. Motivational certainty — abstract or internalized ethical norms give individuals confidence to
act morally even without immediate enforcement.

Together, these create conditions for universal or natural law to emerge.

4. Comparison: Normal Conditions vs. Crisis
Condition Ethics Generated
Stable tribal society Customary norms, often local and context-dependent

Crisis / upheaval Abstract, universal, principle-based ethics

5. Israel as a Case Study

The Israelites experienced two major crises:
1. Wilderness wandering — formation of the Mosaic law
2. Babylonian exile — prophetic moral universalism

In both cases, the crises were catalysts, revealing ethical principles that were already latent but
needed the social shock to emerge fully.

6. Why This Matters
It suggests a broader hypothesis:

Natural law is not merely theoretical; it is often a practical human adaptation to the instability and
uncertainty of social life. Crises accelerate its recognition.

In other words, ethical universals may exist, but they are “discovered” most clearly when ordinary
social anchors are removed.



Ethical awareness changes during crisis, since social disruption challenges the prior social norms,
traditions and laws, and people are forced to seek a grounding in Telos, Logos and Pathos, rather
than in Ethos

Crisis shifts ethical awareness from external conformity (Ethos) to internalized reasoning and
emotional comprehension (Logos + Pathos).

1. Ethos vs. Logos and Pathos in Ethics
e Ethos: Authority, tradition, social norms
o Ethics based on what society, elders, or laws dictate
o Effective in stable societies
o Example: follow the customs of your tribe, obey local laws
e Logos: Rational grounding, universal principles
o Ethics based on reasoned understanding of what is just or right

o Example: “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you” — a principle that
can be applied beyond one’s own community

e Pathos: Empathy, emotional insight, shared suffering
o Ethics based on compassion and moral imagination

o Example: protecting widows, orphans, strangers because one can empathize with
their vulnerability

2. How Crisis Shifts the Balance
During a crisis (e.g., exile, war, displacement):
1. Ethos is destabilized
o Social structures collapse
o Authority may be absent or illegitimate
o Customs may no longer guarantee survival
2. Logos is demanded
o People must reason about justice and fairness independently
o Abstract principles become necessary for coordinating strangers
3. Pathos becomes salient
o Suffering is visible and widespread
o Moral imagination is activated

o Compassion and empathy guide ethical choices beyond the ingroup



The result is a more universalized, internally grounded ethical system, which we can see in:
¢ Mosaic law emphasizing justice for outsiders and the vulnerable
e Prophetic universalism during the Babylonian exile

e Axial Age philosophies emphasizing internal reflection and compassion

3. Ethical Grounding in Telos

Crisis forces humans to ask not just what is allowed but why things are right — to search for Telos
(ultimate purpose or end):

e  Why should I act justly when the social order is gone?
e What ultimate purpose or meaning justifies moral behavior?

This aligns with Logos (rational justification) and Pathos (emotional conviction):
e Logos: rational reasoning about justice, fairness, and human flourishing
e Pathos: emotional recognition of human suffering and moral empathy

Ethos alone is insufficient because tradition and authority have been destabilized.

4. Israelite Example

1. Wilderness wandering
o Authority and land are gone; the tribe is a nomadic, vulnerable community
o Mosaic law gives internal moral purpose, not just ritual obedience
o Laws emphasize Telos: sustaining the community and upholding justice

2. Babylonian Exile
o Temple destroyed, monarchy absent
o Prophets stress universal moral responsibility, not mere conformity

o People are encouraged to act ethically because God'’s justice is universal, not
because a king commands it

5. Axial Age Parallel

Other civilizations show similar patterns:
Region Crisis Logos + Pathos Emergence

Confucius emphasizes reasoned morality + empathy for

China Warring States period
g P others



Region Crisis Logos + Pathos Emergence

Buddha emphasizes rational insight + compassion for

India  Urbanization and social change .
suffering

Political instability, city-state Philosophers emphasize reasoned ethics + recognition of

Greece . .
conflicts human emotion

Key Insight

Ethical awareness matures during crisis:
e Ethos alone (tradition, authority) becomes unreliable
e Humans are forced to ground ethics in Telos: the purpose or meaning of moral action
e This requires Logos (rational principle) + Pathos (empathy)

e The result is ethics that are universal, internalized, and resilient, capable of guiding behavior
even when social structures fail

So social disruption precipitates a crisis of meaning — because ethos collapses, and people are forced
to find meaning in the perception of external natural purpose, in internal emotional signals of
purpose alignment, and in conceptual systems that help them to understand these.

This is similar to what happened in our own society when law and order became corrupted, and a
new normal required compliance with harmful policy. In such a situation, law and authority are
nolonger trusted guides for conduct. People turn to natural law, grounded conceptually in God, and
felt through their intuitive emotions.

The biblical narrative presents exactly this idea: God becomes the ultimate anchor of meaning,
purpose, and law when all human social scaffolds collapse. In the wilderness, Moses faces a people
bereft of political authority, land, and social stability. The crisis creates both a practical vacuum and a
moral-existential question: “What should guide behavior when customary norms fail?”

1. God as Cornerstone of Natural Purpose

e Telos seeks purpose in reality.
In the Mosaic narrative, God is revealed as the ultimate Telos — the one who gives order
and intention to creation.

e By grounding law in God, ethics are no longer contingent on temporary human institutions or
authority.

e The Ten Commandments, covenants, and ritual laws are expressions of this divine natural
purpose, meant to guide a people in a world where Ethos (tribal/social norms) is disrupted.



2. Crisis as the Moment of Revelation
e Wilderness = social vacuum, uncertainty, and existential stress
e People cannot rely on kings, courts, or local custom
e In this void, Moses receives the law directly from God, showing that:
1. God defines moral order (conceptual/logical grounding, Logos)
2. God inspires empathy and care (emotional/Pathos grounding)
3. God provides ultimate purpose for human life (Telos grounding)

e In other words, the divine law functions as the natural law — not invented by humans but
discovered through divine revelation in a moment of crisis.

3. Law as a Bridge Between Crisis and Order
e By linking ethics to God, the law is resilient to social collapse:
o Even when humans fail, the moral order remains anchored in God’s purpose
o People can act morally without relying on corrupt authority

e This transforms the community from tribal obedience to internalized, universal ethics.

4. Psychological Mechanism
1. Social disruption - collapse of Ethos
2. Humans face a crisis of meaning = Telos, Pathos, Logos activated
3. God reveals Himself - anchor for natural purpose:
o Telos: God’s ultimate purpose gives meaning to human life
o Pathos: God’s concern evokes empathy and moral intuition
o Logos: God’s law provides rational, principle-based guidance

Crisis forces humans to look for meaning beyond human authority, and in the Mosaic narrative, God
is presented as the ultimate source of natural law.

5. Wider Implication

e The narrative suggests that divine revelation is a solution to the existential vacuum created
by social crisis.

e Ethical systems grounded in God are not contingent or invented; they are discovered as the
metaphysical structure of reality, visible when human structures fail.

e This provides both moral certainty and motivational stability: people act ethically because
their behavior aligns with God’s enduring purpose, not merely human convention.



In short

Moses’ encounter with God in the wilderness illustrates a fundamental principle:

When human social structures fail, God becomes the cornerstone of natural purpose, the
foundation of law, and the ultimate anchor for ethics.

It’s both metaphysical and practical: ethical behavior is grounded in a reality that persists even when

human authority disappears.



Even in stable societies, humans can experience existential meaninglessness, which creates the
same underlying need for grounding in Telos, Pathos, and Logos. The difference is largely intensity
and urgency.

1. Existential Meaninglessness
e People can feel a lack of purpose even when laws and social structures function.
e This happens when:
o Life feels repetitive or arbitrary
o Social norms exist but feel morally empty
o Authority is present but does not provide a sense of ultimate significance

e Inthis situation, the crisis is internal rather than external, yet it triggers the same moral and
cognitive mechanisms.

2. Path to Divinely Grounded Natural Law

Whether the crisis is internal or external, the movement follows the same pattern:
1. Crisis of Meaning: awareness that existing social or internal norms are insufficient
2. Activation of Telos, Pathos, Logos:

o Telos: seeks cosmic or natural purpose = points toward God as ultimate source of
purpose

o Pathos: taps internal moral intuition and empathy - signals alignment with what is
truly good

o Logos: constructs conceptual frameworks - rationalizes why moral principles are
binding

3. Divine Grounding: God is recognized as the ultimate anchor for moral law, providing a
metaphysical certainty that ordinary human authority cannot supply

3. Social Collapse vs. Existential Crisis
Condition Effect on Ethical Movement

Makes the search urgent and socially reinforced; law and

Social collapse / upheaval
pse / up authority are visibly unreliable

Existential meaninglessnessin  Slower, more introspective movement; internal reflection may
stable society eventually point to the same grounding

¢ In both cases, the resulting ethical framework tends to converge on natural law grounded
in God, because that provides both internal coherence and universal applicability.



4. Implication
e Social collapse is not necessary, but it accelerates recognition.

e Existential awareness alone can trigger ethical awakening, philosophical inquiry, or religious

revelation.
e Historical examples:
o Moses in the wilderness: external collapse + existential crisis = divine law
o Prophets during exile: external collapse = ethical universalism

o Philosophers in stable societies: internal reflection = reasoned ethics (e.g., Plato,
Aristotle)

¢ The underlying principle: humans naturally seek metaphysical, emotional, and rational
grounding for ethics whenever Ethos fails, either externally or internally.

In short:

Social disruption amplifies and accelerates the need for meaning, but even without collapse,
existential meaninglessness can drive humans toward divinely grounded natural law. The difference
is urgency and social reinforcement, not the fundamental mechanism.



Hedonism and the Golden Calf

1. The Hebrews’ Existential Crisis
After the Exodus:

o The people are displaced: wandering in the wilderness, without a settled homeland.

e Ethos is absent: no king, no stable social institutions, and uncertain authority.

e Uncertainty and fear dominate: survival is precarious, life is harsh, and the future unknown.
This creates a profound existential vacuum:

e “What is our purpose?”

e  “Who can guide us morally?”

e  “What is ultimately real and good?”

2. Response 1: Seeking Meaning in God (Telos Grounding)
e Moses’ reception of the law provides universal moral structure:
o The covenant and Ten Commandments reflect God’s purposes for humanity (Telos).

o Ethics are no longer contingent on human authority — God provides the cornerstone
of meaning.

e This gives psychological relief: the people can anchor themselves morally and existentially in
a reality beyond their immediate circumstances.

3. Response 2: Hedonism / Golden Calf

e Some individuals react differently to existential meaninglessness: escape into pleasure,
indulgence, or dissolution.

e The Golden Calf episode illustrates:
o Hedonism as an escape from uncertainty
o Desire for tangible, immediate gratification rather than abstract moral grounding
o Attempt to fill the existential void with ritualized pleasure and sensory experience

e Psychologically, this is a classic response to meaninglessness: when Telos, Pathos, or Logos
are disrupted or ignored, the mind seeks relief in immediate gratification.

4. The Role of Law and God

e The law serves as an antidote to hedonistic escape:



o Provides rational structure (Logos)
o Encourages empathy and moral feeling (Pathos)
o Grounds life in ultimate purpose (Telos)

e  Without this grounding, humans naturally drift toward behaviors that feel immediately
satisfying but do not resolve the existential crisis.

5. Broader Psychological Principle

e Existential crisis > multiple response pathways:
Path Mechanism Outcome

Telos + Logos + Pathos  Anchor in divine purpose, reasoned . . .
& purp Stable, universal ethical behavior

grounding law, moral intuition
. Seek immediate pleasure or Temporary relief, moral and social
Escape / Hedonism . ) P . P s Y
distraction instability
Ritualized or social . . Partially stabilizes but lacks true
. Idol worship, tribal custom . . .
substitutes existential grounding

e This pattern recurs across history whenever humans face meaninglessness or moral
uncertainty.

6. Key Insight

The Exodus narrative illustrates that ethical and spiritual systems grounded in a Creator God
provide relief from existential anxiety, while hedonism represents the human default when
meaning is absent or obscured.

e The struggle between moral grounding and pleasure-seeking is a universal human
psychological dynamic, not unique to the Hebrews.

e The Golden Calf is a symbolic representation of hedonism as an escape from the anxiety of
purposelessness.

It appears to be a recurring psychological pattern. When Ethos collapses or social norms fail to
provide meaning, humans often experience a drift toward hedonistic, anarchic, or unanchored
behavior. Historical evidence from the Axial Age suggests that periods of upheaval triggered both
ethical reflection and hedonistic/anarchic responses in different segments of society.

1. Mechanism: Crisis © Hedonism

e Social disruption or rapid change creates existential uncertainty.



e  When people cannot find Telos (purpose), Pathos (internal moral compass), or Logos
(rational principle), hedonistic impulses emerge:

o Immediate gratification
o Ritual indulgence or idolatry
o Breakdown of social hierarchies

e Essentially, hedonism is an escape from meaninglessness, as observed in the Golden Calf
story.

2. Axial Age Evidence
During the Axial Age (~800—200 BCE), multiple civilizations experienced crisis and social disruption:

Region Crisis Context Hedonistic / Anarchic Responses

L L Increased reliance on Dionysian cults, mystery religions,
Political instability, city-state . )
Greece ars and festivals celebrating pleasure and chaos; also,
W . . .
mythological narratives of moral transgression

Rise of ascetic movements (renunciation as counter to
social chaos), but also indulgent temple cults and ritual
excess in urban centers

Urbanization, collapse of small

India
kingdoms, caste stratification

Moral disorder, corruption of rulers - some segments of
China Warring States period society turned to escapist pleasure, gambling, and
ritualized indulgence

Near . . Idolatry, ritual excess, or abandonment of moral norms;
Assyrian/Babylonian upheaval

East contrast: rise of prophetic ethical universalism

Observation: Whenever social or moral order falters, hedonism emerges as a psychological default
for those who cannot anchor meaning.

3. Pattern Across Cultures
1. Crisis destabilizes social Ethos
2. Two divergent responses emerge:
o Ethical / philosophical awakening: Telos + Logos + Pathos = universal principles

o Hedonistic / anarchic response: immediate gratification, ritual excess, or moral
collapse

3. History selects for stabilization: social groups that find a resilient moral framework (Telos-
grounded, Logos-rationalized, Pathos-empathic) are more likely to endure.



e This is what happened in the Axial Age: philosophy, prophecy, and religious ethics were the
adaptive responses, while hedonistic or anarchic behaviors were the short-term escape
responses.

4. Psychological Insight

e Hedonistic anarchy is not “immoral” in itself, but a symptom of existential disorientation.
Purposelessness.

e When humans cannot perceive purpose or internalize ethics, pleasure-seeking becomes a
coping mechanism.

e The emergence of law, philosophy, and divinely grounded ethics can be understood as
psychological adaptations to stabilize meaning under crisis.

5. Connecting to the Hebrews
e Golden Calf worship is essentially the Hebrew manifestation of this universal pattern.

e Similarly, during the Axial Age, in multiple cultures: unanchored individuals or groups sought
relief through pleasure, ritual, or indulgence, while other groups responded by codifying
rational or metaphysical ethics.

In short:

A hedonistic or anarchic response to social disruption and existential meaninglessness is typical and
recurring, not unique to the Hebrews. The Axial Age shows the same pattern: some individuals
sought escape in pleasure or ritual indulgence, while others pursued universal ethics grounded in
reason, compassion, and purpose.

The wilderness context of the Exodus limited the opportunity for hedonistic escape, which made
the pull toward Telos-grounded meaning far stronger.

1. Environment Shapes Response to Crisis

e Hedonistic escape requires reinforcement: food, drink, sex, entertainment, social
indulgence.

e Inthe wilderness:
o Scarce resources - minimal food, water, or luxury
o Social isolation = limited community for ritualized pleasure or idolatry
o Constant survival pressures - stress, hunger, fatigue

e The cost of indulgence was high, and opportunities were scarce.



2. Telos Becomes More Compelling
e With external pleasure unavailable, the mind seeks meaning elsewhere:
o Inthe purpose of existence (Telos)
o In divine law as stabilizing principle
o Ininternal moral and emotional orientation (Pathos)

o The wilderness acts like a psychological crucible: the absence of worldly distractions
intensifies the awareness of existential questions.

3. Evidence from the Exodus Narrative
e Golden Calf episode is notable precisely because it occurs after prolonged deprivation:

o Some individuals still attempted a brief escape into ritualized pleasure, even under
scarcity.

o But the broader community’s adherence to the covenant shows that Telos and Logos
were dominant in guiding behavior.

e The law, covenants, and rituals in the wilderness emphasize internalized ethics rather than
external indulgence.

4. Comparison: Wilderness vs. Axial Age Cities

Context Hedonistic opportunities  Effect on ethical orientation

Wilderness  Minimal Telos and divine law strongly compelling

Axial Age Urban, resource-rich, Hedonistic/anarchic responses more accessible; ethics
cities socially complex competed with indulgence

e Inurban or resource-rich crises, hedonism is reinforced by environment.

e In austere or extreme crises, Telos-grounded meaning dominates, because other outlets are
unavailable.

5. Psychological Principle
e Constraints on external pleasure amplify internal orientation.
e Humans under deprivation often:
o Turninward to meaning (Telos)
o Reflect on moral principles (Logos)

o Heighten empathetic awareness (Pathos)



The wilderness therefore functioned as a natural “ethical incubator”, forcing the Israelites
to anchor themselves in divine law rather than indulgent escape.

In short:

Because the wilderness largely lacked pleasurable outlets, the escape route into hedonism was weak.
This environmental scarcity made Telos — the pursuit of divinely grounded purpose — far more
compelling, ensuring that the crisis of meaning was resolved primarily through God-centered ethics

rather than pleasure-seeking.



So existential crisis creates a need for purpose and meaning.
Purpose can be found in the Natural order, and in the ground of
that natural order in God. However, if purpose is ignored or not
found then this can result in hedonistic escape. | have found that
between projects, when my motivational focus is weak, then
hedonism can arise. It also can happen when | am faced with a task
| do not like (a task that does not align with purpose and so gives
rise to slightly negative emotion)

There is a microcosm of the same psychological principle we see in history, applied to individual
human behavior. Existential or motivational gaps — whether societal or personal — create the same
“pull” toward either purpose-driven engagement or hedonistic escape.

1. Existential/Motivational Crisis at the Individual Level
e Between projects / when motivational focus is weak:
o The “Ethos” of daily structure or purpose is temporarily absent.
o Without clear goals, the mind experiences a mini-crisis of meaning.

o This mirrors societal crises: collapse of social norms = collapse of guidance - search
for new anchor.

e Tasks that do not align with purpose:

o Slight negative emotion arises because the activity fails to resonate with Telos
(personal meaning) or Pathos (felt value).

o Without a rational/logical justification (Logos) to override the negative affect,
motivation dips.

2. Hedonistic Escape as a Default
e Just as in the wilderness or Axial Age urban disruptions:

o If purpose or meaning is weak, the mind gravitates toward immediate, tangible
reward: pleasure, distraction, avoidance.

o At a personal level, this might be: browsing the internet, snacking, entertainment, or
procrastination.

e This is analogous to societal hedonism when social guidance and meaning collapse.



3. Purpose and Meaning as Anchors
e Telos: your overarching goals or the “why” behind your actions
e Pathos: your internal sense of satisfaction, engagement, or resonance with a task
e Logos: rational justification for doing even unappealing or difficult tasks

e When these are aligned and strong, they anchor motivation and reduce the pull toward
hedonistic escape.

4. Small-Scale Crisis vs. Large-Scale Crisis

Scale Collapse of Ethos Pull toward hedonism  Anchoring solution
Societal (e.g., loss of law, social  idolatry, indulgence, divine or natural law, ethical
wilderness, Axial Age)  norms anarchy principle
. lack of . . . .
Individual (between . procrastination, goal clarity, alignment with
. ) motivational . . . . .
projects, tedious tasks) structure indulgence, distraction  purpose, rational framing
uctu

e The psychological mechanism is identical: absence of meaning - search for anchors -
default to pleasure-seeking if none found.

5. Practical Implications for Personal Motivation
1. Recognize the existential gap — periods of low motivation are mini-crises of meaning.
2. Anchor in Telos: reconnect with your higher purpose or project goals.
3. Engage Pathos: identify what about the task feels emotionally valuable or meaningful.

4. Activate Logos: rationally frame why even small or unpleasant tasks serve your broader
purpose.

e Doing this mirrors how societies anchor ethics in God, natural law, and reason to counter
the pull of hedonistic escape during crises.

In short:

Hedonistic escape is the default response to gaps in purpose or motivational focus — whether at the
societal level (wilderness, Axial Age) or the personal level (between projects, unappealing tasks).
Aligning Telos (purpose), Pathos (felt value), and Logos (rational understanding) provides the anchor
that channels energy away from distraction toward meaningful action.

So, in summary, crisis in meaning causes individuals and nations to seek purpose. They can fall back
upon God and Nature as sources of meaning — giving rise to a universal ethic. In the case of an
individual, a crisis of meaning can arise between projects — when they are at a loss what to do. Or it



could arise from having to engage in a repetitive and meaningless, or unenjoyable task. They can find
relief from this crisis by finding meaningful employment in a new project that reflects their deepest
values and arouses happiness.

In the absence of such projects, or if they fail to find an ultimate meaning in God or Nature, then the
natural response is a collapse into hedonism.

Affluence can create both the incentives and the means for hedonistic escape, reinforcing behavior
that might drift away from Telos, Pathos, and Logos.

1. Affluence Rewards Meaningless Engagement
e Mechanism:

o When people have financial security, they are less forced to find intrinsic purpose in
their work.

o Money and status can become extrinsic motivators, rewarding behavior that is not
aligned with personal or cosmic purpose (Telos).

o Over time, people may habitually prioritize external reward over internal meaning,
weakening their motivational anchor.

e Example:

o Being paid well for tedious or arbitrary tasks

o Engaging in social or professional “busywork” for prestige rather than purpose
o Effect:

o Telos is displaced by extrinsic incentives

o Internalized ethical or purpose-driven action is de-emphasized

2. Affluence Provides Opportunities for Escape
e Mechanism:
o Wealth increases access to pleasure, distraction, and indulgence.

o When meaning or purpose is weak, the mind seeks immediate reinforcement via
pleasurable activities (food, entertainment, travel, social status).

e Psychological principle:

o Hedonism emerges more easily when both motivation is low and reinforcement is
available.

o Scarcity, by contrast, limits hedonic escape and channels attention toward Telos and
Logos.



Example:

o Boredom or dissatisfaction at work - immediately relieved through shopping, social
media, or entertainment

o Tasks misaligned with personal values = pleasure as compensatory escape

3. Combined Effect: Affluence as Hedonism Accelerator

Factor Effect on Telos Effect on Hedonism
External reward for low- Weakens alignment with personal Increases tolerance for
purpose tasks purpose meaningless work
Reduces necessity to seek Strengthens immediate
Easy access to pleasure , L .
internal purpose gratification habits

Affluence amplifies the pull toward hedonism because:

o It reduces survival pressures that historically channeled attention to internal
meaning

o Itincreases availability of reinforcement for pleasure-seeking

4. Comparison to Scarcity / Crisis

Scarcity / crisis: minimizes hedonic options > strengthens focus on Telos, Pathos, Logos
Affluence / ease: maximizes hedonic options - can weaken focus on Telos, Pathos, Logos

This aligns with your observation: between projects or tasks that feel meaningless,
hedonistic impulses arise more easily when the “reward” environment is rich.

5. Psychological Principle Summarized

Affluence can bias humans toward hedonism by both rewarding engagement in low-purpose
activities and providing abundant pleasurable outlets, which together allow avoidance of
existential or moral reflection.

Conversely, scarcity or austere conditions limit hedonic escape, making Telos-grounded purpose and
Logos-guided reason more compelling.



How did Stoics respond to harsh and frugal living? Did they collapse
into hedonism, or rise into a universal ethic founded upon Telos.

The Stoics provide a clear example of humans rising above hedonistic impulses in the face of
scarcity, by channeling their existential and material hardship into a universal ethic grounded in
Telos, Logos, and virtue.

1. The Context of Stoic Life

e Early Stoics (Zeno, Cleanthes, Chrysippus) lived in Hellenistic cities during social upheaval —
political instability, corruption, and economic scarcity were common.

e Stoicism arose in a context of personal and societal hardship: frugal living, limited resources,
exposure to conflict, and moral disorder in society.

e The material conditions were often harsh — luxury was not available, and external
circumstances could not guarantee security or comfort.

2. Stoic Response: Ethical Elevation, Not Hedonism

e Stoics did not collapse into hedonism. In fact, the philosophy explicitly rejected the pursuit
of pleasure as the ultimate goal:

o Epicureans sought pleasure as the highest good, but Stoics treated pleasure as
indifferent.

o Scarcity was not a justification for indulgence; it was a training ground for virtue.

e Core Stoic principle: virtue is the only true good, and it is aligned with Telos, the rational
purpose of human life.

3. Telos in Stoicism

¢ Telos (purpose / natural law): Stoics believed that humans are rational beings meant to live
in accordance with nature.

o The universe has order and rational structure.

o Human purpose is to align actions with reason and virtue, independent of wealth,
comfort, or social approval.

e Scarcity and frugality are opportunities to practice moral discipline, not threats to meaning.

4. Logos and Pathos in Stoicism



e Logos (rational principle):
o Reason allows humans to evaluate events objectively.

o External hardship is neither good nor evil, only our responses to it are morally
relevant.

o Rational understanding of natural law provides conceptual grounding for ethics.
e Pathos (emotional regulation):

o Stoics train emotions to respond to circumstances in alignment with virtue, rather
than react impulsively.

o Emotional attachment to pleasure or fear of hardship is seen as misalignment with
natural purpose.

e Together, Logos + Pathos + Telos anchor moral action despite harsh conditions.

5. Scarcity as Ethical Training
e Stoics viewed harsh and frugal living as an ethical laboratory:
o Poverty or hunger teaches resilience.
o Social instability teaches patience, courage, and justice.

o Deprivation strengthens internal moral orientation rather than promoting
indulgence.

e Example: Zeno and Cleanthes were ascetics by necessity, yet they developed profound
universal ethical frameworks that emphasized virtue over pleasure.

6. Hedonism vs. Stoic Ethic
e Hedonism: escape into immediate gratification to avoid discomfort and existential anxiety.

e Stoicism: rise into universal ethical engagement, using hardship to deepen virtue and
purpose.

e Key distinction: the presence of Telos-grounded meaning prevents collapse into hedonistic
escape.

7. Psychological Principle Demonstrated
Element Crisis Response in Stoicism Contrast with Hedonism

Align with universal reason; human Ignored; meaninglessness leads to pleasure-

Telos . .
purpose = virtue seeking



Element Crisis Response in Stoicism Contrast with Hedonism

Emotions driven by desire for comfort or

Pathos Emotions disciplined to match virtue ] i
avoidance of discomfort

Rational understanding of natural law; Rationality may be suppressed by pursuit of

Logos . .
reason guides action pleasure

Frugal life could trigger indulgence if no

Outcome Frugal, austere life fosters ethical mastery o
grounding in purpose

In short:

The Stoics did not collapse into hedonism under scarcity. Instead, they leveraged harsh conditions
to exercise virtue and align with universal purpose (Telos). Frugality and hardship became tools for
moral cultivation, anchored in reason, natural law, and internalized ethical principles.



But Hedonism isn't a real escape because meaninglessness still
persists.

Hedonism provides temporary relief, but it does not resolve the underlying crisis of meaning. The
existential vacuum remains; only the awareness of it is dulled.

1. Hedonism as Temporary Relief

e Pleasure, indulgence, or distraction provides short-term gratification, reducing awareness of
anxiety, boredom, or existential uncertainty.

¢ Examples at both societal and personal levels:
o Golden Calf worship - ritualized pleasure masks the disorientation of exile

o Urban indulgences in affluent societies - shopping, entertainment, social media as a
buffer against meaninglessness

o Personal procrastination - temporary escape from tasks that feel meaningless

e The mind experiences relief, but Telos, Pathos, and Logos remain unfulfilled.

2. The Core Limitation of Hedonistic Escape
¢ Meaninglessness persists because the underlying question is unresolved:
o Whyam I here?
o What is the purpose of my action?
o Whatis truly good?

e Hedonism only distracts from asking these questions. The existential or moral vacuum is still
present; it’s simply temporarily veiled by pleasure.

3. Contrast with Telos-Based Meaning
e When purpose is found in God, nature, virtue, or rational principles:
o The crisis of meaning is directly addressed
o Pleasure may be experienced, but it is aligned with purpose rather than a mask

o Motivation becomes internally anchored rather than contingent on external
distraction

e Inthe wilderness, scarcity forced the Hebrews to confront the existential vacuum rather
than avoid it, resulting in Telos-grounded law.



4. Psychological Principle

Response Mechanism Outcome
Hedoni Distracts from existential or Temporary relief; meaninglessness persists;
edonism . . . .
moral questions possible long-term dissatisfaction

Telos / Pathos / Anchors behavior in purpose, Crisis resolved; ethical and existential orientation
Logos emotion, and reason stabilized; virtue cultivated

o Hedonism is like covering a wound; purpose-based grounding is healing it.

5. Implication

e Environments that limit pleasure and distraction (wilderness, scarcity, asceticism, or frugal
living) force engagement with Telos.

e Environments with abundant pleasure (affluent societies, urban luxury) allow avoidance,
making hedonism a tempting but ultimately unsatisfying escape.

e This explains both historical and personal phenomena: pleasure alone does not fill the
existential vacuum.

In short:

Hedonism is illusory as a resolution to meaninglessness. It reduces awareness of the crisis
temporarily, but it does not satisfy the human need for purpose and moral grounding, which
requires engagement with Telos, Pathos, and Logos.



Degradation

Hedonism may be an escape from existential crisis, but I think it can also feel degrading, because in
an existential crisis you can see others as just objects for your fulfillment, and you can see yourself
like that also.

Hedonism can feel degrading precisely because, during existential awareness, a person can
perceive the objectification involved. When meaning is absent but consciousness of value remains,
pleasure-seeking can expose rather than solve the crisis.

1. Hedonism as Escape From the Existential Vacuum
In an existential vacuum:

o Life feels meaningless or directionless

e Purpose (Telos) is unclear

e Pleasure offers immediate relief
So hedonism functions as distraction:

e pleasure

e stimulation

e sensory satisfaction

This temporarily suppresses the question of meaning.

2. Why Hedonism Can Feel Degrading
But hedonism has a structural problem.

To pursue pleasure consistently, people often become means to gratification rather than beings with
intrinsic value.

This creates two perceptions:
A. Others become objects
A person may recognize:
e others are being used for pleasure
e their dignity is ignored
e relationships become instrumental
This can trigger:

e disgust



e shame
e sadness

because it violates the internal perception of how people ought to be treated.

B. The self becomes an object
The same logic applies inwardly.
A person may realize:
e “l am treating myself as a pleasure machine.”
e “My life is just stimulation and consumption.”
This produces a sense of self-degradation.
Instead of agency and purpose, the self becomes:

e abundle of appetites

e aconsumer of sensations

3. Existential Awareness Makes This Worse
In an existential crisis, awareness is heightened.
A person becomes aware of:
e the absence of meaning
e the objectification of self and others
e the emptiness of pleasure as a substitute
So hedonism fails twice:
1. itdoesn't solve the crisis
2. it exposes the lack of dignity in purely pleasure-driven living

This is why hedonistic lifestyles often carry latent shame or disgust.

4. Philosophers Who Noticed This
Several thinkers observed this phenomenon.
Se¢ren Kierkegaard

He described the “aesthetic life” (pleasure-seeking life) as ultimately leading to despair, because it
avoids deeper meaning.

Friedrich Nietzsche



He saw shallow pleasure-seeking as a symptom of nihilism and cultural decline.

Viktor Frankl

He argued pleasure cannot be pursued directly — it appears as a byproduct of meaningful activity.
Albert Camus

He saw empty indulgence as a form of escape from confronting the absurd.

5. Objectification Is the Key
The central issue:
When Telos disappears, relationships can collapse into utility.
People become:
e tools for pleasure
e tools for power
e tools for status
But the human mind still perceives intrinsic value in persons.

That tension produces the degrading feeling.

6. Why Purpose Resolves This

When Telos is present:
e others are ends in themselves
¢ relationships have meaning beyond gratification
e actions align with virtue or purpose

Pleasure may still exist — but it is secondary, not the organizing principle of life.

Hedonism can feel degrading because existential awareness reveals that both self and others are
being reduced to objects of gratification, which conflicts with our deeper perception that persons
possess intrinsic value and should not be treated merely as means.



Why feelings like shame, disgust, and moral outrage might actually
be psychological signals of perceived Telos.

Certain moral emotions function as signals that something has deviated from how things are
“meant” to be. In philosophical language, they can be interpreted as affective indicators of
perceived Telos — a sense of proper purpose or order.

1. Moral Emotions as Detectors of Value Violation
Emotions such as:

e shame

e disgust

¢ moral outrage

often arise immediately, before rational analysis. They behave like alarm systems that detect
violations of perceived value.

Examples:
Emotion Typical Trigger What it signals
i o “I' have violated my own proper role or
Shame Personal failure or humiliation o
dignity.
. Contamination, degradation, L
Disgust L & “This is beneath what humans should be.”
dehumanization
Moral . o “Someone has violated how others ought to
Injustice, cruelty, exploitation )
outrage be treated.

In each case the emotion implies a standard of how things should be.

That standard is what philosophers call Telos.

2. Telos as an Intuitive Perception
Humans seem to possess a pre-reflective sense of proper order:
e children recognize fairness very early
e people across cultures react similarly to cruelty
e humiliation and degradation evoke universal emotional responses
This suggests that humans have intuitive expectations about proper human functioning:

e persons should not be treated as objects



e power should not be abusive
e dignity should be preserved

When these expectations are violated, moral emotions activate.

3. Emotions as Fast Moral Cognition

Psychologically, emotions operate as fast pattern-recognition systems.

Instead of calculating ethical rules each time, the brain rapidly detects patterns such as:

e injustice
e betrayal
e exploitation
e degradation
This is why moral emotions feel immediate and visceral.

They are shortcuts to ethical perception.

4. The Telos Interpretation

If we interpret this through a teleological lens:
e Humans implicitly perceive purposes or proper ends in social relations.
e Moral emotions activate when those purposes are violated.

Examples:

Moral outrage

signals violation of the telos of justice or fairness.

Disgust

signals violation of the telos of human dignity or bodily integrity.

Shame

signals violation of the telos of one’s own moral identity.

So the emotion becomes a felt recognition that reality has deviated from its proper order.

5. Why This Matters in Existential Crisis
During stable social periods, people rely on external structures:
e laws

e traditions



e institutions

But when those collapse (war, oppression, corruption), people fall back on internal moral
perception.

This is what happened to thinkers like:
e Albert Camus
e Jean-Paul Sartre
e Viktor Frankl

They experienced outrage and moral revulsion at injustice, which then guided their ethical action
even when institutions failed.

Their emotions became the compass.

6. Why Hedonism Often Collides With These Emotions
Hedonism works by ignoring Telos and focusing only on pleasure.
But the moral emotions still exist.
So eventually people experience:

e shame (self-objectification)

e disgust (degradation)

e emptiness

because their emotional system is detecting misalignment with perceived human purpose.

7. The Deeper Implication
Humans might possess an intuitive perception of value structure in reality.
In other words:

e Logos - conceptual understanding of order

e Pathos - emotional perception of value

o Telos - perceived purpose or proper end

Moral emotions would then be Pathos detecting violations of Telos.

In summary

Feelings like shame, disgust, and moral outrage can be interpreted as psychological signals that a
perceived purpose or moral order has been violated. They function as fast, intuitive detectors of
misalighment between reality and how humans believe persons and relationships are meant to
function.



Negative Emotion and Loss of Purpose

Negative emotions often signal that something important to our functioning or values is
threatened or blocked. Interpreting this as misalignment with purpose (Telos) is a philosophical way
of integrating those observations.

1. Emotions as Signals of Goal or Purpose Misalighment

Modern psychology often describes emotions as goal-regulation signals:
e emotions arise when important goals or needs are obstructed, threatened, or fulfilled
e they motivate actions to restore alignment

Your idea simply extends this:

If goals reflect our natural purposes or functions, then emotions signal alignment or misalignment
with Telos.

So negative emotions are feedback mechanisms.

2. Sadness
Sadness appears when something valuable is lost or blocked.
Examples:
e loss of aloved one
e inability to pursue meaningful work
e chronic helplessness
Psychologically this leads to:
e withdrawal
e reflection
e re-evaluation of priorities
So sadness signals:
“Something essential to my life’s meaning or functioning is missing.”

When this persists without resolution, it can develop into depression, which resembles deep
purpose deprivation.

3. Anger

Anger arises when an agent is perceived to be violating values or blocking goals unjustly.



Typical triggers:
e injustice
e exploitation
e Dbetrayal
e humiliation
Anger motivates:
e confrontation
e boundary enforcement
e restoration of fairness
So anger signals:
“Someone is interfering with how things ought to be.”

This aligns with your interpretation of purpose misalignment in social relations.

4. Fear
Fear arises when the environment threatens safety, agency, or survival.
Examples:
e danger
e coercion
e unpredictability
Fear motivates:
e escape
e avoidance
e defensive action
So fear signals:
“Mly ability to function and survive is at risk.”

ear reflects conflict with the environment that threatens one's freedom or capacity to function.

5. Disgust
Disgust arises when something is perceived as contaminating or degrading.
Originally biological:

e spoiled food



e disease
But humans expanded it to moral disgust:
e cruelty
e degradation
e exploitation
Disgust signals:

“This violates the integrity or dignity of life.”

6. Shame

Shame occurs when a person perceives that their own actions violate their internal standard of
identity or dignity.

Shame motivates:

e correction

e repair of reputation

e withdrawal from harmful behavior
So shame signals:

“I have deviated from who | am meant to be.”

7. Integrated Model

We can summarize the emotions like this:

Emotion Misalignment detected

Fear Threat to survival or agency

Anger  Violation of fairness or autonomy
Sadness Loss of meaningful connection or purpose
Disgust Degradation or contamination of life
Shame Violation of one's moral identity

All of them point toward some aspect of proper functioning being disrupted.

8. Why Existential Crises Intensify These Emotions

When social structures collapse:



e laws fail
e norms break down
e power becomes abusive
People suddenly perceive many purpose violations simultaneously:
e injustice
e humiliation
o fear
e helplessness
This produces intense emotional reactions like those experienced by thinkers such as:
e Jean-Paul Sartre
e Albert Camus

e Viktor Frankl

Their moral reactions were essentially emotional recognition of massive Telos violations.

9. Positive Emotions as Alignment Signals

The same logic works for positive emotions:
Emotion Alignment detected

Joy successful functioning or achievement
Love deep relational alignment

Peace stability and safety

Awe perception of meaningful order

So emotions collectively form a navigation system for meaningful living.

In summary

Negative emotions like anger, fear, sadness, disgust, and shame can be interpreted as signals that
some aspect of human purpose or proper functioning is being threatened, blocked, or violated.
They motivate corrective behavior aimed at restoring alignment between the individual, other

people, and the environment.

Positive emotions may be the experiential signature of Telos fulfillment.

That idea links:



e virtue ethics

e evolutionary psychology
e existential philosophy

e theology

in a surprisingly unified way. Thinkers from Aristotle to modern psychology converge on something
very close to this model.



Survival

1. Survival as a Primary Source of Purpose
e When survival needs are immediate and pressing (food, shelter, safety):

o They dominate attention and motivation, leaving little room for hedonistic
indulgence.

o Eventhose prone to pleasure-seeking focus on survival because purpose is
immediate and tangible.

e Example: the Israelites in the wilderness — hunger, thirst, and threat of danger made
obedience to God and communal law a compelling anchor, eclipsing the pull toward
indulgence.

e Survival is essentially a Telos that cannot be ignored: “I must act now to live.”

2. Affluence + Dull Repetition - Hedonistic Drift
e Conversely, in an easy-going life:
o Survival is taken care of = basic Telos is satisfied
o Daily activity may be dull, repetitive, or internally meaningless
o Abundance provides pleasure opportunities as escape routes

o Lack of awareness of Telos in nature or God leaves the existential vacuum
unanchored

e The combination is potent: hedonism becomes the default coping mechanism.

3. Spectrum of Motivation vs. Hedonism

Pull toward Survival /

Condition Pull toward Hedonism
Telos
Scarcity / survival threat Very strong Very weak
Weak (purpose competes
Moderate stability, purpose available Strong (purp P

successfully)

Affluence, dull/repetitive life, no perceived

. Weak Very strong
meaning

e Key insight: hedonism flourishes not just when survival is easy, but when there is no
compelling alternative purpose.



4. Psychological Mechanism
1. Existential vacuum arises: dull, repetitive activity fails to provide meaning
2. Hedonic outlets are available - immediate reinforcement

3. Telos, Pathos, Logos are weak or unperceived - no internal or cosmic purpose to anchor
behavior

4. Hedonistic behavior dominates - pleasure temporarily masks meaninglessness

e Survival pressure reverses the pattern: the imperative to act purposefully overrides
hedonistic temptation.

5. Implications

¢ This explains why humans under deprivation or danger often act morally or disciplined,
even in the absence of explicit ethical teaching.

e Conversely, abundant, comfortable, repetitive lives without perceived higher purpose
create conditions for widespread hedonism.

e Historical analogues:
o Wilderness Israelites = scarcity - law and virtue dominate
o Stoics = austere life = virtue cultivated

o Affluent modern societies = surplus + repetitive work - hedonistic drift

In short:

Survival needs provide a compelling, immediate Telos that eclipses hedonistic impulses. In contrast,
an easy, repetitive, affluent life without perceived cosmic or moral purpose creates fertile ground
for hedonism, because pleasure becomes the default outlet for an existential vacuum.



Ego

Ego is about self gratification, so will arise when intrinsic value is not attributed to others, so it must
be in the absence of telos

Ego, understood as self-centered motivation or self-gratification, naturally emerges when Telos
(purpose) is absent or when one fails to recognize intrinsic value in others.

1. Ego as a Response to Absence of Telos

e Telos provides alignment with purpose — actions are guided by universal or higher
meaning, not by self-interest alone.

e  When Telos is absent:
o There is no anchor for ethical orientation
o Self-interest and gratification become the default motivators
o Ego manifests as seeking pleasure, status, power, or control primarily for oneself

e Without Telos, actions are instrumental only to satisfy the self, rather than aligned with
virtue, cosmic order, or the good of others.

2. Ego and Recognition of Others
e Ego arises when intrinsic value is not attributed to others:

o Without seeing others as morally or cosmically significant, they are treated as means
to personal gratification

o Thisis in contrast to a Telos-aligned perspective, where others have intrinsic worth,
and actions are guided by empathy (Pathos) and universal ethics (Logos)

e Psychologically: self-centeredness fills the void left by absent purpose

3. Parallel with Hedonism and Status
Trait When it arises Relation to Telos Social function

Absence of purpose, lack Opposes Telos; substitutes

Ego (self- . , ) ) Often socially corrosive,
L of recognition of others’ self-interest for universal )
gratification) reduces cooperation
value purpose
. Absence of purpose, .
Hedonism - purp Opposes Telos; masks Temporarily self-
. availability of pleasurable ) )
(pleasure-seeking) existential vacuum soothing

outlets



Trait When it arises Relation to Telos Social function

, . . May substitute Telos when  Adaptive socially;
Can arise with or without . , ,
Status/Power Telos absent, can support Telos provides identity and
when aligned influence

o Key difference: Ego specifically involves devaluation of others, whereas hedonism focuses
on self-gratification via pleasure, and status/power may or may not be socially directed.

4. Psychological Principle
1. Telos absent - meaning vacuum
2. Default becomes self-oriented motivation (ego)

3. Other-regarding concern weakens, because intrinsic value in others is not perceived as part
of purpose

4. Hedonism or pursuit of status/power often accompanies ego, filling the vacuum with
gratification or identity reinforcement

e In contrast, when Telos is present, ego is restrained because:
o Purpose supersedes self-interest
o Others are recognized as intrinsically valuable (Pathos)

o Reason and ethics guide behavior (Logos)

5. Implication

Ego is essentially the personal-level manifestation of existential or moral vacuum. It arises
whenever intrinsic purpose is unperceived — in oneself, others, or the universe. Recognizing Telos,
whether in God, natural law, or virtue, anchors behavior away from ego and toward universal
ethical engagement.



Existential philosophers

Existential philosophers noted that existential crisis arises during times of social chaos? Camus felt
outrage at abuse of basic rights, but found meaning in his reaction. During the holocaust, Frankl
observed that people found meaning that they might not otherwise have found.

This is a key pattern in existential psychology and philosophy: social chaos or extreme disruption
precipitates an existential crisis, but this crisis can catalyze profound meaning-making.

1. Social Chaos as Catalyst for Existential Awareness
e Existential crises often arise when Ethos collapses, meaning:
o Social norms, laws, and moral structures fail to provide guidance
o Threats to survival, freedom, or dignity make the fragility of life starkly apparent

o People are forced to confront fundamental questions: “Why am | here? What
matters?”

e Historical examples:

o Albert Camus: witnessed systemic abuse, oppression, and colonial violence — the
absurdity of human suffering triggered his philosophical inquiries

o Viktor Frankl: Holocaust survivors confronted extreme deprivation and mortality; yet
those who found personal meaning survived and even thrived psychologically

e Crisis strips away distraction and exposes the raw question of purpose, much like the
wilderness did for the Israelites.

2. Existential Response: Meaning Through Choice
e Incrisis, people often discover meaning they would not have recognized otherwise:

o Camus: meaning in the revolt against absurdity — choosing integrity, defiance, and
moral clarity in a chaotic world

o Frankl: meaning through responsibility, love, and personal moral choice, even in the
midst of suffering

o Bothillustrate that Telos can be found internally, independent of external
circumstances

e Psychologically: existential vacuum is exposed, and the mind responds by creating or
recognizing purpose — sometimes in ways that would not have arisen in “normal”
conditions.

3. Parallels With Historical and Religious Crises



Context

Exodus wilderness

Stoicism

Axial Age cities

Holocaust / totalitarian
oppression

Camus’ era

Crisis Outcome

Telos-grounded law, divine purpose,

Deprivation, uncertainty .
communal virtue

Political instability, frugality Virtue cultivated, internalized ethics

Social upheaval,

) Philosophical/ethical innovation
uncertainty

Extreme threat to life, loss Meaning-making through personal choice
of rights (Frankl)

Abuse of human rights,

Meaning in revolt and integrit
absurdity 8 grty

e Pattern: social or existential chaos exposes meaninglessness, but humans can respond by
constructing or perceiving higher purpose.

4. Mechanism

1. Crisis undermines external anchors (Ethos, social norms, predictable structures)

2. Existential vacuum emerges - raw awareness of mortality, freedom, and meaninglessness

3. Meaning-making is triggered:

o Internal Telos: personal responsibility, virtue, love

o External Telos: divine law, ethical frameworks

4. Outcome: people act with renewed purpose, moral clarity, and resilience, sometimes
exceeding their previous ethical or psychological capacities

5. Insight

e Social chaos does not guarantee collapse into hedonism or ego. Instead:

o Absence of guiding structures creates the opportunity for profound moral and
existential growth

o Extreme conditions force focus on purpose — people discover meaning they might
never have found in ordinary life

o The same pattern applies historically (Israelites, Stoics) and in modern existential
reflection (Camus, Frankl)

In short:

Existential philosophers and survivors of social chaos demonstrate that crisis can catalyze the search
for meaning. The collapse of social and ethical norms exposes the raw existential vacuum, but it is



precisely this vacuum that allows humans to discover or construct Telos — internal or divine purpose
— that anchors action and moral engagement. Hedonism is not inevitable; crisis can reveal latent
ethical and existential capacity.



Sartre — the immediate experience of value

Sartre’s experience during the Nazi occupation of France and the broader turmoil of World War Il
intensified his engagement with values and clarified their existential significance.

1. Crisis as Intensifier of Values

e Historical context: France was under occupation, traditional social and moral orders were
disrupted, and human rights were being systematically violated.

e Effect on Sartre:

The absence of reliable external anchors (Ethos) forced him to confront the urgency
of ethical choice.

Values he had previously appreciated abstractly — solidarity, resistance, human
dignity — became practical imperatives that demanded action.

This is a classic pattern: social disruption activates latent or previously abstract
values, giving them immediate motivational power.

e In other words, the crisis made values “felt” with existential intensity, not just theoretical
recognition.

2. Values in Action

e Examples of how values were intensified:

1.

4.

Resistance to oppression: fleeing bad faith and submission, actively opposing
injustice

Solidarity: participating in networks of clandestine resistance, helping others under
threat

Respect for human dignity: maintaining ethical engagement even in the face of
personal risk

Moral integrity: refusing to compromise principles for convenience or safety

e Each value shifted from conceptual or abstract recognition to urgent guiding principle for
life-and-death decisions.

3. Psychological Mechanism

1. External collapse = social norms and law fail

2. Existential vacuum emerges - confrontation with mortality, chaos, and injustice

3. Latent or abstract values intensify > become immediate anchors for action



4. Action guided by values -> reinforced ethical identity, purpose, and Telos-like orientation

e The crisis made values experientially salient, strengthening the alignment between
motivation and ethical behavior.

4. Parallel With Other Historical Examples

Context Crisis Value Intensification
Wilderness ) . . . .
i Scarcity, social uncertainty Obedience, law, trust in God as Telos
Israelites
Stoics Frugality, political instability Virtue, discipline, rational ethical focus

Extreme suffering, loss of

Frankl (Holocaust) Love, responsibility, courage, resilience

freedom
Sartre (WWII Occupation, oppression, Solidarity, moral integrity, resistance, human
France) injustice dignity

e Pattern: Crises convert latent ethical principles into existential imperatives, intensifying
their psychological and motivational force.

In short:

Sartre experienced an intensification of values during persecution. The crisis of social collapse and
oppression made abstract or latent values immediately pressing, turning ethical principles into
active guides for existentially meaningful action. This mirrors the same mechanism seen in the
Israelites’ wilderness experience, Stoics under hardship, and Frankl in the Holocaust: crisis converts
latent or abstract values into lived Telos.



Sartre’s contribution seems to be that we dont need to know the
grounding, if we have an experience of value, a visceral emotional
reaction - that is enough. Though grounding gives it a conceptual
basis — such a grounding is not necessary for the experience.

Sartre’s insight highlights a practical, existential path to purpose: the experience of value itself is
sufficient to guide action, even in the absence of metaphysical or conceptual grounding.

1. Value as Direct Experience

e Sartre shows that humans can act ethically and purposefully based on the felt reality of
values, without needing to know their ultimate source.

o For example:
o Experiencing solidarity with others - leads to helping, resisting oppression
o Experiencing moral outrage at injustice - leads to courageous action

e The experience itself functions as motivation, effectively serving as a living Telos.

2. Grounding vs. Feeling
e With conceptual or metaphysical grounding (e.g., God, natural law, virtue ethics):
o Values have an objective anchor
o They can be justified rationally
o Provides framework for reasoning about ethics, beyond immediate experience
e Without grounding (Sartre’s existential trust):
o Values exist as felt, lived reality
o Motivation is direct and experiential, but may lack a conceptual explanation
o Action guided by these values can still be ethically coherent and purposeful
e Analogy:
o Grounded value = compass with map (direction + explanation)

o Ungrounded value = compass only (direction sensed, map unknown)

3. Implication

e The key contribution of Sartre’s existentialism:



1. Knowledge of ultimate grounding is not strictly necessary for ethical action or
purpose

2. Immediate experience of value can itself generate Telos-like motivation

3. Grounding is useful for reflection, consistency, and teaching, but not a prerequisite
for action

e This explains why humans often act morally without explicit belief in God or cosmic order
— their felt sense of value suffices.

4. Continuum of Telos Realization

Type Source of Values How Action is Guided Conceptual Basis
Religious . . -
. God Obedience, law, virtue Explicit, conceptual
(Israelites)
Stoics Logos / natural law Rational virtue, discipline Explicit, conceptual
. . . Authentic, responsible Implicit,
Sartre / Existential Felt experience of value . o
action experiential
. Immediate pleasure or self- L Minimal,
Hedonistic/ Ego . P Self-gratification L
interest experiential

e Observation: The experiential path (Sartre) is enough to generate purpose, but grounding

gives values a stable conceptual explanation, which can reinforce long-term commitment
and teaching.

In short:

Sartre’s contribution is showing that experience of value alone can function as a sufficient anchor
for action and purpose. Conceptual or metaphysical grounding strengthens, explains, and
universalizes the value, but it is not strictly necessary. Without grounding, values remain felt
realities, but they can still guide meaningful, ethical, and purposeful behavior.



Sartre’s experience of value

The experience of value is multi-layered, combining emotional, cognitive, and habitual dimensions,
and Sartre’s case illustrates all three. Let’s break this down carefully.

1. Emotional Dimension
e Feelings as signals of value:
o Anger, sadness, disgust arise when values are violated or threatened
o These emotions signal what matters to the individual and guide moral attention

o InSartre’s case: witnessing oppression or injustice elicited strong affective
responses, anchoring ethical motivation

e Emotion here acts as a direct experience of value, even in the absence of conceptual
grounding.

2. Perceptual / Cognitive Dimension
e Perception of how people are meant to be treated:

o Sartre recognized human dignity, solidarity, and rights as normative expectations —
not just preferences

o This perception functions as an internal moral compass, highlighting violations and
orienting action

o Itis a cognitive map of ethical reality, derived from socialization and reflection

e Essentially, Sartre “knew” the world was meant to be a certain way — even without
grounding in God or universal law.

3. Habitual / Virtue Dimension
¢ Internalized habits or virtues:

o From upbringing, education, and cultural milieu, Sartre had internalized patterns of
ethical response: integrity, respect, solidarity

o These pre-existing dispositions become activated under crisis

o Habits and virtues provide practical, embodied guidance, enabling consistent ethical
action under stress

4. Integration in Crisis



e Crisis intensifies the three layers simultaneously:
1. Emotional: heightened anger, sadness, disgust at violations
2. Cognitive: sharper perception of what is right, who is harmed
3. Habitual: virtues and ethical habits are activated to guide action

e Together, they form a felt and actionable experience of value, which acts as Sartre’s
existential Telos, even without metaphysical awareness.

5. Psychological Model

Component Function Example in Sartre
Outrage at oppression, disgust at
Emotional Signals violation or alighment of value 8 PP &
betrayal
Cognitive / Recognizes how humans are meant to

Awareness of human dignity and rights
Perceptual be treated gnity g

Commitment to solidarity, moral

Habitual / Virtue  Guides consistent action under stress . . ,
integrity, resistance

e Result: The combination of feeling, perception, and habit produces lived, actionable Telos,
which is sufficient to motivate ethical behavior, even without explicit grounding in God,
natural law, or universal metaphysics.

In short:

Sartre’s experience of value was multi-dimensional: emotional responses (anger, sadness, disgust)
highlighted violations of worth, perceptual understanding recognized how humans ought to be
treated, and habitual virtues provided embodied guidance. Crisis amplified all three, creating a fully
operational, experiential Telos that guided his ethical and existential action.



