
Research Statement 
My research lies at the intersection of metaphysics and ethics. It is guided by the question of  
what, if anything, makes true the expression of grief that in losing a loved one the bereaved lost a  
part of herself. These expressions — which I call ‘grief utterances’ — sound metaphorical, but  
the phenomenology accompanying and prompting them is that the loss is real .  I investigate the  
extent to which our philosophical concepts of parthood, identity, and persons may shed light on  
grief utterances’ truth. I also consider the extent to which, if we accept that some grief utterances  
are truth, we must modify our current concepts. Thus, I use our philosophical resources to study  
grief, but also show how grief can inform our philosophical theorizing. My work falls into two  
broad categories. The questions of parthood are largely metaphysical, while the questions of  
personhood are motivated by practical and ethical concerns. 
Personhood, Identity, and Grief 
When it comes to personhood, I am interested in the possibility of there being plural persons: a  
single person constituted by two individual persons. On one predominant characterization of  
plural persons, two individuals form a plural person when, in addition to each individual’s  
personal conception of a life worth living, the two have a joint conception of a life worth their  
living together. In “Plural Persons, Practical Persons” (in progress) I modify the characterization of  
a plural person just given to account for the possibility that one can form a plural person with an  
individual who may not (yet) count as an individual person, due to their cognitive abilities. I then  
clarify the existence, individuation, and persistence conditions of plural persons, and their  
relation to other social groups. One implication of the resulting view is that moral personhood is  
(partly) constituted by convention. I defend this result from several objections.  

In “Parthood and Grief’s Metaphors” (in progress ) I discuss an apparent tension between  
two claims commonly made in grief. The first is that in losing a loved one, the bereaved lost part  
of herself. The second is that the deceased will “always be part” of the survivor. If your loved  
ones are part of you, and you lose that part when they die, then they cannot always be part of  
you. This threatens the project of accounting for the grief utterances as it seems that both cannot  
be true. I argue that the sense of “part” in each claim differs. In the former, we may understand  
parthood in its ordinary sense. Our loved ones are part of our identity, and when they die, we  
lose that part. However, the latter metaphor is best understood as invoking a relation that is not  
parthood, but is still a relation of building or production. A person’s loved ones actively shape  
her practical identity: her “internal map” of who she is, her values, and her goals. Thus, the  
existence of others can constitute one’s identity, which can remain so constituted following the  
death of her loved one. 

“Practical Parts” ( under review) suggests a less metaphysically heavy way to understand grief  
utterances than the one in “Grief and Composition as Identity” (described below). Using the  
model of plural persons from “Plural Persons, Practical Persons”, I propose a broader account  of 
one’s practical identity than is usually assumed.  On this proposal, one’s practical identity  consists 
of a structure of all  of the conceptions of a life worth living that she has access to. These  include 
her individual conception — closest to what is typically meant by ‘practical identity’ —  as well as 
one’s joint conceptions. In the death of a loved one, one loses a joint conception of a  life worth 
living that she previously had access to, and as a result, her practical identity loses a  defining part.  
I discuss the benefits this has to alternative accounts of loss that focus on a loss to  one’s practical 
identity more narrowly construed, or a loss to one’s broader social self. A  promising feature of 
my account is its ability to explain both the loss of a beloved friend or  family member, and the 
loss of a public figure, while accommodating the judgment that these  losses are of a different 
sort. 
Metaphysics and Grief Utterances 
In another series of papers I consider what grief can tell us about metaphysics. In “Grief and  
Composition as Identity” (Philosophical Quarterly,  2020), I engage with an overlooked version of  
Composition as Identity, a view according to which a composite object is identical to each of its 
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parts. This view has promise in accounting for the grief utterances: the bereaved lost a part of 
herself when her loved one died because some whole, of which her and her beloved were parts, 
and to which she is identical, lost a part. However, I demonstrate that for this proposal to 
succeed we must adopt a novel version of Leibniz’s Law. I develop the requisite version, drawing 
out its requirements and restrictions. The result is a new variety of Composition as Identity on 
which grief utterances are true. In evaluating the strengths and weaknesses of this view, I 
construct a list of desiderata for further accounts of grief utterances.  

Here is a simple argument against the truth of grief utterances: “Personhood is a maximal 
property: it is not possible for one person to be a proper part of another person. But, for any 
grief utterance to be true, that must be possible. So, no grief utterances are true.”. In “Maximality 
and Bereavement” (in preparation for submission) I evaluate two strategies to counter this argument. 
The first maintains we can understand the claim “I lost a part of myself when she died” in ways 
that do not imply one person was part of another. Of more philosophical interest, though, is the 
second strategy. There, I advance an understanding of maximality on which it is possible for one 
person to be part of another, while respecting the intuitions motivating the claim that it is not. 

“Parthood, Intimacy, and Loss” (in preparation for submission) is a survey piece on grief and 
the varieties of parthood in metaphysics. I first demonstrate that classical mereology cannot 
provide an account of what it is for the bereaved to lose a part in the death of her loved ones 
without forsaking its core axioms. I then focus on one of the constraints raised in “Grief and 
Composition as Identity”: we do not lose a part of ourselves when just anyone dies. I argue that 
accounts of grief utterances that appeal to an individual’s temporal or modal parts will violate 
that constraint. Each has the unsavoury consequence that the death of a near-stranger results in 
as much a loss to oneself as the death of one’s best friend. Next, I argue that appeals to the 
extended mind are more fruitful, but make our loved ones uncomfortably fungible. So, I 
conclude that the answer to what makes grief utterances true lies beyond these resources.  
Philosophy of Disability  
In the future I intend to continue my work on plural personhood, with a focus on its 
implications for relational conceptions of personhood. Some philosophers have argued that the 
predominant understanding of moral personhood, as based on intrinsic cognitive features of the 
individual, fails to classify those with certain intellectual disabilities as moral persons. They 
suggest that we understand moral personhood as something social and relational instead. One 
version of relational personhood relies on a narrative account of identity: we can provide 
narratives for our loved ones when they are unable to do so themselves, and thereby hold them 
in personhood. However, narrative accounts are controversial, as some individuals do not 
experience their lives narratively. Plural personhood seems a promising alternative to narrative 
identity, as it requires only that a person has a conception of the kind of life worth her living 
rather than a full narrative. If we can form plural persons with those who lack the requisite 
cognitive capacities to form their own personal conception of a life worth their living, then if 
being a member of a plural person is sufficient for moral personhood, we have an alternative 
version of relational personhood that does not rely on narrative identity.  
Grief and Intentionality  
I will also continue to engage with the growing philosophical literature on grief. I am particularly 
interested in the continuing bonds theory of grief according to which the final goal of grief is to 
establish a continued, enduring bond with the deceased. This stands in contrast to older models 
according to which the end goal of grief is acceptance and “moving on”, and has been lauded as 
a more realistic and healthier alternative. However, if our loved ones cease to exist when they 
die, it is not clear whether such a bond is possible, as one necessary relatum no longer exists. It 
would be unfortunate for the continuing bonds theory if it recommended that we do the 
impossible. In future research I plan to use the literature on intentionality, non-existent objects, 
and the self to establish an answer to how continued bonds are possible in the absence of a 
loved one.  
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