Structural Trauma, Personal Fault, and the Ethics of Agency:
A Theoretical Approach to Intergenerational Sabotage and Responsibility

Abstract

Extreme adversity—particularly when rooted in family systems and institutionalized violence—poses profound
challenges to traditional narratives of agency, moral culpability, and self-determination. This section explores the
psychological and ethical dimensions of intergenerational sabotage, personal fault, and trauma. We examine the
distinction between explanation and excuse, assess the endurance of moral logic under duress, and situate the
analysis within contemporary trauma studies and moral philosophy.

1. Introduction

Trauma, whether experienced individually or collectively, exerts long-lasting effects not only on mental health but
also on the perception of agency and the structure of responsibility (Herman, 2015). The layered, recursive
dynamics of sabotage and control in intergenerational family systems introduce unique ethical puzzles—where the
boundary between personal fault and environmental causation is continually negotiated (Mann, 2014).

2. Intergenerational Dynamics: Systemic Sabotage

2.1 Family Systems and the Replication of Harm

Critical models of family dynamics in trauma research emphasize how violence and manipulation replicate across
generations—establishing “scripts” that direct behavior, alliance, and scapegoating (Bowen, 1978). The subject is
simultaneously actor and acted upon, inheriting both roles and possibilities, and often blocked from exercising
autonomy (Walsh, 2016).

2.2 Structural Sabotage

Environmental sabotage—including poisoning, psychological gaslighting, and systemic obstruction—constitute
mechanisms by which agency is eroded and self-concept is rendered unstable (Herman, 2015). The persistence of
“ritualized” violence and deprivation ensures that trauma is not merely episodic but recursively generative (Mann,
2014).

3. Fault, Responsibility, and Moral Reasoning

3.1 Distinguishing Explanation from Excuse

The moral literature addresses the distinction between offering a causal explanation for faults and

granting exculpatory excuse (Strawson, 2003). Adverse circumstances may explain but do not erase responsibility;
the ethically coherent agent acknowledges personal faults as their own, while recognizing (but not hiding behind)
the formative power of trauma.



3.2 The Refusal of Deteministic Abdication

Philosophically resilient survivors often refuse determinism—accepting constraints while sustaining a core of
agency (Frankl, 2006). This approach eschews both self-pity and victimhood postures, grounding self-evaluation on
"what was resisted or refused” amidst strategic sabotage (Han, 2017).

4. Endurance of Ethical Logic Under Extreme Adversity

4.1 Survival of Empathy and Rational Concern

Research shows that even under relentless harm, some individuals preserve fragments of empathy and rational
care for others—including, paradoxically, for those inflicting harm (Staub, 2015). This is not a claim for moral
heroism, but evidence of the stubborn endurance of internal logic and spontaneous ethical concern even where
ordinary reciprocity is absent.

4.2 Negative Virtue and the “Pride of Non-Becoming”

The pride articulated by trauma survivors is often not in present virtues but in “what was not become”—refusing to
complete the role scripted by abusers or oppressive systems (Han, 2017; Strawson, 2003). Ethical existence under
these conditions is measured as much by the space maintained between oneself and projected outcomes as by any
positive accomplishment.

5. Implications for Moral Philosophy and Trauma Studies

This analysis exposes a critical failing in both theory and practice when environmental or intergenerational causes
are used to erase all concept of agency, or to exaggerate it at the expense of context (Walsh, 2016). A nuanced
ethics of adversity treats explanation and responsibility as intertwined but not identical, respecting complexity
without collapsing into nihilism or moral abdication.

6. Conclusion

Intergenerational sabotage and trauma generate conditions where personal fault and environmental causation are
inextricable but separable. Ethical logic, under these pressures, persists not as heroic virtue but as resistance to
totalization—preserving the subject’s capacity for responsible self-narration and the refusal to become what was
intended by hostile systems. Recognition, not negation, of fault in context is the enduring mark of agency amidst
structural harm.
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