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Preface

People are everywhere “reinventing” themselves. Social commentaries over-
flow with optimistic tales of creative self-reformation and self-renewal. Re-
inventing oneself is only the latest of many pop cultural tropes evoking the
philosophical concept of personal autonomy. This resilient ideal reaches back
to the origins of liberalism and shows no signs of an impending demise.

Traditionally, of course, autonomy has not been idealized for everyone. It
has been emphasized much more for certain groups of men than for other
groups of men or for any women. In Western liberal societies where the ideal
has flourished, white men with middle- or upper-class pedigrees or ambitions
have been more able than other social actors to lead autonomous lives.
Canonical philosophers doubted that women had the requisite capacities for
autonomy. Many social groups were prevented from living autonomously by
systematic injustice, subordination, and oppression, conditions that have
scarcely disappeared. The lingering force of these practices has prompted
many feminists to view autonomy with suspicion and to challenge it as (white)
male-biased. There is good reason when theorizing about autonomy to focus
especially on a group for whom it has been historically inaccessible. This book
focuses on women. If the case for the importance of autonomy can be made
out with women in mind, it should be easier to make the case for others not so
similarly dogged by past suppression.

Despite, or perhaps because of, those not-so-distant obstacles, autonomy,
under various labels and in various guises, has long engrossed my attention.
The ideas of living a life of “my own,” being “true to my heart,” standing up
for “what I believe,” and doing it “my way,” have possessed an alluring plau-
sibility. The usual provisos, of course, must apply: one should do others no
harm and remain appropriately caring of them. Given those constraints, there
is profound value, I believe, in the opportunity and the capacity to live accord-
ing to one’s own sense of a life worth living. Recent philosophical criticisms of
autonomy by detractors who regard it as antithetical to important values have



not, in the end, changed my mind. This book is partly a response to objections
to autonomy, especially those grounded in sociopolitical, and not metaphysi-
cal, considerations.

The first chapter sets out my basic account of personal autonomy as a fea-
ture of choices and actions that reflect and are the result of wants, desires,
cares, concerns, values, and commitments that the actor has reflectively re-
affirmed and that she can sustain even in the face of some minimal opposition
from others. The second chapter responds to various objections that have
been raised to the coherence and meaningfulness of an ideal of personal au-
tonomy such as this one. The third chapter presents an affirmative defense of
autonomy. Taken together, these chapters provide the basic theoretical posi-
tion of the book.

Each chapter of this book can be read independently of the others, espe-
cially the last six chapters. Chapters 4 and 5 investigate in greater depth a
topic raised in the first three chapters, the social grounding of autonomy.
Chapter 4 shows how feminist and mainstream philosophy have both been
converging around this idea for some time. Chapter 5 develops a point made
in preceding chapters that autonomy, although socially grounded, has an indi-
vidualizing dimension, a dimension that I defend against the worries of critics.
Chapters 6 and 7 study autonomy in regard to topics pertaining to intimate re-
lationships: romantic love in chapter 6 and domestic violence in chapter 7.
Chapters 8 and 9 look at autonomy in the wider realm of liberal theory, con-
sidering first John Rawls’s recent approach to liberal political legitimacy
(chapter 8) and then the policy question of how liberal states should deal with
cultural minorities that appear to violate the rights of female members of
those communities (chapter 9).

This book gestated for several years before finally emerging as a coherent
whole. Over that time, I have talked with people too numerous to recall about
the various issues in these pages. In accord with the by-now familiar con-
tention of this book that autonomy is socially grounded, I know well how my
own philosophical work has been nurtured by the arguments, insights, and
imaginings of others and I am grateful to all of those persons. Alison Jaggar,
Sara Buss, and Elizabeth Oljar, for example, each commented on an earlier,
shorter version of one or another of these chapters at an American Philosoph-
ical Association meeting, and each asked perceptive questions that I hope I
have answered. Catriona Mackenzie and Natalie Stoljar offered astute sugges-
tions toward the revision of chapter 5 when I was preparing it for the volume
they put together largely from the proceedings of a wonderful conference on
autonomy and gender that they hosted at Australian National University in
1996. For several years, fertile ground for thought was provided by the St.
Louis Autonomy Discussion Group, usually consisting of Joel Anderson,
David Conway, Larry Davis, Sigurdur Kristinsson, Thad Metz, and Eleanor
Stump. Thanks also to Joel Anderson for those “autonomy lunches” that
helped to launch this project. Audiences at American University, Arizona State
University, Australian National University, University of Chicago, University
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of Colorado, University of Illinois at Chicago, Hendrix College, Virginia Poly-
technic Institute and State University, and the University of Western Ontario,
as well as at meetings of the American Philosophical Association, the Feminist
Ethics and Social Theory group (FEAST), and the Central States Philosophical
Association all heard earlier versions of some of these chapters and made
sober and discerning comments.

Thanks to Linda LeMoncheck for recruiting me for this exciting Oxford
book series which I am proud to join. I am also greatly indebted to Peter Ohlin
and Cheshire Calhoun for tolerating with infinite patience and grace my tardy
completion of the manuscript and for ensuring its safe metamorphosis into
book form.

Finally, and most of all, I thank my family for their essential support, with-
out which I couldn’t possibly have done it “my way.” I am thrilled that Eliza-
beth shows every sign of being determined to live an autonomous life, such as
I could only dream about at her age, and doing it with zest and imagination.
Larry’s readiness to talk about anything and everything is a constant source of
wit and wisdom. My gratitude is boundless for these and other immeasurable
treasures.
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1

A Conception of Autonomy

Autonomy is a controversial value. Prized by some, scorned by others, it gen-
erates ongoing debate. Much of the controversy stems, no doubt, from ambi-
guity. Not everyone understands autonomy in the same way. What some value
as autonomy may not be what others are criticizing. Yet even if all sides could
agree on what autonomy meant, disagreement would not simply vanish. This
book presents, defends, and applies one conception of the ideal of personal
autonomy.

In the first chapter, I set out my basic account of autonomy. In the second
and third chapters, I provide a defense of its importance, with special atten-
tion to its value for women. As the title of this book indicates, gender concerns
permeate many of the discussions. In the fourth and fifth chapters, I explore
some social dimensions of autonomy and of the conditions required for its re-
alization. The sixth and seventh chapters deal with issues of autonomy in the
context of intimate relationships. The eighth and ninth chapters consider the
importance of autonomy in broader political realms involving the state.

In this chapter, after setting out my basic account of autonomy, I consider
its social context and dimensions. After that I explore the difference between a
substantive and a content-neutral conception of autonomy, opting for the lat-
ter. This is followed by some thoughts about the prospects for autonomy
under dangerous or oppressive conditions. I conclude this chapter with some
remarks about possible counterexamples to my views.

The Basic Account

The term “autonomy” is largely a term of philosophic art, yet it encompasses
an array of notions familiar to ordinary people, notions such as being “true to
myself,” doing it “my way,” standing up for “what I believe,” thinking “for
myself,” and, in gender-egalitarian reformulation, being one’s “own person.”
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However unsystematic they might be, these ordinary notions of “folk” under-
standing provide touchstones for this project. They hint at an ideal that, while
scarcely the only or even the supreme moral value, is nevertheless vital and
momentous for a great multitude of human lives across many cultural bound-
aries and other human differences. This ideal of personal autonomy can be a
particularly inspirational ideal for those who, in the course of living their
lives, must cope with the all-too-familiar human wrongs of abuse, exploita-
tion, domination, and oppression.

Autonomy is, of course, self-determination. Personal autonomy is self-
determination by an individual self, a person. My account of autonomy re-
volves around a conception of what it is for choices and actions in particular
to be autonomous. I sometimes refer to choices or actions indifferently as be-
havior.1 Other autonomous phenomena may then be defined in terms of au-
tonomous behavior. An autonomous person is someone who behaves au-
tonomously with relative frequency. An autonomous life is one lived by an
autonomous person.

Numerous distinctions are necessary when setting out an account of auton-
omy. One that is worth mentioning at the outset is that between the nature of
autonomy itself, its constitutive conditions, and the causal conditions re-
quired for autonomy to be realized. The nature of autonomy itself consists of
the conditions that choices and actions must meet in order to be autonomous.
These conditions constitute autonomy. These are distinct from the causal con-
ditions, both past and present, that must obtain for choices and actions to
manifest the constitutive conditions in virtue of which they are autonomous.
The distinction between the constitutive and the causal conditions required
for autonomy will be particularly important for appreciating the role that so-
cial relationships and cultural context play in the realization of autonomy, a
topic we shall turn to later in this chapter and again in chapters 4 and 5.

With these preliminaries in mind, we may now turn to the actual account.
For choices and actions to be autonomous, the choosing and acting self as the
particular self she is must play a role in determining them. The self as a whole,
as the particular self she is, must somehow (partly) determine what she
chooses and does. This could come about if the particular self that someone is
has a distinctive identity and her identity is somehow implicated in her deter-
mining of what she does. The features constituting her identity must not sim-
ply cause her choices and actions as isolated links in causal chains. Rather,
they must be features that are central enough to who someone is so that she
herself, as a whole self, becomes somehow thereby a (part) cause of what she
does through those centrally distinct features.

In recent decades, the notion of self-determination has been elaborated in
terms of a certain sort of self-reflection that involves, one might say, self-
monitoring and self-regulation.2 According to a generic version of this view,
to realize autonomy a person must first somehow reflect on her wants, desires,
and so on and take up an evaluative stance with respect to them. She can en-
dorse or identify with them in some way or be wholeheartedly committed to
them, or she can reject or repudiate them or be only halfheartedly committed
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to them. If she endorses or identifies with her wants and desires, she makes
them more truly hers, more genuinely a part of who she is, and thus, more a
part of her very identity as a particular, distinctive self than are the wants and
desires that she has not thus self-reflectively reaffirmed. When she chooses or
acts in accord with wants or desires that she has self-reflectively endorsed, and
her endorsement is somehow a part cause of her behavior, then, according to
this familiar generic account, she is behaving autonomously. When wants and
desires lead to choice or action without having been self-reflectively endorsed
by the person whose wants and desires they are, the resulting choices and ac-
tions are not autonomous. They are not self-determined; they have not been
determined by the self as the whole distinctive self she is.

This generic conception of autonomy forms the basis of my own account.
Self-reflection is the process in which, roughly, a whole self takes a stance to-
ward particular wants and values she finds herself to have. Self-reflective reaf-
firmation brings the (whole) self into accord with some of those wants or val-
ues. A person’s self-reflections give a crucial imprimatur to the wants and
concerns on which they focus approvingly. Those wants and concerns become
more truly a (whole) person’s “own.”

Autonomous choices and actions, on this account, are self-reflective in two
senses. First, they are partly caused by a person’s reflections on, or attentive
consideration of, wants and desires that already characterize her. This atten-
tion need not have occurred closely prior to the occurrence of the choice or ac-
tion. It may have occurred at some distantly past time. As well, reflective at-
tention need not be conscious or extensive, and it need not be narrowly
cognitive in nature. Without an attitude of reflective commitment, someone
might still happen to express or promote various of her wants or values in her
behavior. She would not be particularly self-determining, however, in regard
to that behavior. Behavior on behalf of what one has not ever reconsidered
does not, in any special way, involve a self, as the particular self one is, in de-
termining one’s behavior or the course of one’s life. Only when one reflectively
cares in some way about something, thereby reaffirming it and doing so as the
distinctive person one is, does it become relevant for one’s autonomy.

To realize autonomy, self-reflections must also be partly effective in deter-
mining someone’s behavior. For self-reflection to be effective in practice, it
must not be impeded by interfering conditions. Coercion, deception, and
manipulation by others are the paradigm examples of conditions that inter-
fere with the practical effectiveness of someone’s self-reflections. They can dis-
tort someone’s attempts to consider her options in light of what matters to her
and to choose what genuinely reflects her own concerns. The choosing person
is forced or pressured in those cases to choose other than what she would most
want to pursue under the circumstances at hand and is led inappropriately to
choose for the sake of values that would not otherwise have been her guiding
priorities under those circumstances. Coercive conditions do not entirely pre-
clude autonomy, a point I shall elaborate toward the end of this chapter. How-
ever, they typically undermine it to a significant degree. The extent to which
they do so depends on how effective they are. What autonomy requires, then,
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is the absence of effective coercion, deception, manipulation, or anything else
that interferes significantly with someone’s behaving in a way that reflects her
wants and values as she would reflect on and reaffirm them under noninterfer-
ing conditions.

Autonomous choices and behavior must also be self-reflective in a second
sense. They must reflect, or mirror, the wants, desires, cares, concerns, values,
and commitments that someone reaffirms when attending to them. To mirror
someone’s concerns is to accord with them and, especially, to promote them.
Choices and actions mirror wants and values by, for example, aiming at the at-
tainment of what is wanted or valued, promoting its well-being, or protecting
it from harm.

In this discussion, I use the full gamut of valenced attitude terms inter-
changeably and ignore subtle differences among them. Wants, desires, cares,
concerns, values, commitments, and any other attitudes someone may take up
with regard to what she experiences, attitudes that might influence her goals,
purposes, aims, and intentions, are thereby relevant to autonomy. In the re-
mainder of the discussion, for stylistic reasons, I generally use only two or
three selected attitude terms at a time (“wants and values,” for example).
These abbreviated lists are always intended, however, as a stylistic conve-
nience that stands in for the full panoply of “pro” or “con” attitudes that
someone might hold deeply and that can be part causes of behavior that re-
flects the content of those attitudes.

Besides being self-reflective in these two senses, autonomous actions and
choices also stem from what an agent cares deeply about. They stem from
wants and values that are relatively important to the acting person. Relative
importance for a particular person is a matter of depth and pervasiveness.
Wants and values are “deep” when they are abiding and tend to be chosen over
other competing wants and values. Wants and values are also deep when they
constitute the overarching rationales that an agent regards as justifying many
of her more specific choices. Wants and values are “pervasive” when they are
relevant to a great many situations that a person faces. They are frequently
salient in someone’s life and she chooses in accord with them often. When
someone reflectively reaffirms wants or values that are important to her in ei-
ther sense just described, they become part of the perspective that defines her
as the particular person she is. They embody the “nomos” of her self: relatively
stable, enduring concerns and values that give her a kind of identity as the per-
son she is. Someone is self-determining when she acts for the sake of what mat-
ters to her, what she deeply cares about, and, in that sense, who she “is.”

Someone can, of course, reaffirm wants or desires that she regards as trivial
in comparison to her other concerns, perhaps a liking for ice cream or a partic-
ular television program. However, it seems intuitively appropriate to say that
someone lives her life “her way” as “her own person” only when she does so
in accord with wants and values that she regards as important to her, and that
in fact ground or pervade many of her concerns. Only in that way would they
involve her self, as the distinctive self she is, in the choices she makes. It is her
deeper concerns, not her shallower concerns, that provide the basis for au-
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tonomous behavior. Autonomy is therefore defined here only with reference
to someone’s deeper concerns.

Wants and values exhibit depth for someone to the extent that she chooses
in accord with them frequently or steadfastly. Yet someone’s initial choices in
accordance with any wants and values are not autonomous. Initially she must
simply come to choose somewhat consistently so that certain wants or values
guide her choices frequently or steadfastly and thereby become “deepened”
aspects of her character or identity. Those deeper wants and values in turn
make possible her future autonomy.

Autonomy does not need to be defined in terms of someone’s deepest con-
cerns. In part, this is because a person’s deepest concerns may not be fully clear
or delineated until she confronts a wide diversity of types of situations. A per-
son’s deeper concerns are always open to changes in meaning and may fluctu-
ate in relative importance as she refines them in response to novel circum-
stances. Aristotle recognized how our characters may change so long as we
still live. So, too, our perspectives and commitments may change, even at their
deepest dimensions, so long as we continue to encounter types of situations we
have never dealt with before—a difficult colleague, for example, an aging and
infirm parent, or the onset of a terminal illness. What to do in response to a
novel situation may not be sufficiently determined by someone’s prior com-
mitments because those commitments might never have been articulated
enough to cope with the sort of novelty in question. In that case, a person may
deepen her prior commitments or forge new ones out of her sense of what had
already mattered to her and how the choice she makes transforms her priori-
ties and her identity.3

Autonomy is a matter of degree. No finite being is thoroughly self-
determined. Even self-reflection itself can range along a continuum. The more
extensively one reflects on one’s wants and commitments, the greater is one’s
autonomy with respect to them. One rich sort of self-reflection consists in at-
tending to the socialization and other causes lying behind the formation of
one’s current wants and commitments. If someone goes on to reaffirm her
original commitments after recognizing their socialized origin, then, as John
Christman argues, she achieves autonomy with respect to them.4 This level of
self-reflection, provided it motivates action, is sufficient for autonomy. On my
account, however, it is more than what is necessary. Practically any self-
reflective reaffirmation will do.

A self who is at all minimally self-reflective has crossed a threshold. Her ac-
tions reflect and issue from the deeper, stable, overarching concerns that con-
stitute who she is. Self-reflection is self-determining when it (partly) shapes be-
havior that mirrors a person’s deeper concerns that she has reflectively
reaffirmed. Within the compass of self-reflective selfhood lie capacities not
only for choices and actions that reflect superficial or momentary concerns but
actions that bear a deeper connection to a perspective that constitutes her dis-
tinctive identity as an enduring self. These deeper wants and commitments are
the motivating concerns that form who she is and that make the actions that
issue from them “her own.”

A CONCEPTION OF AUTONOMY 7



Autonomous behavior is, thus, behavior that is based on the deeper wants
and commitments of the behaving person, is partly caused by her reflections
on and reaffirmations of them, and mirrors those wants and commitments in
the sense of helping her to achieve, promote, or protect them. This account
prompts a question about the way autonomy originates. The perspective from
which someone reflectively reaffirms what she wants comprises beliefs, values,
desires, and so on that may not have yet been subjected to the same self-
reflective reaffirmation. How can nonautonomous features of a person’s per-
spective confer autonomy on the wants and values that they lead someone to
endorse?5

This question echoes the familiar worry about whether someone can be au-
tonomous if her guiding wants and values are the causal products of upbring-
ing and other processes beyond her control, processes that are therefore not
autonomous for her. I shall answer that question briefly at the end of this sec-
tion. To anticipate: human self-determination does not require humanly im-
possible self-creation. It is a concept about a certain sort of humanly possible
causation, one having its own causal antecedents that, in turn, may or may not
exhibit self-determination in their own right. Self-determination, or auton-
omy, occurs so long as a whole self, as someone with a distinctive particular
identity as the self she is, plays a role in partly determining her own behavior.
So long as the causes of her behavior include her self in some significant sense
(and so long as behavior mirrors that self by according with its deeper com-
mitments), then her behavior is autonomous.

The self-reflections that make choices and actions autonomous need not be
conscious. Someone can be self-determining on particular occasions without
representing her deep concerns to herself with conscious awareness at the
time. As well, the commitments constituting the standpoint from which some-
one self-reflects need not be consciously accessible to her. What a person cares
about may influence her self-reflection and, from that, her behavior, subcon-
sciously. So long as a person’s choices and actions reflect and issue from the
self-reflections on her deeper wants and values that she undertakes from her
overall perspective at some level of thought, they have at least a minimal de-
gree of autonomy.

Autonomous choice or action also does not need to be highly deliberate or
deliberated. It can occur without explicit contemporaneous self-monitoring.
It can occur casually, spontaneously, and rapidly. A person must simply have
reflected on and endorsed the underlying concerns at some prior time. Once
someone reflects on and reaffirms something that matters to her, she takes up
a new stance toward that concern. It becomes an “object” of thought or con-
sideration for herself and her choosing. Future actions that accord with that
reflection and somehow issue from it constitute her determining of herself.

Autonomy thus requires someone as the self she is to play an active deter-
mining role in the choices she makes and the actions she undertakes. This, in
turn, requires her to have cares, concerns, and commitments that constitute a
perspective or orientation of some sort. This perspective is both (at least
partly) definitive of who she is and a (part) determinant of what she does. She
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has concerns on which she can reflect, and her reflections on her concerns both
issue in, and are mirrored in, what she does. Thus, in the last analysis, what
matters to someone, what she self-reflectively cares about, when effective in
and reflected in her action, makes her behavior autonomous.

Agents are beings who can act from intentions, that is, who can do things
because they want to or because of reasons or purposes that are theirs—beings
who can engage in doings for which they are, and can be held, responsible.
The standard contemporary philosophical account of human agency treats it
as distinctively manifested in action done for a reason.6 Traditional, Kantian-
style accounts of autonomy require reflection on one’s choices to be a matter
of reasoning in a narrower sense.7 Neither emotions, desires, passions, incli-
nations, nor sentiments are sources of autonomy on those traditional ac-
counts. This is a standard feature of the Kantian legacy in thinking about au-
tonomy. There is also a romantic conception of autonomy according to which
autonomy is a matter of living in accord with the promptings of a true self that
lies beneath the dispassionate, impartial veneer of rationality.8 While they dif-
fer in the sides they each champion in the reason-emotion dichotomy, both of
these traditions are alike in differentiating reason from emotion, desire, and
all variants of these.

Rosalind Hursthouse has plausibly argued in a romantic spirit that action
can be intentional even when there are no reasons for it.9 On Hursthouse’s
view, action could be intentional simply by virtue of expressing the emotion or
character of the agent. Hursthouse is right about the intentionality of
emotion- or character-based action but wrong to exclude such action from the
category of behavior done for a reason. According to contemporary thinking
about rationality, a reason for someone to act in a certain way is either a belief
by someone that that action is right or good, or some fact in virtue of which it
is right or good. On this approach, there is no reason why features of emotion
or character could not constitute reasons, in the sense of facts by virtue of
which actions are right or good.

Doings can count as intentional actions if they reflect, or express, what
matters to an agent. For something to matter to an agent, as Bennett Helm has
argued,10 it may be sufficient that there are connections among her emotional
responses or character traits that manifest a rational pattern of caring about
or valuing something. It is not necessary that a person consciously articulate
judgments (reasons in the narrow sense) about the value or importance to her
of what she cares about. Thus actions that express an agent’s emotions and
character can reflect what deeply and overall matters to her in case her emo-
tions and character traits show coherent rational patterns amounting to con-
cern. A person shows such coherence when her attitudes over time include,
for example, love for a friend, a desire that the friend experience good for-
tune, and regret over the unkind words one spoke to the friend in an angry
moment.

Notice, as an aside, that if these feelings constitute “reasons” for someone
to treat a friend in the appropriate ways, then the notion of a “reason” has
been widened considerably. Reason would no longer contrast with emotion or
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desire. Emotions, desires, passions, inclinations, or volitions—in short, any
mental state involving any motivation or attitude at all—would all constitute
reasons in this sense. This use of “reason” departs substantially from its tradi-
tional cognitive sense.

It does not matter ultimately whether the term “reason” is used either in the
narrow sense best represented as an articulated statement or in the wider sense
that encompasses any mental state from the standpoint of which an action is
good or valuable. What matters in this context is that emotions and desires, as
well as imagination,11 can constitute a kind of reflection on or attention to ob-
jects or values of concern. They can involve evaluations of those objects. In so
doing, they can thereby contribute to the autonomy of a person’s choices. Re-
flection is consideration that can involve an attitude of some valenced sort, ei-
ther positive or negative. When someone’s consideration, of whatever mental
sort, involves reaffirming what she wants or values as something important to
her, and the reaffirmed commitment motivates her behavior, then (assuming
no interfering conditions) she realizes some degree of autonomy.

Autonomous action is action that reflects who someone is. However, some-
one’s personal identity, or “who she is,” in a sense relevant to identifying her
as a person distinct from others, is an ambiguous notion. It can comprise at
least two different sorts of features about a person, only one of which is neces-
sarily relevant to her autonomy. First, “who someone is” can comprise her
perspective, outlook, or viewpoint, that is, her deeper, wants, desires, cares,
concerns, values, and commitments. Someone can be identified by what she
cares about or values. Or, second, “who someone is” can comprise the traits
and characteristics that locate her in various classes of identifiable human
kinds. Thus, someone’s identity can comprise, for example, a particular gen-
der, race, or ethnicity. These human kind categories are not necessarily matters
of attitude or concern on the part of a person identified in those ways. They
may be, or be thought to be, linked to facts about her birth, biology, or ances-
try. The important point to notice is that they are not, as such, attitudes and
may be quite distinct from anything a person cares about or values. Thus, a
person’s identity as the particular person she is can be constituted by her per-
spective, her deeper beliefs, desires, values, and so on, or it can be constituted
by human kind categories used to describe her—or by both of these together.

Call the two sorts of identities constituted by these two sets of features
“perspectival identity” and “trait-based identity,” respectively. These two
sorts of identity may coincide, but they need not. Someone may exemplify so-
cially important human kinds such as a particular gender or race that she sim-
ply does not care much about. It is difficult to imagine a human being who is
not ascribed an identity of some sort along such axes as gender, race, and citi-
zenship. Yet people do not each care or value their traits in these respects to
the same degree. Some care very little about the “kinds” to which they belong
or which are ascribed to them. At the same time, someone may obviously have
deep concerns and values that are not connected in any way to the human kind
categories ascribed to her. The examples are familiar and wide ranging: a pas-
sion for justice, a dedication to the arts, and so on.
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On my view, what counts for autonomy is someone’s perspectival identity,
her wants, desires, cares, concerns, values, and commitments. The nonper-
spectival kinds or traits she instantiates or exemplifies are relevant to her au-
tonomy only if they matter to her, only if they are features of herself she cares
deeply about. Otherwise they do not ground her autonomous choices or ac-
tions. Thus, when I talk about “who” someone “is” in regard to her auton-
omy, I shall be referring to someone’s identity in the sense of her perspective or
outlook, and to what matters to her from her perspective. Behaving or living
autonomously is a matter of behaving or living in accord with what matters to
someone, not of living in accord with characteristics of hers or categories ap-
plied to her that she does not particularly care about. If being white, female,
heterosexual, or Jewish are not traits I care about in myself, then I am not
being autonomous when I happen to live in ways that accord with those traits.
Even if my behavior mirroring those traits is very consistent, it need not real-
ize autonomy for me. The consistency of my behavior might be a thoughtless
consequence of living under conditions in which the fact that I am a certain
kind—a white person, for example—has simply not been brought to my at-
tention as something important, something I needed to consider or regarding
which I needed to make any choices.

Growing up as an American schoolchild, I may have thoughtlessly waved
the flag at patriotic ceremonies and cheered the president as he passed in the
motorcade, simply because this was what I was expected to do and it never oc-
curred to me, in those early years, to do otherwise. Being an American can
ground my autonomy only if it matters to me in one way or another, as mani-
fested in states of cognition, conation, or affect by which I attend to that kind
that I am and choose or act in some way that mirrors it. Caring about some
kind or trait that I am involves attending to it with some sort of positively va-
lenced attitude toward it that manifests itself in choices and actions that aim
to attain, promote, or protect what I care about.

In at least one respect, my position is open to communitarian concerns. The
things that matter to someone need not be chosen or voluntary features of her-
self or her life. They may, for example, be inherited traits or involuntary rela-
tionships. Thus, someone can care deeply about her parents, her ethnic group,
her race, her community, or her nation. On my view, these concerns could then
ground autonomy. It does not matter whether someone’s concern is itself the
product of her socialization or otherwise the result of circumstances over
which she has no control. What cannot ground autonomy are involuntary—
or voluntary!—traits or identity categories that a person does not reflectively
reconsider or value.

In another respect, my account of autonomy is at odds with communitari-
anism. Communitarians call upon us to recognize how communal ties shape
who we are and impose duties on us. Communal attachments are supposed to
be the starting points of our particular identities. Communitarians treat each
person’s communal attachments as having moral significance for her regard-
less of whether or not she harbors an attitude of reflective allegiance to
them.12 They portray communal attachments with warmth and fervor, as if to
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evoke in readers the very sense of attachment and identification their concep-
tions of the self posit as constitutive of the self. Thus Alasdair MacIntyre
writes of how “we all approach our own circumstances as bearers of a partic-
ular social identity,” based on such ties as that of kinship and nation, ties that
impose “rightful expectations and obligations,” determine the good for each
person based on the roles she inhabits, and give a life the moral particularity
from which it must start its quest for the good.13 And Michael Sandel writes
similarly that ties such as those of kinship and nation ground “loyalties and
convictions” having a moral force linked to the fact that they “partly define
the person I am.”14

If, however, a person feels no allegiance to some community or group to
which she belongs, does not care much about it, does not particularly value it,
and has no special commitment to it, then, on my view, that attachment could
not be the basis of the person’s autonomous choices or actions. Communitari-
ans are right to think it implausible that someone would have no concern for
any of the humankind categories ascribed to her, but wrong to ignore how she
might easily be indifferent to some of them. Insofar as communal or any other
humankind identity matters to autonomy, it does so to the extent that it con-
stitutes something a person cares about. Matters of perspective, orientation,
outlook, and viewpoint are the aspects of a person that ground autonomy.
And the features of perspective that are particularly important are those
wants, desires, cares, concerns, values, commitments, and the other attrac-
tions and repulsions that comprise a person’s reflectively reaffirmed concerns.
What matters for autonomy, then, is that someone has a certain distinctive
stance, the stance of cares, concerns, and commitments that comprise a self-
reflective, practical perspective. In this way communitarians are right to sense
that the concept of autonomy is at odds with communal identity. To the extent
that autonomy is, as I argue, based on someone’s perspective and not on the
humankind categories that fit or are ascribed to her, community membership
and other humankind traits are inessential to, and may well be occluded by,
the ideal of personal autonomy.

Earlier, I distinguished between, on one hand, conditions that constitute
the autonomy of choices and actions, and, on the other hand, conditions that
are causally necessary for the realization of autonomous choices and actions.
A few words about the latter are in order. They include an adequate array of
available options. Also causally important are the character traits and compe-
tencies people bring with them as they face their situations. Whether someone
can have a significant degree of autonomy in the conditions under which she
acts is thus affected both by the conditions she faces and the degree to which
she harbors the competencies for autonomy. An autonomous person has rela-
tively stable and enduring concerns that give her over time a perspective that is
specifically hers, and that shows some continuity in the face of new sorts of
conditions. The wants and desires she reflectively reaffirms cohere to a signifi-
cant degree. Her perspective must be relatively stable and enduring across a
range of situations and a stretch of time, although it may certainly undergo
change, sometimes suddenly and dramatically. When someone acts from such
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a relatively stable, enduring (though revisable over time) orientation of con-
cerns that she tends to carry from one situation to the next and that gives her a
perspective that is hers, and when her actions reflect those concerns in the two
relevant senses (attentive consideration and mirroring), then (assuming no in-
terfering conditions) a person is self-determining, or autonomous.

Thus, autonomy competency15 is the effective capacity, or set of capacities,
to act under some significant range of circumstances in ways that reflect and
issue from deeper concerns that one has considered and reaffirmed. The rele-
vant capacities include capacities for having values and commitments, under-
standing them, taking up valenced attitudes toward them, making choices and
undertaking actions that mirror these commitments, and doing the latter with
some resilience in the face of at least minimal obstacles. This last capacity is
not often emphasized in accounts of autonomy, yet it seems important
nonetheless. Someone is more autonomous the more she can succeed in pursu-
ing her concerns despite resistance. Minimally autonomous choice or action
requires, then, values or commitments of sufficient depth or strength as to per-
sist somewhat in the face of obstacles and resistance, including those posed by
social conditions. An autonomous person is one who has these capacities and
exercises them at least occasionally. Exactly how often she must exercise her
autonomy competency to count as autonomous is, as one might expect, diffi-
cult to say, and I shall not try to do so. An autonomous life is one lived by
someone who has the capacities for autonomy and is able to exercise them fre-
quently over a substantial stretch of time. She lives her mature and lucid years
largely in accord with what matters deeply to her; her life reflects those con-
cerns to a significant degree.

The conception of autonomy presented above is vulnerable to the usual ob-
jections. I survey some of them in chapter 2. Here it is useful to consider briefly
one common worry about autonomy. Since a person’s wants, desires, values,
and commitments are the products of socialization, it seems that they are not
really the agent’s “own,” and therefore choices based on them would seem to
undermine the possibility of a self genuinely determining itself. This is a ques-
tion about the ultimate metaphysical ground of personal agency. My goal is a
conception of autonomy that does not apply to any and all actions but that
differentiates some actions from others. The idea of someone as the agent of
her doings is not undermined, on my account, by the fact that those doings
had ultimate causal antecedents that were other than the person herself.

My account is thus compatibilist in tenor. It is necessary only that selves
emerge somehow with beliefs, desires, values, and so on that constitute their
perspectives as the distinctive persons they are, and from which they can re-
flect on and evaluate particular wants and concerns they find themselves to
have. A person is autonomous with respect to what she does so long as her do-
ings reflect and stem from what she reaffirms self-reflectively as important to
her. Her reflective reaffirmations of the values and commitments that partly
cause her actions must have been key, ineliminable stages in the causal
sequences leading from those concerns to her subsequent behavior. Self-
reflection can be a kind of causal process in which a person’s distinctive

A CONCEPTION OF AUTONOMY 13



perspectival identity plays a role in determining how she behaves. If a person
acts simply to get what she wants but has not reflected on what she wants, or
has reflected on it but has repudiated it, or has reaffirmed her want but it is not
one of her deeper concerns her resulting actions are not autonomous in any
significant sense.

This is not to say that “second-order” self-reflection is privileged over
“first-order” wants and desires in representing what someone “really” cares
about. When someone self-reflectively condemns or repudiates what she
nevertheless continues to want in a real sense, then she is ambivalent. Neither
attitude has a necessary priority. Action resulting from a condition of ambiva-
lence that persists throughout the course of the behavior is simply not au-
tonomous, and a person is likely to suffer doubts or self-recriminations what-
ever she does. She has no coherent “nomos” in such a case. Her self does not
have a clear perspectival identity about the matter in question. Her behavior is
therefore not determined by her self in such cases.

To summarize: choices and actions can be autonomous only if they are self-
reflective in two senses and meet at least two other conditions. First, they must
be self-reflective in being partly caused by the actor’s reflective consideration
of her own wants and values, where reflective consideration may be cognitive
in a narrow sense or also affective or volitional and cognitive in a broad sense.
Second, they must be self-reflective in mirroring those of her wants and values
that she has reflectively endorsed. Third, the underlying wants or values must
be important to the actor. Fourth, her choice or behavior must be relatively
unimpeded by conditions, such as coercion, deception, and manipulation,
that can prevent self-reflection from leading to behavior that mirrors the val-
ues and commitments a person reaffirmed. Thus, autonomous choices and ac-
tions are those that mirror wants or values that an acting person has reflec-
tively reaffirmed and that are important to her. In subsequent discussion, I
shall abbreviate these four requirements for stylistic reasons by saying simply
that someone must act from deeper values she has reaffirmed.

For someone’s behavior to be autonomous in this way, various causal con-
ditions must also have been met. A person must confront situations that af-
ford significant alternative options among which she can choose. Also she
must have previously developed the competency for choosing or acting in
ways that are autonomous. Both of those causal requirements involve sub-
stantial social dimensions. To that point I now turn.

Individuality and Sociality

No human competency can be exercised under any set of conditions whatso-
ever. Each competency must always be understood as presupposing some par-
ticular range of conditions under which an agent is able to exercise that com-
petency. People can do things only so long as the necessary enabling
conditions are present and the possible disabling conditions are absent. Not
all enabling conditions need to be mentioned. A person cannot be au-
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tonomous if she cannot breathe, but there is no particular philosophical point
to mentioning this requirement. There is good reason to discuss the social re-
lationships that are necessary causal conditions for autonomy. The point of
exploring them is to curb an excessive individualism to which statements and
paradigms of the ideal of autonomy might otherwise be prone, especially in
popular discourse—“self-made man,” for example. In recent decades a trend
has emerged toward emphasizing the social, relational, interpersonal, or inter-
subjective dimensions and requirements of autonomy. The notion of auton-
omy as based on self-reflection is easily amenable to such an understanding.

In a number of ways, autonomy requires a social context for its realiza-
tion.16 First, autonomous persons are differentiated selves with identities and
commitments. They are products of socialization by other selves into commu-
nities of interacting selves within which they are differentiated as distinct par-
ticular persons. Second, autonomous persons must have the capacities for au-
tonomy. These capacities include abilities to understand one’s own wants and
commitments to at least some degree, to recognize alternative options for
choice, to act appropriately to achieve what one wants under the circum-
stances one faces, and to persist in those aims in the face of at least minimal
difficulty. These capacities must be acquired through learning from other per-
sons already able to exercise them, in social practices involving discourse and
modes of self-representation. Third, autonomous self-reflection requires
meaningful options that can be weighed in light of wants, values, or other
points of reference. These options are at least partly matters of the social con-
ditions facing someone, and what those conditions permit and prevent. Also,
options are comprehensible to persons in virtue of shared cultural practices of
representation and interpretation.

There are still other social possibilities regarding autonomy. Thus, fourth,
persons in communities or groups may enjoy autonomy as collectivities.
Shared or collective autonomy is possible for persons engaged as joint agents
who choose and act together as single units. Indeed, the original meaning of
autonomy applied to states, governing collectivities, that were free of the
political domination of other states. Some philosophers also argue, fifth, that
autonomy is a competency the very exercise of which involves certain particu-
lar capacities of interpersonal engagement, such as that of being able to give
an account to others of oneself and one’s choices, itself a mode of discursive
interchange.17 It is particularly the former three of these conditions that my
account of personal autonomy emphasizes. Personal autonomy is thus a prod-
uct of social conditions of various kinds, both those that contribute to social-
izing someone as a self with autonomy-conferring character traits and behav-
ioral competencies (the first two conditions above) and those conditions that a
person subsequently encounters and engages as someone with an already
formed, though still revisable, character and set of concerns (the third condi-
tion above).

As I noted above, one good reason to stress the social causes required for
autonomy is to counteract the excessive individualism to which formulations
of the ideal of autonomy might be prone. Social, or interpersonal, reconceptu-

A CONCEPTION OF AUTONOMY 15



alizations of autonomy are often proposed by those who are highly critical of
individualism. Individualism, for many social critics, is the evil demon of
modern Western social and political life, the source of much of what is wrong
with liberal-capitalist society. There are varieties of individualism, however,
and they do not all succumb to the same critical challenges.

Individualism is a problem when it is manifested in norms that promote
selfishness and self-aggrandizement through the domination, oppression, and
exploitation of others. Individualism is also a problem when it promotes mu-
tual indifference among people by leading its adherents to pursue their own
well-being in disregard of the costs they impose on others and to lose the con-
cern for each other that they would otherwise have had, had they accepted dif-
ferent theories about human personality. Not all emphases on individuality
have these consequences, however.18 In the effort to combat individualism
critics may shift theoretically too far toward social terms of conceptualization
and ignore dimensions of autonomy that are not specifically social. There may
be good reasons to emphasize human individuality in an account of autonomy
so long as it does not promote mutual indifference or ruthless selfishness.19

What are the reasons for thinking that human individuality is important to
emphasize in an account of autonomy? For one thing, the social matrix is con-
stituted out of a great number of separately embodied human beings. To take
embodiment seriously is to recognize that apart from pregnancy and the rare
phenomenon of Siamese twinning, we are each distinct bodies and, therefore,
distinct individual entities, however much we interact with each other, depend
on each other, and engage in collective endeavors. We each follow our own
(separately embodied) trajectory through space and time. Virtually every
human being is a named particular—named by other human beings, but a
named particular all the same—with a name that distinguishes each one from
nearly all of the others. For each human life, a distinct narrative can be writ-
ten, however much the narrative might resemble or intertwine with the narra-
tives of other persons with whom a person shares traits or fates.

Human beings are thus mutually individuated by embodiment and by as-
cribed nominal and narrative identities. This separation and distinctness
grounds the possibility of attributing to persons a particular identity as well
as a degree of separate agency based on her behavior. Autonomy requires in-
dividuation to begin with, itself at least partly a product of social practices of
differential naming and differential characterizing. At the same time, auton-
omy is also a mode of (further) individuating. Autonomy involves practices
by which physically separate selves, who are already characterized by differ-
entiated nominal identities and spatiotemporal life narratives, may reinforce
their distinctness from others and their mutual differentiation by acting on
concerns of their own that are distinct from, and may conflict with, those of
others.

Doings are the manifestation of the agency of an individual person when
they express and issue from intentions that are hers, intentions that arise from
the complex of wants, desires, cares, concerns, values, and commitments that
characterize the perspective that is hers. A self that is, in some minimal degree,
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capable of determining herself is, in that respect, capable of action that she
partly determines as the particular and distinctive self she is. She has an over-
all identity that is partly defined by her deep concerns. Although her resources
for acting and reflecting are socially grounded, she can act and reflect sepa-
rately from all other persons. The distinctive set of concerns that partly consti-
tute her perspective further entrenches itself as who she is to the extent that it
is at all effective in shaping her actions and her life. Practices of behaving au-
tonomously can thus make us more distinct from each other than we are to
begin with. Autonomy further individuates us.

Thus, the capacity for self-determination depends on the nature of selves,
the character and perspective of any particular self in question, and on the cir-
cumstances in which she has matured and now finds herself. These are not
independent sets of conditions. The character and perspective of any particu-
lar self is itself a product of the circumstances under which a separately em-
bodied human infant has developed into a person with a selfhood more or less
distinct from other persons, other selves, around her. The boundaries of sepa-
rate selfhood are not always clear-cut for the purposes of agency, responsibil-
ity, and other modes of engagement for which autonomy matters, but if a par-
ticular human being is not at least partly distinct from all other persons, then
she would not be a separate person. She would instead be a mere part of a
larger human mass. She would no more have a separate identity than her hand
has one, as an integral part of her.

This claim about the individuating tendency of autonomy might prompt
some readers to suspect that my account of autonomy resurrects the concept
of the atomistic self. That fear is groundless. Atomistic selves, lacking any
prior social relationships to other human beings, are not the bearers of auton-
omy. (Indeed, they are not the bearers of anything. Apart from a few extraor-
dinary cases of feral children, if then, atomistic selves do not exist. Even
Robinson Crusoe had to have been raised by others.) Implicit in the idea of
acting according to wants, desires, cares, concerns, values, or commitments
that are one’s own is the idea that one might have acted according to the
wants, desires, cares, concerns, values, or commitments of others but did not
do so. This implicit contrast is a part of what autonomy means; autonomy is
not heteronomy. In this respect as well, then, autonomy requires a social con-
text as an enabling, or causal, background; it cannot emerge except out of so-
cial relationships. Although autonomy is individuating in its effects on per-
sons, it never loses its social rootedness. Socially deracinated, autonomy
would be a pointless and meaningless notion.

What is social, however, is not necessarily autonomous. What distinguishes
an autonomous self from those who are not autonomous but who are equally
the products of social contexts is the degree of individuated distinctness and
coherence that an autonomous self achieves by acting in ways that accord
with her reaffirmation of certain deeper wants and commitments that charac-
terize her in particular. Autonomy is a matter of degree, which means that
selves who are relatively more autonomous come to harbor, within the range
of capacities they can exercise separately from others (although they needn’t
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exercise them separately), a greater assortment of the capacities for reflective
agency, or harbor them to a more effective degree than do selves who are rela-
tively less autonomous.

Autonomous selves, then, are socially situated selves whose choices or ac-
tions tend to intensify their differentiated distinctness from the mass of hu-
manity constituting their social context. Minimally autonomous selves are
minimally differentiated and individuated. Highly autonomous selves are
highly differentiated and individuated.20 Yet no person is utterly alone or self-
contained over the course of an entire lifetime, nor is any human being with
the least capacity for action utterly merged indistinguishably with surround-
ing humanity as if she were simply a continuous part of seamless human stuff.
The crucial social questions about autonomy are matters of degree. How
much or how little human interrelationship is necessary for autonomy? What
sorts of human interrelationship are necessary for autonomy? What sorts of
human interrelationship are hindrances to autonomy?

To be autonomous, someone should have a significant array of opportuni-
ties to act in ways that reflect what deeply matters to her. Conditions should
not so limit her options that she cannot choose or act for the sake of any of her
deep values or commitments. When widely or deeply obstructed by social
conditions that prevent her choices or actions from reflecting her deeper con-
cerns, a person’s choices and actions will lack autonomy and she may well be
living under conditions of oppression. Unjust or oppressive social conditions
are those that prevent some group of people from acting according to what
matters to them. An account of autonomy should incorporate a recognition of
the impact of social injustice and oppression on autonomy, and to do this it
must take particular notice of social conditions that suppress people’s options
for living in ways that accord with what deeply matters to them.

A disabling social context can obstruct someone’s capacity to pursue her
goals, ambitions, and dreams.21 This is another important reason for empha-
sizing individuality in an account of autonomy. Circumstances can severely
limit what a person is capable of doing, and these conditions are not generally
something she determines. If someone must struggle constantly to survive or
to satisfy basic needs for herself or those she cares for, her ability to exercise
autonomy competency will be reduced, although, as I argue below, it is not en-
tirely precluded. An agent must also not be overly subjected to coercive pres-
sures or the controlling power of other persons when she reflects on what mat-
ters to her or attempts to act accordingly. The harshness and coerciveness of
someone’s situation are partly matters of the social context in which she lives
and of her relative place within it. Thus someone might have autonomy com-
petency yet not be an autonomous person because she is frequently blocked
from exercising that competency by obstacles over which she may have little
control. For an agent’s choices and actions to reflect her deep concerns, she
must be able to persist in promoting those concerns to some extent even in the
face of obstacles. She must be able to resist to some minimal degree the efforts
by others to obstruct or thwart her efforts to act according to her deeper con-

18 THE BASIC ACCOUNT



cerns. Whether or not someone can do this is a product of the competencies
and character traits she has acquired in her upbringing.

The ideal of autonomy thus gives us a normative standpoint for critically
assessing oppressive social conditions that suppress or prevent the emergence
of autonomy. Oppression does more than simply limit someone’s options at
the time of choosing. It also infects the conditions under which growing per-
sons are socialized. Oppression may damage someone’s capacity to care about
what is worth caring about and it may deform the nature of a person’s concern
for herself. She may grow to value or seek the very persons or circumstances
that keep her in oppressive conditions. She may, that is, end up with “adaptive
preferences.”22 In that case, acting according to what someone sincerely cares
about may nevertheless undermine her long-term capacity to continue acting
according to what she cares about. This is one reason why some autonomy
theorists call for a “substantive” account of autonomy, an account that stipu-
lates limits on what a person may care about, as a condition for achieving au-
tonomy. Let us turn to this issue.

Content-Neutral versus Substantive Conceptions of Autonomy

Does autonomy require someone to have commitments of a particular sort or
that fall within certain guidelines? Some philosophers have argued that some-
one is not autonomous unless she chooses in accord with certain values. In
particular, she must choose in accord with the value of autonomy itself, or, at
least, choose so as not to undermine that value. This is the “subtantive” con-
ception of autonomy.23 The contrast to a substantive conception of autonomy
is a “procedural,” or, more perspicuously, a “content-neutral,” conception.
This is a conception that is neutral with regard to the content of what a person
must choose in order to be autonomous.

On a content-neutral conception, a person is autonomous so long as the
manner in which she reaches and makes her choices, or the relationship be-
tween her choices and her substantive concerns accord with certain criteria as
specified by the account in question. The substance of her choices and com-
mitments does not matter. She might still be choosing autonomously even if
she chooses subservience to others for its own sake, so long as she has made
her choice in the right way or it coheres appropriately with her perspective as
a whole. Someone can autonomously give up her own future autonomy, for
example, by entering a religious order requiring unconditional obedience to
church authority. She will become nonautonomous in her behavior after mak-
ing and adhering to that sort of choice, but this does not mean that she was
nonautonomous when first making the choice.

According to substantive accounts of autonomy, by contrast, someone
choosing subservience would not be autonomous unless she did so for some
higher nonsubordinate purpose which continued to be her own purpose even
in the condition of her servitude. Substantive accounts of autonomy are more
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demanding than content-neutral accounts. Someone must reflect on her
choices and actions in certain ways and, in addition, must make choices that,
at a minimum, avoid conflicting in their content with the ideal of autonomy.

It is important to notice that, on a content-neutral account, substantive au-
tonomy is genuine autonomy; substantive autonomy is thus autonomy on ei-
ther account. Substantive autonomy is content-neutral autonomy augmented
in a certain way. It is content-neutral autonomy “with attitude.” It consists of
choices that were made in the right way to reflect what the acting person
deeply cares about, and it is, in addition, substantively guided by a commit-
ment to autonomy as a value or, at least, devoid of commitments that are in-
consistent with a commitment to autonomy. On a content-neutral account,
someone who is substantively autonomous is more autonomous than some-
one who is autonomous merely in the content-neutral sense. Substantive au-
tonomy involves more autonomy because with it, autonomy seeking becomes
a stable and enduring concern of the agent, one that she aims to pursue in the
course of her behavior. She tends to choose intentionally according to that
ideal and so helps to secure its ongoing importance as a feature of her charac-
ter. Her autonomy is not merely the coincident product of sheer persistent de-
termination to pursue her other concerns. The real controversy is thus not be-
tween a conception of autonomy as content neutral only and a conception of
autonomy as substantive only. The real controversy is over whether the more
minimal, content-neutral autonomy counts as genuine autonomy at all.

To think that mere self-reflective activity, even when lacking a commitment
to self-reflective activity as a value, is self-determining enough to merit the
label of “autonomy” is, in effect, to set a lower standard for autonomy than is
set by those who defend a substantive conception. If we think of both of these
manifestations of identity and agency as falling along a continuum, we can
formulate the debate between defenders of the two views as a question of
where along the continuum to “draw the line” that indicates that a minimal
threshold for autonomy has been crossed. The substantive autonomy de-
fender sets a higher threshold for minimal autonomy: an agent is not au-
tonomous until she can and does engage in more than mere self-reflection in
the right way. She must self-reflect in the right way and, in addition, do so in
accord with commitments limited by certain parameters.

Why should we think that so-called content-neutral autonomy is genuine
autonomy? Content-neutral autonomy is at least minimally self-determining
in that the self has defining concerns that determine how she acts. Her behav-
ior reflects what deeply matters to her. If she acts in a social environment that
obstructs her choices or actions, then her actions would only reflect who she is
if she were able to persist in her self-reflective behaviors in the face of some
minimum of obstacles such as resistance by others. The core idea of auton-
omy, recall, is expressed by such familiar phrases as “thinking for oneself” or
“being true to oneself.”

It is indeed a significant threshold for someone with a stable array of deep
and persistent concerns to become capable of reflectively reaffirming her
deeper concerns and to behave in ways that accord with those concerns partly
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because of those reflections. A major qualitative difference emerges with be-
havior that begins to be self-reflective in this way. That something matters
deeply to a person when she attends to it, and that this concern partly directs
her choices and actions, imparts a special significance to her behavior that it is
appropriate to call determination by herself as the self she is. A self more or
less as a whole thereby becomes a part determinant of what she does. Substan-
tive accounts of autonomy give no special acknowledgment to this lesser
threshold. Content-neutral accounts have the virtue of acknowledging this
qualitative difference in agency by counting such behavior as “autonomous.”

Another reason for thinking a content-neutral conception of autonomy is
preferable to a substantive conception has to do with the exact sort of com-
mitment that a substantive conception of autonomy requires of a person. A
substantive conception requires someone to be committed to autonomy itself
as a value or, at least, to have no values that conflict with this commitment.
What exactly should someone be committed to when she is committed to au-
tonomy as a value? A person who cares about her own autonomy cares about
her own activity of reflecting on her deeper, self-defining concerns without im-
pediment and acting accordingly. She cares about her own self-reflectiveness,
and the wants and values she reaffirms thereby, as ends to promote. She wants
to be able to reflect on and discern her own values and concerns without ma-
nipulation or coercion and to be able to act accordingly and with some capac-
ity to persist in doing so in the face of opposition from others. This commit-
ment is a commitment to nothing other than content-neutral autonomy!

Could a substantive account require that a person’s commitment be to sub-
stantive autonomy instead? To say that I am committed to my own substan-
tive autonomy as a value would be to say that I valued my very valuing of
my own activity of reflecting on my deeper concerns and acting accordingly.
Such metalevel self-reflections would certainly be consistent with being au-
tonomous. There is, however, no reason to require them, even on a substantive
account. They are implausibly cumbersome as reconstructions of what people
ordinarily care about. More important, they are more than is needed for
someone to care explicitly about her own autonomy and make choices that ac-
cord with that concern. Thus a second reason in favor of a content-neutral
conception of autonomy is that content-neutral autonomy turns out to be
what even a substantive account of autonomy should sensibly hold that peo-
ple need to care about. The conception of autonomy that someone must care
about, even on a substantive account of autonomy, need be no more than au-
tonomy in the content-neutral sense. This is sufficient for the autonomy that a
substantive account requires anyone to hold as a value. A substantive account
would seem to imply, in its very own terms, that content-neutral autonomy is
sufficient to count as genuine autonomy.

Other grounds for deciding between substantive and content-neutral con-
ceptions of autonomy have to do with the social practices in which the con-
ception of autonomy is embedded. Practices of responsibility and accountabil-
ity provide important examples to consider. Regularities in behavior that
suggest that a person has reflected on her wants and values give evidence of a
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character sufficiently formed to be amenable to the social character reforma-
tion that is part of the aim of practices of responsibility. Practices of responsi-
bility require that a person be able to understand and act on feedback from
others about her behavior. A person must be able to understand praise and
blame, reward and punishment, and grasp that these responses are directed
toward herself. She must be able to direct her behavior in accord with those
self-reflective understandings. The degree of autonomy that practices of re-
sponsibility require is sufficiently met by the existence of a stable, enduring,
defined set of concerns and the capacity to reflect on them and act according to
one’s reflections. Content-neutral autonomy is sufficient for practices of re-
sponsibility; a person is responsible for her self-reflectively chosen behavior
even if she is not committed to autonomy as a value.

Practices of interpersonal respect are also important for evaluating the
ideal of autonomy. Autonomy has something to do with the respect owed to
persons as persons. Many philosophers agree that respect is owed to persons
simply by virtue of their potential for being autonomous, whether or not this
potential is ever actualized. Nevertheless, someone’s actual manifestation of
autonomy may warrant yet another form of respect, also connected to sheer
personhood. Content-neutral and substantive accounts of autonomy will
have very different implications for practices of showing respect to people’s
actual choices. On a substantive account of autonomy, only choices based on
commitments consistent with autonomy would deserve the special respect due
to autonomous choices. On a content-neutral view, that respect would be
owed more generally to the choices made by anyone with the competency to
choose and act self-reflectively; what she chose would not matter.

Both content-neutral and substantive views can direct us to respect people’s
actual choices as autonomous unless positive evidence shows they are not. For
a content-neutral account, however, the sort of positive evidence that might
show this is more limited than it is on a substantive account. The substance of
what someone chooses is never sufficient by itself to entail that someone has
not chosen autonomously. Instead, we must know something about how or
why she made the choice she did; this may require knowing something about
the conditions she is coping with or under which she was raised. Because these
circumstances are often difficult to discern in particular cases, people’s choices
tend, on a content-neutral approach, to be regarded as respectworthy more
often than not. Content neutrality regarding autonomy cautions against over-
riding someone’s presumptively autonomous choices for reasons that are pa-
ternalistic, or, as John Kultgen terms it, “parentalistic.”24 Content neutrality
cautions against treating someone “for her own good” in a way that conflicts
with what she chooses so long as she is content neutrally capable of making up
her own mind in accord with what matters to her.25

On a substantive conception of autonomy, by contrast, someone’s choices
cease to be respectworthy as choices if they show undue deference, submissive-
ness, dependence, or servility. If someone’s choices do not accord with the ideal
of autonomy, then they would not even prima facie deserve respect as choices.
Respect would be limited to choices that manifestly accorded with autonomy.
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Note that this dispute is not about the reliability of expressed preferences.
Both content-neutral and substantive accounts of autonomy are able to take
up the same stance toward someone’s expressed preferences. Both ap-
proaches can warrant treating expressed preferences provisionally as reveal-
ing someone’s genuine preferences but only so long as no evidence suggests
they are insincere, coerced, or otherwise not her genuine preferences. The
issue I have been discussing, however, has to do with how others should re-
spond to someone once the question has been settled of just what her genuine
preferences are.

The lesser requirements for autonomy on a content-neutral account could
have further valuable political implications. Whenever an ideal has more ex-
tensive requirements, the risk arises that it will turn out in practice to be at-
tainable, or viewed as attained, by only a privileged minority. The ideal of
autonomy is hampered by a history in which it has been associated in West-
ern cultures with a select few, typically, successful white men. A content-
neutral conception requires less of a person than does a substantive account
as a basis for construing her to be autonomous and showing her the respect
that actual autonomy is accorded. A conception of autonomy with fewer re-
quirements is more widely applicable than otherwise. More people can qual-
ify as autonomous.

In practice, someone’s failure to manifest recognizable autonomy, or, what
is more important for theories of oppression, the failure of others to recognize
her behavior as autonomous, may well promote the conviction in others that
she is not really capable of autonomy and, therefore, does not deserve the re-
spect that is premised on a capacity for it. The more features that people think
are required for autonomy, the fewer the number of persons they will judge as
measuring up to the ideal. The stumbling blocks to recognizing someone else’s
behavior as autonomous are increased when people are divided by gender,
race, religion, and other major differences in social identity and life experi-
ence. Reducing the requirements for autonomy may minimize the number of
persons whose autonomy goes publicly unrecognized because of their social
marginalization.

To be sure, this last argument is not decisive. It does not give us conceptual
reasons pertaining to the nature of autonomy itself for reducing the number of
features required for counting choices as autonomous. This argument is
meant to tip a scale that is based on conceptual reasons first. If content-neutral
and substantive accounts of autonomy are roughly equally convincing on con-
ceptual and intuitive grounds, then a content-neutral account should be pre-
ferred for the fact that it will serve better in one of the normative roles that an
ideal of autonomy fills, that of motivating people to treat others with an im-
portant form of respect. An account of autonomy that is too demanding will
prompt persons to regard a greater number of others as failures at personhood
and thereby reduce the number of others they will regard as respectworthy.
Thus, an account of autonomy with fewer requirements has, independently of
other considerations, the advantage of promoting a more inclusive sense of
equal worth.26
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If content-neutral accounts of autonomy are thus preferable to substantive
accounts, why do some philosophers reject them? Natalie Stoljar’s objection
to content-neutral accounts is worth considering in this regard. Stoljar argues
that content-neutral accounts of autonomy, in the various forms we know
them today, conflict with what she calls the “feminist intuition.” This is the in-
tuition that “preferences influenced by oppressive norms of femininity cannot
be autonomous.”27

Stoljar is right about this conceptual conflict, but only if autonomy is un-
derstood in a certain way. The conflict arises because what she calls the femi-
nist intuition embodies the assumption that abiding by certain particular sub-
stantive norms is indeed not autonomous. In other words, Stoljar’s feminist
intuition already presupposes a substantive conception of autonomy. It deval-
ues, as nonautonomous, certain preferences in virtue of the normative com-
mitment bound up in them, regardless of whether or not they were reached or
affirmed in an autonomy-relevant manner.

Stoljar poses a dilemma. She argues that we cannot retain both a content-
neutral account of autonomy and the feminist intuition. We must give up one
or the other. This would be true if the substantive notion of autonomy under-
lying the feminist intuition were inflexible and unyielding. There may, how-
ever, be a middle ground. By construing both content-neutral and substantive
autonomy as forms of autonomy but treating substantive autonomy as em-
bodying a greater degree of autonomy than content-neutral autonomy, we
may be able to retain a content-neutral account of autonomy while still giving
the feminist intuition important weight.

My view is this. Even if women affirm and choose according to norms of
femininity in accord with which they were socialized, and even if these norms
divert women from valuing and pursuing autonomy, women could still be
content-neutrally autonomous so long as their choices in general accorded
with and issued from their deeper wants and commitments. Even if a woman’s
deeper concerns include subservient roles and relationships and she lacks a
commitment to her own autonomy as a value, this would not be all she cares
about. Women traditionally cared for family members and friends and had
role-related daily activities for which they were responsible. The activities that
women were traditionally able to undertake often left women with significant
room for discretionary judgment and genuine, although circumscribed, op-
portunities to pursue what they valued and cared about. Women could still be
content-neutrally autonomous in pursuing the deep, traditional concerns
other than autonomy they happened to have. That is, when women affirm
contra-autonomy norms, such as those of traditional femininity, this dimin-
ishes the degree of autonomy such women can attain but it does not absolutely
preclude it. However traditional or traditionally feminine they are, women
can still be autonomous in much of what they do. They can still cross the au-
tonomy threshold.

What about the question of “adaptive preferences” that I asked at the end
of the previous section? What if some women accept norms of traditional fem-
ininity only because they live under circumstances that penalize contrary
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choices or preclude them altogether? Women abiding by norms of traditional
feminine servility and deference might have narrowed their preferences to
what they can obtain without serious harm and given up on what they might
otherwise have valued or sought. Does this adaptation of preferences to limit-
ing circumstances make autonomous choice and action impossible?

No. Everyone lives under circumstances that are limited in some way or
other. No one has access to every imaginable option. Anyone who is ever con-
tent, who is not constantly frustrated by dreaming impossible dreams, has
some adaptive preferences or other. This fact alone therefore does not under-
mine humanly possible autonomy. Even adaptively deformed preferences can
be the bases of autonomous behavior if they represent what someone reaf-
firms as deeply important to her upon reflective consideration and she is able
to act effectively on those concerns. If what someone adaptively prefers, and
chooses, is behavior so servile that she ceases to act according to her own
deeper concerns in any sense and becomes slavishly obedient to others instead,
or becomes subject to their coercive interference with whatever subsequent
choices she tries to make, then she loses autonomy in a content-neutral sense.
Content-neutral accounts of autonomy thus can handle a wide array of the
cases in which women seem to lose autonomy when conforming to traditional
norms of subordinate femininity. At the same time, content-neutral accounts
can accommodate another feminist intuition. This is the intuition that, how-
ever oppressive their conditions might be and however much change is
morally required, traditionally subordinate feminine lives nevertheless can
and do often nonslavishly embody and express values worth caring about.

Severely Restricted Options and Autonomy

I mentioned earlier that someone’s autonomy is hampered if she faces severely
limited options. Joseph Raz28 and others have argued that someone lacks au-
tonomy if the only choices she faces give her no morally significant alterna-
tives among which to choose. Autonomy is supposed to express an ideal of liv-
ing, but living is not in any sense ideal when it is devoted to a constant struggle
to stay alive or meet basic needs. Raz denies that lives of great struggle and suf-
fering could really be autonomous lives.

Lives of constant suffering are obviously far from ideal; they may be dev-
astatingly tragic. If, in addition, they result from unjust or oppressive social
practices, then they are infected by the moral wrongdoings of others. It might
seem that autonomy would be impossible under such conditions. There is,
however, a useful insight in the idea that lives of suffering, even the suffering
that results from human wrongdoing, do not absolutely preclude autonomy.
Of course, that such lives might provide opportunities for autonomy does
not, in any way, excuse the wrongdoing which infects them. It is furthermore
important not to exaggerate the extent to which lives of suffering do afford
opportunities for autonomy. It is a crucial moral criticism of the particular so-
cial institutions and practices in which oppressed lives are lived that those
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lives are so circumscribed as to face severely truncated ranges of morally sat-
isfactory options.

Autonomy, however, is not only about choosing a luxurious life from
among prosperous options, a life of endless delights. Even the most desperate
and tragic circumstances may present someone with different ways to re-
spond. So long as a person has some choice about how to react to the desper-
ate conditions with which she must cope, then the alternatives facing her may
differ in ways that have both personal significance for the person facing those
options and general moral significance. How to cope with suffering or tragedy
may be the most profound problem some people ever face in their lives.

Over the course of history, people have reacted differently to suffering and
tragedy, some of them desperately preserving what mattered to them despite
grave personal costs. A valiant, noble, inspiring sort of autonomy emerges
when someone stubbornly preserves or pursues what she deeply cares about
during a time of suffering or tragedy and against hostile opposition. We
should not be too quick to accept a conception of autonomy that ignores, as
nonautonomous, those lives that are forced to cope with tragic dilemmas. As
Hannah Arendt has observed in commenting on the Nazi Holocaust, “under
conditions of terror most people will comply but some people will not, just as
the lesson of the countries to which the Final Solution was proposed is that ‘it
could happen’ in most places but it did not happen everywhere.”29

What matters to a person, what she deeply cares about in a way that de-
fines her identity and character, is not simply what matters to her under pleas-
ant conditions. In an important sense, we never fully and exhaustively know
who we are. We have, at best, working hypotheses that may be highly reliable
under familiar conditions but become less reliable under new and different
circumstances. (If Aristotle is right, we never fully are a particular character
until we are dead and then we ourselves will never know for sure who it was
that we fully were.) No one ever faces in a single lifetime all the great variety
of conditions, prosperous or impoverished, ennobling or tragic, that human
beings can face and with which they may have to cope. What one “really”
cares about may well become clear only when one must determine how to
pursue or preserve it under threatening conditions that make those values re-
alizable, if at all, only at great cost. Someone may enter such a situation not
knowing beforehand which of her alternative concerns matters more to her.
Someone may well simply not have had any pre-ordained priorities among
her plurality of deeper concerns. The struggle to decide what to do may be the
very process that gives form to what had previously been, as Charles Taylor
puts it, inchoate.30

It is important to note, however, that autonomous choices, under terrible
as well as joyous conditions, need not be the most moral choices someone can
make. We tend to think someone is heroic if, under tragic conditions, she
makes a choice that gives priority to the wellbeing of others over that of her
own wellbeing. Such choices are heroic in part because they are so difficult to
make. Whether someone makes that choice autonomously depends on what
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she finds she really cares about when reflecting on what she wants at a time of
danger or suffering.

The selfish choice that forsakes others may well be the choice that best rep-
resents what someone most deeply cares about. Autonomy is not, after all, the
only moral value. Part of what is tragic about tragic conditions is that they
bring out the worst in many ordinarily decent people. Decent people may fi-
nally find out, in tragic conditions, how shallow are what they thought were
their deeper and nobler commitments. They may find that they do not have
the courage or heart to defend what they previously assumed they cared about
now that it costs them dearly to do so. Suffering and oppression may corrupt
victims as well as oppressors. These conditions may lead us to betray the
deeper commitments that seemed secure under light-hearted and plentiful
times. This is a large part of what is wrong with oppression. Yet, while tragic
or oppressive conditions may well make it much harder to choose rightly or to
pursue the good, they do not thereby utterly preclude autonomy.31

Autonomy, to reemphasize the point, is not the only moral value. Indeed,
autonomy may be less important than other values under conditions of
chronic suffering or oppression. What we may culturally prefer to idealize for
harsh conditions is not action according to what people find they “really” care
about under these conditions, since harsh conditions may pervert our values
and bring out the worst in many of us. For harsh conditions, we might be far
better off idealizing action according to genuinely noble values, whether or
not these are what people “really” care about in hard times. Under pervasively
harsh conditions, we are more likely each to need the support of others, and
may want to inspire each other not merely to follow her own heart, but to
struggle to preserve heroic values and mutual concern, values that enable us to
do our best for each other just at those times when we are most dependent on
each other for survival itself. Autonomy, though still a possible achievement
under tragic conditions, may be of far less cultural value at those times than
other moral values such as courage and devotion to loved ones. It all depends
on what people find out they care deeply about when they are most threatened
and endangered.

At the same time, some people do turn out to be autonomously generous or
courageous under desperate conditions. Autonomy need not be impossible to
achieve or meaningless in hard times. And the precise values that some might
choose autonomously to sustain may be exactly those that provide moral
goods to others. This result would constitute the best possible response to
hardship, a moral triumph over tragic conditions. Incalculable value emerges,
with a bittersweet irony, when someone autonomously promotes moral good
in the face of tragedy. Autonomy can pull for moral good in bad times so long
as people have the real choice of adhering to or forsaking what they really care
about, and so long as at least some persons care deeply about real moral value
to begin with.

In an optimistic spirit, we can hope that most people ordinarily do include
some genuine moral goods among their concerns. What they might preserve in
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harsh times remains an open question before the fact. Idealizing autonomy as
one value for harsh and tragic times, so long as it is not the only one, expresses
an optimism that the other values to which at least some people will remain
steadfast under duress will vindicate the ideal of autonomy after all.

Counterexamples

I have presented a conception of personal autonomy as centering around the
notion of choices and actions that effectively accord with deeper wants and
values that the acting person has self-reflectively reaffirmed. My conception of
autonomy probably allows for counterexamples that fit my core definition of
autonomy yet seem intuitively (to some, at any rate) to exemplify the absence
of autonomy. If so, this would show that my account of autonomy had not ar-
ticulated a set of sufficient conditions. As well, there might be counterexam-
ples that seem intuitively to exemplify autonomy yet which do not involve
some of the conditions required by my account, such as self-reflective reaffir-
mation of one’s concerns. This would show that my account had not articu-
lated necessary conditions for autonomy.

What if, however, the alleged counterexamples are bizarre and fantastical?
Should we care about counterexamples of that sort? Outlandish examples
provide jobs and entertainment for legions of analytic philosophers. Yet it is
far from clear that they yield insight into the practical or lived significance of
everyday concepts. I therefore issue a challenge. On matters of ethical mo-
ment, let there be only counterexamples that are empirically plausible and
that thereby challenge us to refine our concepts in helpful practical ways. Phi-
losophy is the search for wisdom, not the search for bizarre counterexamples.
Ideals and values that are to be relevant to people living everyday lives do not
have to be so detailed as to encompass every logically possible, fantastical
case. Plausible cases which fall within the fuzzy conceptual border regions sur-
rounding our normative concepts are the only ones we should rely on as
grounds for revising our ideals or specifying them more fully.

Granted, there is probably some Smith or Jones in some possible world
who makes choices on the basis of what she cares about, yet who seems “intu-
itively” to be quite nonautonomous, perhaps because her brain is being ma-
nipulated in a vat by an evil and bored cognitive scientist locked in a Chinese
room. There is no reason, however, to adjust practical ideals to hypothetical
examples of this sort. If concepts are indeed understood in terms of paradigm
cases, then we should expect there to be shady border regions to such under-
standing. Philosophical conceptions of autonomy, even without the label,
grow out of philosophical traditions dating at least as far back as the Socratic
injunction to live an examined life. We can function perfectly well with
paradigm-based concepts in common everyday situations even if we have not
yet specified how every remotely imaginable or logically possible case would
be decided. We thereby loosen the grip of the philosophical obsession with
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micro-precisifying our moral concepts so as to encompass every bizarre hypo-
thetical case that can be fantasized in the armchair of an ethicist.

Overly precisified concepts represent a style of philosophy suited to techni-
cians. This might be fine for areas of philosophy that do not have much prac-
tical relevance in people’s everyday lives. Ethics and social philosophy, how-
ever, are not only for technicians and intellectual dilettantes. They should also
provide meaningful guidelines for people to use in living their everyday lives.
They should be comprehensible at levels of detail and specification that still
allow sensible application, within real-time parameters, to the sorts of situa-
tions that people might actually encounter. Our goal should be to find the best
moderately specified conceptions that we can of ideals such as autonomy. Let
us abandon the philosophically wasteful strategy of micro-tailoring practical
concepts to fit implausible worlds.

This completes my introductory sketch of autonomy. In the chapters that fol-
low, I first defend autonomy against objections (chapter 2) and then defend it
more positively as an ideal worth valuing, especially by members of socially
subordinated or oppressed groups (chapter 3). In subsequent chapters, I ex-
plore further the social dimensions of autonomy and investigate its meaning
and importance for women in various social situations and relationships.
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2

Autonomy and Its Discontents

The ideal of personal autonomy has not lacked critics. Feminists, communi-
tarians, and other social theorists have raised numerous challenges to its very
possibility and its alleged value. Can such charges be answered? Even if the
ideal of autonomy survives a general critique, is it an ideal that is relevant to
members of historically subordinated groups such as women? Would it be
good for women if women’s autonomy were given explicit cultural recogni-
tion and esteem? This chapter offers a negative defense of autonomy by re-
sponding to six critical challenges that have been or may be leveled against it.
The next chapter defends the ideal in more positive terms with particular at-
tention to its value for women.

Criticisms of Personal Autonomy

1. Autonomy—self-determination—is impossible
because there are no selves

A formidable contemporary challenge looms before us. Various late-
twentieth- and early-twenty-first-century theorists deny the existence of
selves. There is no such entity as that which the ideal of autonomy presup-
poses as the determiner of itself. Selves, persons, subjects—these are all fic-
tions, according to this line of thought. What seems to be a self, if actual at all,
is actually something else. Perhaps it is merely a narrative construct,1 or, more
specifically and not dissimilarly, a mere repeatable signification in gender-
based discourse.2

The claim that there are no such things as selves, if true, would undermine
the entire autonomy project. Autonomy is self-determination. Obviously, if
there were no selves, then there would be no selves who could determine
themselves. As self-determination, autonomy requires a being that is a distinct
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self. Selves must be numerically distinct from others of the same sort and must
be separately identifiable as actors, agents, or authors of choice and behavior
in the world. Whole social practices of holding responsible, praising and
blaming, rewarding and punishing rest on the assumption that there are such
distinct selves. Why trust this assumption? Why think there are any such
things?

The presumption that there are selves is more specifically a presumption
that there are human selves. These are the selves that matter most to meta-
physical reflections on selfhood. The features and fates of these selves are the
central preoccupations of philosophers reflecting on selfhood. The possibility
that nonhuman animals might be selves while human beings are not selves
would have limited relevance for philosophical reflections as “we” know
them. So the question of whether there are selves is almost immediately the
question of whether there are human selves, whether human beings are or can
be selves.

If the assumption of selves should prove to be misguided, then any study of
autonomy would be pointless. I am not, however, going to produce arguments
to defend directly the claim that selves exist. Instead I shall argue more
obliquely that there are good reasons for having some confidence at the outset
that the assumption of selves, and, in particular, human selves, is not entirely
misguided. There are good reasons, at least of a provisional sort, for retaining
and working with the prevalent assumption that human selves exist.

First of all, let us explore what those in Western cultures tend, in everyday
life, to assume about human selves. The framework of this assumption is “folk
psychology,” the common everyday understanding of selves that is featured in
everyday discourse among and about selves. Most philosophical studies of au-
tonomy are explorations of, and attempts to systematize or improve on, folk,
or everyday, psychological notions of self-determination. It is in folk psychol-
ogy that selves are assumed. Many accounts of autonomy, including this one,
depend on folk psychological understandings of personhood and would have
to be revised or jettisoned if folk psychology were to fall to newer and incom-
patible understandings of mental processes.

The first reason for retaining the everyday folk psychological assumption
that there are selves is that it is bolstered by the nature of human embodiment.
According to folk understanding (although not necessarily folk terminology),
selves are agents, each one distinct from others of the same kind, who can be
the authors of doings and whose doings are to be explained and understood in
terms of intentional states that characterize them. Selves are agents who can
act, who can reflect on their actions, and who are sometimes responsible as in-
dividuals for their actions. Selves are actual, coherent, discrete, relatively uni-
fied, behaving systems. Selves are entities whose actions must be explained
partly in terms of intentional states that are ascribed to them.

At the same time, one reason for thinking there are no selves is that it seems
that the doings of selves are events that can be traced causally back to prior
events or conditions that are ultimately external to or other than the selves
identified as the authors of the doings to be explained. In particular, what
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selves do seems traceable back to social conditions in which other selves par-
ticipate significantly in such a way as to make it seem that they share in the
agency seemingly manifested in the doings to be explained. The socially inter-
connected nature of human community might seem to undermine the discrete-
ness of human selves, their separation from other selves as authors of doings
in the world. There seems to be an interpersonal diffusion of agency that, if
genuine, would blur the boundaries of seemingly separate selves. Without mu-
tual separation, selfhood would lose its distinct authorship and its differenti-
ated agency. Selfhood itself would seem to collapse.

The socially interconnected nature of human community, however, does
not give a sufficient reason for denying the existence of selves. In the midst of
social interconnection stands the curious character of embodiment. Human
beings are embodied beings and, as I noted in chapter 1, except for pregnancy
and the rare condition of Siamese twinning, their bodies are separate physical
entities, disconnected from each other. Human beings are not like the organ-
isms that make up a living sponge or a coral reef. Human organisms are not
organically interconnected (again, except for pregnancy and Siamese twin-
ning). This feature of separate embodiment has been so important to human
communities everywhere that it has universally (among human communities)
been marked by the social practice of distinct, “proper” naming. Nearly every
human being, once outside her genetic (or, occasionally today, merely gesta-
tional) mother’s body, is given a proper name of its own by some of the other
already-detached human organisms. Human beings are thus separately em-
bodied, nominally distinct, physical particulars who may be more or less
uniquely designated in discourse. Proper naming together with pronominal
reference enable already discursive human beings to talk separately to and
about each new entrant into human community. Separately embodied human
beings can thus be separated discursively.3

In addition to physical separation from other entities, including other
selves, as emphasized by proper-nominal and pronominal discursive practices,
a self must also have some degree of coherent unity as a separate entity. What
sort of unity? It needn’t be a thoroughgoing and unwavering unity of aim or
purpose. A self may harbor ambivalences and discontinuities. Continuity of
embodiment through space-time supplemented by memory access to some of
that body’s past and bolstered by distinct intersubjective recognition may pro-
vide enough unity for selfhood.

Perhaps, to be a self, a being must also be capable of some degree of self-
reflection. This requires the capacity for representing itself to itself, a devel-
oped form of the general capacity for representation. Certainly, in order to de-
termine herself, a self must be capable of both recognizing alternative options
for choice, reflecting on her wants and values, and choosing among her op-
tions in a way that reflects what deeply matters to her. It must be plausible to
say that the options, the commitments, and the reflections on them are “hers,”
that is, are attributable to the one particular embodied self-entity that she is.4

A second consideration supporting the provisional assumption that there
are selves derives from a prior confidence in the moral practices that rest on
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this assumption. This is a Kantian line of thought. We must accept the exis-
tence of selves if we wish to accept certain moral practices that are common in
Western cultures, if not other cultures as well. These practices include the
usual suspects: holding responsible, praising and blaming, rewarding and
punishing. The capacity for some minimum threshold of moral competence
must be a feature of any beings who are to deserve to be held morally account-
able in these ways. Moral competence requires, among other things, capaci-
ties to recognize alternatives for action and to be able to reflect on them in ac-
cord with morally significant standards. Moral competence presupposes
competence as a person or self; it is a more specific form of general person-
hood or selfhood. Unless there were human selves, there would be no warrant
for human moral practices or the evaluations or sanctions inflicted in the
name of morality.

Feminists and other social critics might reject this sort of argument on the
grounds that moral practices as we have traditionally known them are some-
times oppressive. Because of that oppressiveness, we should not accept any of
the presuppositions of our traditional moral practices. This worry, however,
would not be reason enough to reject the assumption of selves. The oppressive-
ness of traditional moral practices does not necessarily undermine any of the
presuppositions on which those practices depend. The presuppositions need
not contain any of the oppressive content of the practices that presume them.

In addition, the practices I am referring to are general ones of holding per-
sons responsible for their behavior and reacting to them in ways that are war-
ranted by what those persons are believed to have done. Far from rejecting
these general sorts of practices, feminists along with other political and social
actors have embraced them. To be sure, much feminist analysis is about
broadscale social institutions and practices, not individual social actors. Fem-
inist political agency, however, has not dispensed with individual selves as one
fundamental unit of analysis and critical reaction. Most feminists on occa-
sion, for example, regard at least some men as individually responsible for
sexual violence toward women or children and regard at least some individ-
ual employers as individually responsible for economically unjust treatment
of female employees. Many feminists have worked for political and legal
sanctions against individuals whose actions as individuals have amounted to
wrongs of these sorts. Antifemale actions are certainly socially embedded,
subject to social construction and often collective in nature. Nevertheless, one
of the primary ways in which feminists seek politically to control and sup-
press wrongful behavior is by sanctioning and regulating individuals for be-
havior that is traced to them as individual agents, for example, as rapists, sex-
ual harassers, woman batterers, misogynist employers, and so on. So long as
these responsibility-based political practices remain important to feminists,
then the accompanying presupposition of the existence of selves would seem
to have practical warrant, indeed, practical urgency.

A third reason for provisionally assuming the existence of human selves de-
rives from the practical near impossibility of extricating ourselves from modes
of thought and language that embody this assumption. A thoroughgoing
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denial of selfhood is difficult to articulate coherently without contradicting it-
self. One form of the denial of selfhood is the claim that selves are social “con-
structs” of some sort. On some versions of this view, selves are constructed by
linguistic or discursive practices in particular. Yet if selves are the products of
linguistic or other sorts of practices, then it is hard to resist the thought that
there must be linguistic practitioners, agents who act in those ways. Who or
what might those agents be? It seems impossible even to tell the story that
selves are constructed by language without at the same time using language
that presumes prior existing selves who do the constructing. Daniel Dennett,
for example, formulates his denial of selfhood this way: “Our fundamental
tactic of self-protection, self-control, and self-definition is not spinning webs
or building dams, but telling stories, and more particularly concocting and
controlling the story we tell others—and ourselves—about who we are.5 And:
“Thus do we build up a defining story about ourselves, organized around a
sort of basic blip of self-representation. . . . The blip isn’t a self, of course; it’s a
representation of a self.”6 “We” tell stories about “who we are”; “we” repre-
sent “ourselves” as selves to “ourselves.” It is very difficult to tell the story of
how selves are constructed in narrative or discourse without presupposing the
existence of selves as the constructing agents.

On Dennett’s view, an individual human organism exists as a biological
being that issues “streams of narrative” that “posit a center of narrative grav-
ity” that is the self of that individual organism.7 The organisms are real; only
the selves are fictional, those mysterious inner entities that are supposed to
“control our bodies, think our thoughts, make our decisions.”8 Dennett’s ap-
proach grants a sort of agency to human organisms, albeit conceptualized bi-
ologically and not in terms of what Dennett calls the “intentional stance.” The
intentional stance is the perspective that posits rational agents with inten-
tional mental states who behave in ways that are explicable in terms of those
states.9 Dennett thus uses a conception of individualized, biological, nonin-
tentional agency to explain away the seeming contradictoriness of his account
of how “we” create “our” selves. His explanatory framework invokes rudi-
mentary agents, selfless biological protoagents correlating roughly one to one
with each of “us,” to explain the origins of the uses of language that construct
us as fully fashioned fictional centers of gravity.

Judith Butler utilizes a linguistic strategy to dispel the self-contradictory
aura that surrounds her story of the discursive construction of selves. She
writes, “The substantive ‘I’ only appears as such through a signifying practice
that seeks to conceal its own workings and to naturalize its effects,”10 and “As
a process, signification harbors within itself what the epistemological dis-
course refers to as ‘agency.’”11 In Butler’s view, agency is located in the re-
peated invocation of the rules of signification covering the “intelligible asser-
tion of ‘I’.”12 This suggests that agency floats freely in uses of discourse, uses
that are somehow primordially possible prior to the existence of users of dis-
course—that is, selves. Butler finds agency in the uses of language itself and
the rules that govern it, all of which somehow preexist language-using selves.
Before there were speakers, there was nevertheless somehow speech—self-
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activating speech. Butler’s account of selfhood has a curiously religious di-
mension to it: in the beginning was the word.

Dennett, too, offers a view of language production similar to Butler’s to
supplement his story of biological selfless protoagents. He writes: “[W]e . . .
do not consciously and deliberately figure out what narratives to tell and how
to tell them. Our tales are spun, but for the most part we don’t spin them; they
spin us. Our human consciousness, and our narrative selfhood, is their prod-
uct, not their source.”13 In a chapter allusively titled, “How Words Do Things
with Us,” Dennett all but endorses a theory of language production based on
a “Pandemonium model.” On this model, language production is viewed as
“largely undesigned and opportunistic,” a process in which there are “multi-
ple sources for the design ‘decisions’ that yield” utterances, including “sugges-
tions . . . posed by . . . word-demons.”14 This formulation does eliminate us as
the agents who construct ourselves through narrative. Still, however, this ac-
count features agents of a sort engaged in doings that challenge our under-
standing if their causes are thought to be mere impersonal forces.

Whether grounded in cognitive science or postmodernism, however, the
important point is that the denial of the existence of selves is less plausible (ad-
mittedly, perhaps only for a limited historical time) than its affirmation. Al-
though the concept of selves seems outmoded to theorists in certain discipli-
nary specializations, the discourses that posit or construct selves remain
pervasive in most human societies.15 These discourses are among our most
important tools for coping practically with the everyday world.16 In deference
to all of the antiself theoretical movements, we could say that my exploration
of autonomy is taking place within the discourses that posit or construct
selves. Exploring the concept of autonomy is a project undertaken decidedly
from within the “intentional stance.” While reflecting on autonomy, we in-
habit the discursive space in which selves are taken for granted.

This does not mean that we must refrain from challenging the details of
conceptions related to selfhood. Indeed, they can be challenged from within
selfhood discourses themselves. We can always debate the nature or existence
of selves, and nothing prohibits us at any time from exploring the theoretical
denial of selves. We are unlikely to linger there long, however, when returning
from the ivory tower to the practical exigencies of everyday life. However self-
less might be the discourses of contemporary theories at the cutting edge,
“we” are far from being able to get along in everyday life without the dis-
courses that do presume the existence of selves. So long as the discursive prac-
tices of positing or constructing selves remain widespread, those who use
those discourses will continue to gain useful insight by exploring the concep-
tions related to selfhood, such as autonomy. Any study that investigates how
better to navigate those everyday discursive practices thus continues to be of
service. Studies of autonomy fall into this camp.

For the remainder of this study, I take up a stance that assumes the exis-
tence of selves. I assume that talk of selves makes sense and that selves exist. I
do so for the sake of exploring what autonomy, as self-determination, would
involve and how it would figure in (human) social life. Selves are agents who
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can act, who can grow to reflect on their actions and on themselves, and who
are sometimes responsible as individuals for their actions. Selves are actual,
coherent, discrete, relatively unified, separately embodied, behaving systems,
however much their boundaries are blurred by social forces. Selves are entities
whose actions must be explained partly in terms of intentional states. Selves
have wants, desires, cares, concerns, values, and commitments, and selves are
agents who can determine themselves to act in accord with what they want
or value.

I assume furthermore that nearly all (discrete) human beings are selves. I do
not have to assume that each human being is one self. It is no refutation of my
view that some human beings suffer from multiple personalities, psychiatric
breakdowns, incompetence, or other losses of coherent, unified, discrete self-
hood. The wholesale refutation of any conception of selfhood, in other words,
cannot be based on psychiatric evidence that some selves are fragmented by
personality disorders—unless it is also argued that these “disorders” are per-
vasive conditions afflicting all selves, in which case the concept of disorder
would be virtually vacated of meaning.

The idea of one human being with multiple personalities or who, in some
way, lacks one unified coherent self catches our attention only because it is ab-
normal. Its very conceptualization presupposes that personalities, even if not
selves, are separate, discrete, relatively coherently unified, and countable. The
concept of selfhood has not been eliminated on this view, but rather is merely
renamed and untied from its moorings in the metaphysically democratic pre-
sumption: one human being, one self.

2. Autonomy is impossible because selves cannot
“determine” themselves: human actions are merely
links in chains of interpersonal interactions

According to a second critical line of thought, selves exist, but autonomy, or
self-determination, is a fiction. This argument, in turn, has at least two ver-
sions. On one version (discussed in this section), no one is genuinely self-made
because no one avoids dependence on others.17 Human interdependence
makes the appearance of genuine autonomy illusory. No human choice, act,
or reflection is ever sufficiently disconnected from social relationships or the
actions of others so as to be autonomously anyone’s own. Everyone begins life
in infantile dependency, and most people face significant periods of interper-
sonal dependency at some times in later life. In addition, anyone’s exercise of
autonomy competency is dependent on social practices and the contributions
of sometimes countless other persons; it is therefore not genuine determina-
tion of a self by itself. Thus, citizens and other “autonomous” political agents
are actually dependent on the domestic productivity of women and other
household members. Economic “self-made men” in market societies are actu-
ally dependent on the exploited labor power of workers and the typically so-
cialized nature of modern, income-producing work. Autonomous scientists
and experts depend on the efforts of whole knowledge-seeking communities.
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And so on. Social interconnections everywhere undergird and constitute au-
tonomous choices and actions. Those choices and behaviors are in reality so
dependent on the scaffolding provided by social relationships that they do not
amount to self-determination.

In part, this is the argument that whatever we call individual autonomy is
actually socially embedded. Autonomy must be reconceptualized in social, re-
lational, or intersubjective terms. This criticism could be carried in two differ-
ent directions. First, we could conclude that because it is socially embedded,
so-called autonomy is not genuinely autonomous. There is no such thing as
self-determination. Second, we could conclude that self-determination is pos-
sible but it is socially conditioned. On this second approach, we would need to
reconceptualize autonomy in terms of its connection with social relationships.
As I noted in chapter 1, I adopt the latter alternative. On this approach, au-
tonomy properly conceptualized is not impossible at all, and a careful under-
standing of autonomy shows that social relationships belong somewhere in a
complete account. If autonomy could be reconceptualized in social or inter-
personal terms, this criticism would not undermine the concept of autonomy
at all. It would merely reframe it. That reconceptualization has indeed been
going on for some time now.18

The objection that selves cannot really determine themselves points also to
the familiar metaphysical concern about autonomy. No matter how deeply I
reflect on my wants and commitments, they do not ground my autonomy be-
cause they are ultimately not really “mine.” They are traceable, at least in
part, to causal conditions outside of and other than myself. These conditions
include social, biological, and physical factors. To the extent that these condi-
tions determine a person’s wants or commitments, or the choices she makes in
light of those wants or commitments, she is not completely self-determining. If
self-determination cannot be complete, autonomy is illusory.

This is a traditional worry about autonomy: if the causal chain does not
begin with the agent herself, then in what sense is it she who does the deter-
mining of herself? A compatibilist answer to this criticism, to which I sub-
scribe, is that autonomy is a matter of degree and requires agents simply to
harbor the capacities for certain sorts of reflection and agency, however these
were acquired or are interconnected with the agency of others. Those reflec-
tive and practical capacities together with wants and desires must constitute a
self who, as a self, plays a determining role in the processes leading to her be-
havior. Self-determination may, ontologically speaking, be merely an interme-
diate causal process in a causal sequence extending backward and forward to
infinity. Such causal embeddedness does not undermine its character as the
kind of causal stage in the process that it is: the part determination by a self of
her own behavior. All else is history.

Autonomy is clearly a matter of degree. Although obvious, this point may
not have been sufficiently emphasized by traditional accounts of autonomy.
For Kant, writing about moral autonomy in particular, one either has the ca-
pacity to give oneself the moral law and to act for the sake of duty or one does
not. If autonomy is a competency, it is tempting to think that one either has it
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somehow entirely or one does not have it at all. There is no intermediate pos-
sibility. Anything less than autonomous moral self-legislation is simply not au-
tonomy. Yet even competencies admit of degrees.

Most theorists of autonomy now note explicitly that autonomy allows for
matters of degree. No human being is ever wholly socially independent, so
total independence cannot be a requirement of autonomy. Human beings who
are autonomous are only relatively autonomous—relatively more so, that is,
than others who do less of what autonomy calls for. Someone who is relatively
more autonomous than others is someone who harbors within herself the ca-
pacities to engage in self-reflection more extensively or more deeply than they.
One who reflectively reaffirms her wants or commitments more often than
others has, in that respect, more autonomy than those others. As well, some-
one who notices how her wants or commitments were shaped by social forces
and who reconsiders them in light of these reflections has more autonomy in
that respect than does someone whose reflections lack that depth.19 In addi-
tion, someone is relatively more autonomous than others if she can engage
those capacities alone, without the current input of other persons. And some-
one is relatively more autonomous than others if she has more of a capacity to
persist in behaving according to what matters to her even in the face of some
minimal degree of opposition by others. (This, of course, does not mean that
autonomous choices, actions, or reflections can be performed without any
prior social grounding whatever.)

Thus an agent is autonomous (to some degree) so long as she harbors the
capacity to reflectively reaffirm, and persist in acting according to, her own
deeper wants and commitments, regardless of how those wants originated
and regardless of how she acquired the capacity to reflect on them. Autonomy
is a matter of someone as a self, distinguished by a certain perspective of wants
and values, reflecting in certain ways on at least some of her choices and ac-
tions. So long as someone engages in those reflections to a minimal extent, she
crosses the autonomy threshold. It does not matter that those doings, in turn,
can be traced to causal ancestors that are “external” to, or other than, the self
herself. Socialization and social influences endow human individuals with ca-
pacities to carry certain processes out on their own, without further need of
input from those social conditions. The concept of autonomy simply requires
it to be appropriate to mark off specific choices and actions from the ebb and
flow of events and to attribute these to the individuals who carried them out.
It does not matter that these actions were caused by prior actions or condi-
tions ad infinitum.

3. Autonomy is impossible because selves cannot
determine themselves: they cannot understand
themselves accurately

A second version of the criticism that self-determination is impossible chal-
lenges the presumption that selves can reliably understand their own wants or
values, that they are transparently accessible to themselves. To the extent that
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autonomy depends on accurate self-understanding, it is vulnerable to the vi-
cissitudes of self-knowledge. On the previous autonomy-as-fiction argument,
autonomy is made impossible by the reality of interpersonal causal depend-
ence. On the present version, the impossibility is due to human inability,
whether socially assisted or not, to achieve the degree of self-understanding,
and thereby the self-reflection, that the ideal of autonomy requires.

Is self-knowledge in the requisite sense really impossible? Or is it merely
difficult to attain or to guarantee? Granted, a good deal of what people claim
to know about themselves is faulty; but is it always or nearly always so? There
are at least two sources of support for the idea that people know very little
about themselves.

Psychoanalysis is one source of misgivings about self-knowledge.20 Psy-
choanalytic accounts of the self theorize that whole dimensions of the self, in-
cluding a great deal of memory and desire, are opaque to the self and either
subject to radical misinterpretation or simply inaccessible to conscious reflec-
tion altogether. The interpretive strategies of psychoanalysis, however, are
widely contested. Psychoanalysis is, furthermore, not a tradition known for
systematic or controlled data collection. Relying for empirical support mainly
on clinical cases, psychoanalysis does not seem to warrant the view that
human self-understanding in general is always flawed in ways that render au-
tonomy impossible.

A second source of misgivings about self-knowledge is the systematic em-
pirical data derived from research in social psychology. This research also sup-
ports the conclusion that human self-knowledge is deficient, and it does so
without relying on contested psychoanalytic theories about psychosexual de-
velopment. Is empirical social psychology any more convincing than psycho-
analysis in its suggestion that human beings lack the self-knowledge needed
for autonomy?

Social psychologists Lee Ross and Richard E. Nisbett survey the empirical
research in their field that seems to show that the ordinary ways in which peo-
ple understand themselves are flawed. The major flaw is a misguided assump-
tion about what best explains human behavior. Ordinary people—“lay” per-
sons, in Ross and Nisbett’s terms—tend to explain human behavior by
reference to underlying, stable, coherent personality traits and dispositions
that they regard as the causes of behavior. Ordinary people show a marked ten-
dency to posit such personal attributes, thus displaying a “naïve disposition-
ism.” Social psychological research shows, however, that what are most signif-
icant in explaining behavior are the features of the situations that people face.
The “principle of situationism” is a hallmark of research in social psychology.
On this view, behavior reflects the pressures and constraints to be found in the
situations people face much more so than it reflects enduring personality dis-
positions or traits. A mistakenly excessive emphasis on personality attributes
in explaining behavior combined with a disregard of the explanatory salience
of situational conditions constitutes the “fundamental attribution error.”21

Ordinary people exhibit the same mistakes when reasoning about them-
selves as they do when reasoning about others. They mistakenly tend to ex-
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plain their own behavior in terms of personality traits and dispositions rather
than in terms of situational factors.22 These misunderstandings of behavior
and its causes are relevant to autonomy. A person might believe herself to have
certain deep wants and values on the basis of past behavior which she has ex-
plained by inaccurately attributing those wants and values to herself as stable,
enduring personality traits. If a person acted according to wants and values
she did not really have, she would obviously not be acting according to her
own deep commitments. She would not be autonomous. People’s misunder-
standing of their own wants and values, if widespread enough, could render
autonomy practically impossible.

Ross and Nisbett soften their stark picture of human misunderstanding
with some qualifications. They concede that our everyday expectations about
the behavior of people well known to us have a great deal of predictive relia-
bility. We can predict behavior reliably, for example, when we have extensive
familiarity with actors and their situations. Yet Ross and Nisbett still insist
that any accuracy we ordinarily show in predicting behavior derives not so
much from knowledge of human personality and character as it does from the
ways in which personality and situation are ordinarily confounded; our accu-
rate everyday predictions of behavior are based on implicit knowledge of situ-
ation rather than knowledge of character attributes.23

Thus, Ross and Nisbett’s account does not preclude accurate self-
understanding. Instead, it requires us to rethink the evidentiary basis for such
understanding. On Ross and Nisbett’s view, people have no direct access to
their own cognitive processes. Even emotional awareness is not based on the
feeling of internal physiological states. According to Ross and Nisbett, when
someone understands herself accurately, it is because she has correctly attrib-
uted her behavior to situational factors, and has probably refrained from at-
tributing personality traits to herself.24

Ross and Nisbett argue that an adequate explanation of behavior must
take account of the subjective perspective of the actor and, particularly, how
she construes the situation she faces. The impact of any situation on an actor
depends on the “personal and subjective meaning” attached to the situation
by the actor. Her understanding of her situations, in turn, derives in part from
her intentions, goals, and preferences.25 Ross and Nisbett thus allow that peo-
ple have goals and preferences. These are features of a person’s perspective
that partly explain why she construes a situation as she does. Goals and pref-
erences sound remarkably like the wants and values that most accounts of au-
tonomy require people to have.26

Thus, Ross and Nisbett’s account does not actually deny that people have
wants and values. What their account requires is that a person come to under-
stand her wants and values not by introspective self-examination but rather
by considering her past behavior and the situations in which it occurred and
then narrowly tailoring her inferences about herself only to what is clearly
supported by that data. She should not extrapolate about her commitments
much beyond what she has already shown clearly in past action. None of this
is inconsistent with my account of the self-reflection required for autonomy.
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Self-reflection needs to be reflection on oneself as an agent, but it does not
need to be reflection on a private inner realm. It can equally be reflection on
one’s past behavior. It can also be cautiously and narrowly linked to clear-cut
evidence. As long as accurate self-knowledge is at all possible, even the fre-
quent occurrence of self-misunderstanding would not undermine accounts of
autonomy based on reflective self-understanding. Choices and behaviors
based on misunderstanding oneself would not themselves constitute au-
tonomous choices or actions but would also not preclude such behavior from
occurring.

Indeed, if human beings misunderstood themselves all the time, that would
mean that even social psychology and psychoanalysis would both have to be
distrusted! Those fields, too, would constitute merely alternative forms of
human self-misunderstanding. On the other hand, if psychoanalysis and so-
cial psychology were at all reliable in revealing our genuine wants and values,
or revealing reliable strategies for us to use in understanding our behavior and
ourselves, then reliable self-understanding must therefore sometimes be possi-
ble. Thus, rather than undermining the practical significance of conceptions
of autonomy by revealing the futility of attempts at self-knowledge, psycho-
analysis and empirical social psychology support autonomy by enabling
us to correct our self-misconceptions and improve our prospects for self-
knowledge.

4. Autonomy is possible but not genuinely valuable;
indeed, it might be positively harmful, especially to
socially subordinated or oppressed groups

Another objection to the ideal of autonomy is that, as traditionally theorized,
it is excessively individualistic and, because of this, ultimately harmful.27 Ac-
cording to some critics, mainstream philosophy conceptualizes autonomy as
the achievement of isolated social atoms and promotes independence, self-
sufficiency, and disconnection from close interpersonal involvement with oth-
ers.28 It also promotes interpersonal distancing and adversariness by leading
persons to regard one another as threats, to consider everyone as a merely self-
interested, rational utility maximizer.

Any argument that autonomy is harmful must first clarify who exactly is
harmed by it. Is it those who possess some degree of it? Or is it those who in-
teract with persons who possess it? Perhaps the autonomy of some imposes
burdens on their friends or loved ones. These two charges of harm, harm to
the possessor and harm to those with whom she interacts, would be quite dis-
tinct and would probably have to be defended differently. It is important to
ask of any charge that autonomy is harmful: who exactly is supposed to be
harmed by it? And, of course, what exactly is the harm?

Who would be harmed by the cultural idealizing of an individualistic con-
ception of autonomy? Perhaps those who would attain some degree of auton-
omy, as individualistically conceptualized, would do so by detaching them-
selves from social relationships that had previously been important in their
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lives. Misguidedly seeking autonomy through disconnection, they would
abandon or destroy the relationships on which they had been depending for
identity, survival, and flourishing. How serious a harm this would be for the
autonomy seeker would depend on how well she tolerated the disconnection
and on the life she managed to live despite the ruined relationships. At the
same time, if my earlier argument is right in holding that persons depend on
social relationships for the development of autonomy competency, for options
for choice, and for cultural resources for making sense of those options, then
autonomy need not require disconnection from others. Current interpersonal
understandings of autonomy show that autonomy does not require social iso-
lation or self-sufficiency.

Those who seek autonomy might suffer from pursuing self-sufficiency and
disconnection from others that were ultimately unattainable and had nothing
to do with autonomy. They would therefore have been wasting their time in
such pursuits. In those cases, the harm to the autonomy seeker would be the
loneliness she might suffer from having severed social ties she didn’t need to
sever in pursuit of an ideal she misunderstood. In cutting herself off from rela-
tional ties, however, she would not have been harmed by autonomy. She
would have been harmed, if at all, by the loss of relationships she mistakenly
abandoned because of a misconception about what autonomy required.

More significant than harm to someone who seeks autonomy might be the
suffering imposed on friends and others close to one who seeks it. Even if au-
tonomy does not require social detachment or personal self-sufficiency, it does
not preclude them either. (More on this in chapter 5.) Some who seek auton-
omy might pull away from relationships on which others depend for survival
or for the satisfaction of basic needs. In such cases, those others may well suffer
badly from the cultural idealization of an individualistic conception of auton-
omy, particularly if they have no alternative means of support. The autonomy
seeker would have wronged those dependent on her. I shall argue in chapter 5
that these wrongs arise only when the autonomy seeker is someone who has re-
sponsibilities to care for or protect others, or to sustain committed relation-
ships with those others on which they rely emotionally. The wrong that an
autonomy-seeker commits when seeking individualistic autonomy would con-
sist in the failure to fulfill these responsibilities. Without such responsibilities
to particular others, however, a person has no general responsibility simply to
remain in just any social relationships in which she finds herself.

Defaulting on responsibilities to others should be distinguished from
merely disconnecting from them. Mere social disconnection involving no fail-
ure to fulfill moral responsibilities to others, to the degree that this is possible,
does not involve a moral wrong to anyone else. Indeed, one can default on re-
sponsibilities to others even while remaining intimately bound up with them.
Disconnection is obviously not a necessary condition for treating others irre-
sponsibly, nor is it, by itself, a sufficient condition. Thus, even if autonomy in-
volved interpersonal detachment, this would not, by itself, make autonomy
wrongfully harmful to those who were previously connected to someone now
seeking individualistic autonomy.

42 THE BASIC ACCOUNT



What about the cultural impact of the idealizing of individualistic auton-
omy in public life? This ideal is often associated with certain sorts of economic
and political behavior which lead some people to behave in ways that may
have an oppressive impact on others who do not behave in those ways. Ratio-
nal economic man, one of the models of autonomy in recent theorizing, enters
the capitalist marketplace aiming to maximize his economic gains in competi-
tion with others. The epitome of economic achievement is to be a “self-made
man.” The drive for competitive success in the world of economic productiv-
ity is the force behind some of the ills of capitalism: the economic exploitation
of less competitive and less advantaged workers, the overuse of scarce natural
resources, the creation through advertising of useless as well as harmful con-
sumer demands, a production economy that satisfies the luxury whims of af-
fluent consumers while neglecting the survival needs of the poor, and so on.
Lorraine Code links autonomy to a quest for mastery. “Autonomous man,”
she writes, assumes “he can be master of all he surveys.”29

The question, once again, is whether the culprit here is autonomy or
whether it is something else. On my view, autonomous choices and actions are
those that accord with the deeper wants and values the acting person has re-
flectively reaffirmed and that are partly caused by those self-reflections. There
is nothing in this idea of autonomy that necessarily, or even probably, requires
aggressive competitiveness in dealings with others or a quest for mastery over
others. Autonomy requires exploring what one cares deeply about and striv-
ing to act accordingly.

If one cares deeply about trouncing one’s economic competitors or winning
economic success at any price, then the ideal of autonomy does license the cor-
responding actions. In no sense, however, does autonomy by itself call for
these commitments or actions in their own right. Considering the great variety
of wants, values, and commitments that populate the world of human con-
cerns, it would be surprising if autonomy were only or usually displayed by
competitive, self-aggrandizing behavior. There are cultural supports for eco-
nomic competition, ruthless aggression, and selfish indifference to others, but
these supports undergird those phenomena directly, and do not seem to oper-
ate through the intermediate process of idealizing autonomy. Granted, noth-
ing about the ideal of autonomy precludes selfish indifference to others or
ruthless aggression toward them. Since autonomy is not the only morally
valuable ideal, however, such choices, even when made autonomously, are al-
ways open to moral criticism in other terms. Thus, autonomous behavior may
sometimes be ruthless, exploitative, and oppressive, but when it is, autonomy
itself is not the moral problem.

Margaret Walker interprets autonomy in a way that suggests a different
harm from that of promoting ruthless individualism. She suggests that auton-
omy, as defended by various contemporary philosophers,30 amounts to a
mode of self-superintendence. One becomes accountable for managing one-
self. Yet accountability, suggests Walker, is accountability to others. If Walker
is right, it becomes less clear how autonomy would constitute the genuine de-
termination of a self by itself. If the self’s determination of itself is subject to
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the approval or recognition of others, then the self no longer is the reference
point for its own determination; recognition by others becomes the governing
standard for what constitutes autonomy. Although proclaimed as something
that frees someone from social regulation, autonomy would amount instead
to mere internalization of those very regulatory processes. An autonomous
person would come to manage or supervise herself very much in accord with
the demands of dominant social norms, after all. On Walker’s suggestion, “au-
tonomous” persons, as currently conceptualized by philosophers, would in ef-
fect be subordinating themselves to others. This prompts the thought that au-
tonomy might function as an “opiate of the masses,” leading them to act in
ways that they thought were liberating but that in fact merely reinforced their
social subordination.

It is not clear that Walker had all the above suggestions in mind; neverthe-
less, she is right to worry about conceptions of autonomy that depend on ac-
countability to others, especially in regard to women’s autonomy. Walker’s
critique might well apply indirectly to the sort of autonomy that Kant theo-
rized for the moral realm. Everyone’s worth, for Kant, consists in a capacity to
give themselves the moral law, something that is predetermined by universal
reason. On this view, no one’s quest for autonomy is successful unless it is
done as any rational being would do it. It is predetermined what law one must
choose to obey, and one’s rational moral nature is not fulfilled unless one gives
oneself just this law. Giving oneself any other law, or more carefully, any other
“law,” would be mere heteronomy. On Kant’s account of it, an autonomous
chooser turns out to be someone who should be able to account for her
choices to any other rational nature.

Not all conceptions of autonomy, however, connect autonomy to the ca-
pacity for accountable self-superintendence in accord with the normative re-
quirements of others.31 My own account avoids relying on this notion.
Among canonical sources in philosophy, Mill, in On Liberty, also defends a
different account of autonomy. Mill’s ideal is aimed specifically at encourag-
ing public tolerance of unpopular beliefs and unconventional lives that decid-
edly do not conform to the normative requirements of others. These beliefs
and lives might seem quite unjustifiable to others and might, on Mill’s view, be
in fact unjustifiable because wrong. Yet so long as others are not harmed by
the existence of those unconventional lives, Mill calls for the social toleration
of individuals who choose them. To be sure, Mill hopes that idiosyncratic in-
dividuals will defend their beliefs or behaviors to others, if for no other reason
than that the majority is benefited by having to reexamine their own convic-
tions. Mill does not, however, regard the majority as endowed with normative
authority and does not think that dissenters who live lives of their own must
be able to account for themselves to anyone else.

Walker is right, however, to see in autonomy a kind of self-super-
intendence. This notion alone, however, does not necessitate accountability to
others. One superintends oneself for the sake of promoting a life that accords
best with a nomos of one’s own. On my account, there is no being, rational or
otherwise, to whom one must give, or be able to give, an account of that
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nomos in order to count as autonomous. Autonomy competency might in-
volve such an accounting ability as a coincidental side effect, but it is not con-
stitutively a part of autonomy as such. Autonomy does not require any ac-
counting or accountability to others that would insidiously reduce autonomy
to a covert form of intersubjective deference.32

5. Autonomy is possible and genuinely valuable, but
has been restricted in practice to elite social groups

According to this criticism, the ideal of autonomy has been available for only
some people in modern liberal societies, middle- and upper-class white men in
particular. Autonomy involves someone acting according to those of her
deeper wants or commitments that she has reflectively reaffirmed. For some-
one’s actions to cohere in this way with what she cares about, she has to have
options to behave in ways that accord with what she wants or values. The op-
portunities facing her must be sufficiently diverse to accommodate her con-
cerns. It seems that substantial degrees of autonomy have historically been
largely accessible only to those with an array of significant alternative life
prospects and the education or training to reflect on such things. In the United
States, for example, many young white men could dedicate themselves to the
pursuit of financial, political, professional, or business success if that was
what they wanted, and have serious hopes of being effective in achieving their
goals. Success in the pursuit of such goals is part of the American dream, a
founding myth of United States culture. Yet many social groups lag far behind
white men in the per capita degree to which they can attain the American
dream by dint of their own activities.33

There are two aspects to this problem. One is that the good of autonomy
has been restricted to a privileged few. The other is that this social good has
become available to the privileged few through the exploited labor of many
others who are denied access to the fruits of their own labor. Societies con-
structed around the ideal of autonomy, or around related variations such as
the paradigm of the “self-made man,” are hierarchical societies in which the
autonomy of a few, genuine though it might be, is often sustained by the ex-
ploited labor and subordination of the many. Autonomous male citizens, for
example, were able to attain political autonomy in the past, and often still
today, because they were freed for civic participation by the domestic labor of
women and other unacknowledged household workers. Autonomous busi-
ness tycoons achieved their economic preeminence in virtue of their access to
wealth, education, good credit, social connections, college fraternities, cheap
labor, or the other social privileges needed to engage in economic risk taking.
Autonomous scientists and experts are the credentialed and publicly visible
members of whole knowledge-seeking communities. And so on.

Those few members of a society who are able to achieve some significant
degree of autonomy in their lives are usually the ones whose lives are not over-
burdened with the struggle to survive and feed their families. They are the
ones who have time to reflect on their deepest convictions and commitments,
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and they are the ones who have social opportunities for action that accords
with such reflections, thus making such reflections significant in and for their
practice. They can form rational life-plans and can expect to be able to imple-
ment much of what they plan in their familial, occupational, and public
lives.34 They usually face arrays of significantly different, morally acceptable
alternatives.

This line of criticism challenges the fairness of social institutions and prac-
tices in which autonomy has been embedded as an ideal. In those social con-
texts, autonomy has been available in practice only to a relative few and un-
available to many. Also according to this criticism, the autonomy of the few is
enabled precisely by exploitative social arrangements; some persons labor te-
diously in subordination and deprivation while others are thereby freed to re-
flect on their desires and concerns. These are serious issues for anyone con-
cerned about autonomy as a social ideal.

Does this criticism mean that the lived significance of autonomy is irre-
deemably shaped by the autonomous pursuits of middle-class white men? I
believe not. The paradigm cases that flesh out the significance of autonomy
during a given era or the historic restrictions on opportunities to attain it can
change. Nothing prevents those changes from entering our cultural under-
standing of autonomy and helping to widen opportunities to achieve it. In
particular, the ideal of autonomy can be reformulated so as to make it relevant
to subordinated and oppressed lives.

One strategy for making a social ideal relevant to groups that previously
lacked or were denied access to opportunities to achieve it is to reconceptual-
ize it in light of the experiences, wants, and commitments of members of those
groups. Reconceptualization is at least partly a matter of substituting new ex-
emplars for the old ones that fleshed out people’s understanding of autonomy.
For a culture to forge new exemplars of autonomy, the people who previously
lacked opportunities to be autonomous should become participants in cul-
tural conversations about autonomy.

Autonomy, as I define it, emphasizes a person’s behaving according to
those of her deeper wants and values that she has reflectively reaffirmed. The
wants and values on which such reflection focuses need not be confined to
those of privileged elites. They may equally well be desires to triumph over
(one’s own or others’) oppression or they may consist of commitments to end
social subordination and hierarchy. Nothing in the core nature of autonomy
as self-reflective agency prevents culturally diverse commitments, including
goals of social progress and reform, from becoming substantive reference
points for autonomous choice and action.

Notice, in addition, how the criticism that autonomy has been hoarded by
elite social groups diverges from the other criticisms that I discussed earlier.
The criticism of elite hoarding does not imply or presuppose that autonomy is
impossible or harmful; far from it. There is no sense in complaining that some-
thing has been hoarded by a restricted social group if that something is gen-
uinely possible for others to attain and is a value worth seeking. The objection

46 THE BASIC ACCOUNT



of elite hoarding is thus in tension with the other objections to autonomy. In
the final section of this chapter, I examine this tension more closely.

6. Autonomy is possible and genuinely valuable
but can be, and has been, distorted in practice into
something harmful

The term “autonomy” is not commonplace in everyday life, and what
amounts to autonomy may easily be confused in practice with ideals of char-
acter and behavior that seem similar to autonomy but are not identical to it.
Some of the substitutes, however, may not be as similar to autonomy as they
first appear. In addition, they may be far less valuable than autonomy, per-
haps even pernicious altogether. Critics of autonomy may legitimately won-
der whether autonomy is tarnished by its practical association with inferior
substitutes.35

Independence and self-sufficiency are plausible candidates for surrogates
for autonomy in popular understanding. Superficially, they seem to have
something to do with autonomy. An autonomous person lives by her own
“nomos,” or laws, and is, in that sense, self-sufficient in ruling her life and
being independent of the rule of others. Independence and self-sufficiency
have other meanings that also seem relevant to autonomy, for example, taking
care of oneself and not depending on the care or support of others. Indepen-
dence and self-sufficiency seem to be worthwhile ideals. What could be wrong
with someone taking care of herself and not needing the assistance of support
of others?

The popular worship of independence and self-sufficiency, however, may
well have troubling dimensions. One troubling dimension of the ideals of
independence and self-sufficiency is that they are often reduced to the activity
of earning an income. Income earning has become paradigmatic of what it is
to be independent and self-sufficient in U.S. culture today.36 Lorraine Code
notes how an oppressive ethic of independence and self-sufficiency, centered
on income earning, has been inflicted on welfare recipients in the name of
“welfare reform.” Welfare coverage has been cut back in the United States
partly on the basis of a popular belief that welfare recipients—a large propor-
tion of whom are women—should become self-sufficient.37 Thrown off wel-
fare rolls and denied government welfare benefits, women suffer severe mate-
rial deprivation.38 There are substantial problems that poor people experience
when denied welfare benefits and forced to adhere to standards of indepen-
dence and self-sufficiency that circumstances may make unattainable, espe-
cially while they are trying to raise young children.39

If the ideal of autonomy were indeed distorted in practice by association
with morally problematic substitutes, how should that situation influence
philosophical thinking about autonomy? We would have at least two alter-
native ways to respond to that state of affairs. One response would be to
abandon the ideal of autonomy altogether for practical purposes; perhaps
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autonomy is simply too difficult to portray accurately in popular discourse.
The other response would be to work harder to clarify, in popular discourse,
the distinction between autonomy and the other values mistakenly substi-
tuted for it, self-sufficiency or independence, for example. Critics of auton-
omy who worry that the ideal of autonomy is easily distorted in practice seem
to me to opt too quickly for the first alternative. Why should philosophers,
feminists in particular, give up on a worthy ideal simply because of popular
misunderstanding? Part of the philosophical enterprise is to clarify and de-
fend worthy values, whether or not those values are easily and widely
grasped.

In addition, there is probably no genuine moral value or worthwhile ideal
that is immune to distortion. Sometimes the distortion is a matter of excess or
deficiency. Aristotle’s Golden Mean is based on the idea that any virtue may be
carried to excesses or deficiencies that constitute moral failings rather than
moral virtue. Honesty, for example, may lead to the unfortunate Kantian ex-
cess of refusing to lie to save innocent life, even when lying is the only means
available for resisting the threat to that innocent life. The liability to perverted
excess (or deficiency), however, does not render honesty less a virtue. Code ac-
knowledges that the sort of thinking she recommends in place of autonomy-
based thinking, and which she calls “ecological thinking,” is also susceptible
to perversions.40

Furthermore, despite superficial resemblance, the ideals of independence
and self-sufficiency do not in the end seem to be distorted substitutes for an
ideal of personal autonomy. They seem to be distinct notions. Popular West-
ern culture gives much more attention to independence or self-sufficiency,
and prizes them more highly, than it does philosophical conceptions of au-
tonomy. If autonomy is indeed understood to be distinct from the other no-
tions, then it should not be judged by their liabilities. Philosophical ideals of
personal autonomy center on the notion of a person living by norms and val-
ues that are, in some sense, her own. Everyday notions that are relevant to
philosophical autonomy include “thinking for oneself,” “being true to one-
self,” “listening to one’s heart,” “not following orders slavishly,” and “not
following the crowd.” When societies demand that people be independent
and self-sufficient, they are not demanding that each person live by her own
values. They are not demanding personal autonomy in any typical philosoph-
ical sense of this term. They are more likely to be demanding financial inde-
pendence, in the sense of earning one’s own income. Yet financial indepen-
dence is no constitutive part of autonomy. If the clichés of autonomy (“think
for yourself”) suggest any sort of independence at all, it is independence of
mind or behavior.

Although financial independence and self-sufficiency are not about auton-
omy in the typical philosophical senses of this term, they are related to auton-
omy in being conditions that typically promote its realization. Having income
or resources of one’s own expands one’s options in a wide range of situations.
An expansion of options increases one’s chances of being able to behave in
ways that accord with what one deeply wants or values.41
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To say that financial independence promotes autonomy is still, however,
not to say that the ideal of financial independence is a (distorted) version of the
ideal of autonomy. Earning an income and paying one’s bills are not distor-
tions of what autonomy is about. They may make autonomy more feasible but
they are not causally sufficient for it. Even if they were, they would still not
necessarily amount to distorted versions of the autonomy ideal itself. Philo-
sophical notions of autonomy tend to be, as with the conception I have set out,
about reflecting on one’s wants and values and acting on the basis of those re-
flections. Someone who earns her own income does not necessarily listen to
her own heart or avoid following the crowd.

Even in the context of welfare debates, independence and self-sufficiency
seem distinct from autonomy. Welfare recipients are not really expected to be
autonomous in any common philosophical understanding of the notion. Wel-
fare recipients are not expected, either by welfare bureaucracies or by the pub-
lic at large, to reflect on their deeper values or to live accordingly. Instead, wel-
fare recipients are asked to become economically “self-reliant”: to acquire
and hold income-earning jobs.

It is a mistake, thus, to criticize autonomy by trying to link it to the prob-
lems of a misguided ethic of financial independence. It is also a mistake to crit-
icize welfare cuts by trying to link them to a misunderstanding of autonomy.
The problems with the policies affecting welfare recipients are not that they
involve distorted understandings of personal autonomy. In expecting welfare
recipients to hold income-earning jobs, the public at large is not making the
mistake of misunderstanding the nature of autonomy and then holding wel-
fare recipients to a distorted autonomy standard. The public at large wants
welfare recipients to find and hold income-earning jobs whether or not this is
what autonomy is all about. By contrast, the public at large probably could
not care less about whether welfare recipients reflected on their deeper values
and acted accordingly. Indeed, the public at large probably thinks that welfare
recipients have the wrong values in the first place and need to reorder their
priorities.42

If the ideals of independence and self-sufficiency are not mere distortions of
the ideal of personal autonomy, are there nevertheless distortions of some sort
that might arise in a culture that idealizes autonomy? It is certainly possible
that autonomy might be carried to excess. Someone might undertake no ac-
tion until she had reflected substantially on each alternative available to her
and each relevant want and value. A person who did this would be rendered
inert by her excess caution. Passivity and inaction would be the harmful results
in this case for the would-be autonomous agent. Such results, however, are
hardly grounds for dismissing the ideal of autonomy for everyone. The remedy
for a tendency to excessive self-reflection is to learn how to bring closure to
one’s reflections and take action in due course when situations call for it.

A more morally disturbing application of autonomy seems to arise when
someone reflects on her choices and actions exclusively in terms of her own
wants and commitments. She thereby ignores other people who are affected
by her choices and actions. She acts and lives her life solely by reference to her
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own wants and commitments. This would be to treat autonomy as a supreme
value that overrides other values, including other moral values. Jean
Grimshaw found that something like this attitude appeared in the “human po-
tential” movement of a few decades ago, as represented especially in the writ-
ings of Abraham Maslow and, to a lesser extent, Carl Rogers.43 Although that
particular movement has faded away, the egoism that underlay it has hardly
disappeared from mainstream Western culture.

Does excessive self-concern amount to a distortion of autonomy? Notice
that there are two senses in which a person could treat self-concern as overrid-
ing: one, a substantive sense, and the other, a procedural sense. While excess
substantive self-concern is a moral problem, the problem is not that of exces-
sive autonomy. At the same time, excess procedural self-concern does exhibit
excessive autonomy but it is not necessarily a moral problem. Let us see how
this is so.

Someone whose self-concern was substantively excessive would have wants
and commitments that were all self-oriented. This is the problem of selfishness.
This condition need not, however, involve an excess of autonomy since a self-
ish person might not reflect much, if at all, on her selfish concerns or check very
often to see that her choices and actions accorded with them. By contrast,
someone whose self-concern was procedurally excessive would frequently
scrutinize her deeper wants, cares, and commitments, and monitor her choices
and actions to see that they accorded substantially with her cares and commit-
ments. This sort of self-concern, carried to excess, would amount to an excess
of autonomy. Excess autonomy in this case, however, would not necessarily in-
volve a moral problem such as selfishness because a person who scrutinized
her wants and commitments excessively might care deeply about the well-
being of others. Thus, whether excess autonomy leads to a moral problem de-
pends entirely on the substance of what someone wants or values. And in that
case, the moral problem lies entirely in the substance of her preferences, and
not in any excessive degree to which they are autonomously pursued.

In any case, the ideal of autonomy does not by itself entail that someone’s
wants and commitments should override those of all other persons, or that the
value of autonomy itself should override all other values. How autonomy is to
be integrated with other ideals and values is something that requires a com-
prehensive outlook, and is not determined by the conception of autonomy it-
self. This takes us to the sixth criticism of autonomy.

7. Autonomy is possible and genuinely valuable, but
it is incompatible with other moral goods that are at
least as valuable

This is an argument I do not reject. I do not claim that autonomy is a supreme
value, that it trumps all other moral concerns. Sometimes—indeed, often—
other values will be more worthy of pursuit than autonomy. When people’s
lives or basic material well-being are in danger, securing those goods is easily
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more important than striving for personal autonomy, although considerations
of autonomy may not be irrelevant. Sometimes the lives or basic material well-
being of others take precedence over someone’s pursuit of her own autonomy.
If I would not sacrifice my own survival to my personal autonomy, I should
scarcely sacrifice anyone else’s survival to it.44

The relationship of moral agency to personal autonomy is relevant here.
Personal autonomy calls for using one’s own wants and commitments as a
touchstone for self-reflection. One makes of one’s self, the self of one’s cares
and concerns, a kind of life project to be promoted and fulfilled. Of course,
one’s own commitments may well encompass the well-being of at least some
others, and the social nature of human beings promotes this orientation in
most human beings. However, the conception of personal autonomy itself
does not require this sort of commitment, and it seems that some rare human
beings are devoid of it. With the exception of egoistic moral theories, morality,
by contrast, calls intrinsically for some sort of reflection on the well-being, in
some sense, of others. One’s own wants and commitments are not the only
things that matter to morality. From a moral perspective, personal autonomy
may indeed compete with other values in a wide variety of situations. Al-
though my exploration of autonomy leaves open the question of how auton-
omy should be ranked against other values, I insist that autonomy must be in-
tegrated with them and, in practice, may be overridden by them—or may
override them.

The Criticisms Taken Together

Thus, setting aside the view that there are no such things as selves, agents, ac-
tors, or persons, there are at least six types of arguments against the ideal of
autonomy. First, autonomy is impossible because social relationships and in-
terdependencies are so thoroughgoing as to make it impossible for selves to do
anything that amounts to determining themselves. Second, autonomy is im-
possible because persons are simply incapable of the requisite capacities, such
as accurate self-understanding. On either of these objections, nothing a self
does to itself amounts to (self-)determination. The concept of autonomy
would therefore be an impossible fiction.

Third, autonomy is genuinely possible, but it is harmful rather than benefi-
cial. It is a disvalue rather than a value. It might harm those who seek it, and it
probably harms those who are connected to those who seek it. Most actual ex-
amples of this criticism relate the harm of autonomy to the historic individual-
istic conception of autonomy. Individualistic autonomy leads its pursuers ei-
ther to detach themselves from others or to attempt to dominate them. Most
of the alleged harms stem from these sorts of interpersonal behaviors. Fourth,
autonomy is a value that has been unjustly reserved for members of privileged
social elites. Only they have had the socialization that fosters autonomy com-
petency, the social opportunities for exercising that competency, and the social
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privileges that protect and endorse it. Fifth, autonomy, although possible and
valuable, is liable to be perverted in practice into something else that harms
people rather than helps them. Notice that this does not tell us there is any-
thing wrong with autonomy itself. It merely cautions us to beware of false pre-
tenders. Sixth, autonomy is valuable but not supremely so, and in practice it
may conflict with other values that are more important.

Apart from the concerns I raised above about each of these criticisms in its
own right, additional problems arise from attempts to combine them into a
holistic critique of autonomy. Most important, they do not all cohere with
one another. Either of the criticisms that autonomy is an impossible fiction
undermines the thrust of all the other criticisms and brings the entire discus-
sion to an end. If autonomy is impossible as defined, then it could not be
harmful, could not be something reserved for dominant elites, could not be
subject to distortion in practice (there would be nothing to distort), and could
not conflict with other values. Of course people might pursue or distort in
practice a pseudoautonomy that they idealized under the banner of auton-
omy. Any problems with this surrogate, however, would not be problems
with autonomy as defined if autonomy as defined is impossible. Thus, none of
these last four arguments coheres with either of the claims that autonomy is
impossible.

The argument that autonomy has been restricted in practice to certain elite
groups (argument #4) also does not cohere with the argument that autonomy
is valueless or harmful (argument #3). Pointing out that something has been
unfairly restricted to certain social groups is a criticism that presupposes the
worth of bringing about a fairer distribution of it. The criticism rests on a pre-
supposition that whatever was unfairly restricted is indeed a value and that
those who have been denied their share of it were harmed somehow by that
denial. If the denial of autonomy is neither a harm nor a deprivation of some-
thing good, then why complain about that denial? Unless something valuable
is meant by the notion of autonomy, there is no point to the criticism that it
has been made the prerogative of privileged social elites. (Analogously, social
elites may be the only ones who can afford to spend money on tanning salons,
but excessive tanning can cause skin cancer, so the denial of this service should
not be the focus of complaints grounded on distributive justice.) In order for
there to be moral or political significance in the criticism that a group has been
denied access to something, that which was denied must be assumed to have
genuine value.

To recap, there are a variety of critical strategies available for challenging
the ideal of autonomy, but we cannot, it seems, coherently adopt them all
(except to be ironic or provocative). If we argue that autonomy is not possi-
ble, then we foreclose the option of arguing that autonomy is a disvalue or
that it has been unfairly denied to some social groups. If we consider auton-
omy to be possible but actually harmful to those who are autonomous, then
we foreclose the option of complaining about its denial to anyone. If, on the
other hand, we regard it as grievous that autonomy has been denied to cer-
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tain social groups, then we are committed to assuming that autonomy is both
possible and valuable, and we foreclose the option of arguing that it is not ei-
ther of these.

To decide which critical strategy to adopt toward autonomy, or whether to
challenge the ideal of autonomy at all, it is important to be clear about what
we mean by autonomy. I have defined autonomous choices and actions as
those based on the acting person’s deeper wants, desires, cares, concerns, val-
ues, or commitments that she has reflectively reaffirmed. On my account, it is
of this idea that the above questions should be asked: Is autonomy something
genuinely possible for human beings? If possible, is autonomy something gen-
uinely valuable for (any) human beings? If valuable, has autonomy been un-
fairly denied historically to subordinated or oppressed social groups?

My answers to these questions are: yes, yes, and yes. Yes, autonomy is gen-
uinely possible. Yes, it is genuinely valuable. Yes, it has been unfairly denied
historically to some social groups, such as women (in general and overall).

Is liability to distortion in practice a sufficient disvalue to outweigh the
value of autonomy? Is the worth of autonomy completely overridden by
other values with which it is somehow incompatible? I think not, in both
cases. Clarity is always important when defending autonomy, and nothing
stops us from pursuing autonomy, with due recognition that it is sometimes
misunderstood and sometimes should give way to other values. Those other
values and misunderstandings, however, do not require us to jettison the
quest for autonomy altogether. (Of course, it is an open question just when
autonomy should give way and just which other values should sometimes
take precedence over it.)

Let us return to one particular tension noted above between the view that
autonomy is harmful and the complaint that it has been reserved for social
elites. Although these views do not cohere as a matter of logic, their alliance is
not surprising. It is unsurprising that some social critics should both complain
about the restricted access of a good and at the same time disparage that good.
The ultimate revolutionary act is to repudiate not merely the trappings of
power, not merely the lust for power, and not merely the injustices of power.
The ultimate revolutionary act is to repudiate the ideals in the name of which
power claims its legitimacy. Thus, “we reject what you stand for, what you
care most about” challenges the founding warrant of socially dominant
groups. Yet this repudiation might well be accompanied by a continued covert
longing to share in whatever real value those ideals might embody.

Many liberal theorists have construed the ideal of autonomy as the justifi-
catory heart of liberal philosophy.45 It is therefore tempting for anyone with
antiliberal views to try to discredit autonomy. Many feminists are among
those who have criticized liberalism as an ideology that has contributed to the
subordination and oppression of women. Autonomy has constituted a key lib-
eral value, a cornerstone of liberal philosophy. If autonomy is really part of the
justificatory core of liberalism, then such discrediting will undermine the en-
tire intellectual foundation of the liberal enterprise.

AUTONOMY AND ITS DISCONTENTS 53



An attack on the value of autonomy, however, seems like an inappropriate
way to challenge liberalism. The problems with liberalism are not all problems
with liberal principles such as autonomy. At least sometimes, they are prob-
lems with practices in liberal (or capitalist) societies that are grounded in
something other than liberal principles, practices such as racism, sexism, or
exploitative labor practices. On some esteemed versions of liberalism, such
practices are even antithetical to liberal principles. Societies claiming liberal
pedigrees have, in practice, often fallen far short of approximating the best ar-
ticulations of liberal conceptions of justice, rights—and autonomy.

It is important to beware of the seductive trap of disparaging what Audre
Lorde called the “master’s tools,” or values, just because they are those of the
“master.”46 An ideal or value is not necessarily corrupt just because it is ad-
mired and sought by dominant groups. People who find themselves in domi-
nant social positions may well believe they have not gained their social status
unfairly or oppressively, that it has fallen to them in a natural or social lottery
that is not inherently unjust. However erroneous this assumption might be, it
nevertheless creates a psychological space in which members of dominant so-
cial groups can have sincere commitments to values that happen to be gen-
uinely worthwhile. Positions of social dominance and privilege are not at all
inconsistent with a moralistic outlook nor with authentic moral concern.
Even Machiavelli realized that power, however oppressively based, can some-
times afford to maintain itself through conformity to genuine moral norms.
Only when power faces conditions in which it must rule by fear and moral
hypocrisy, rather than through love and moral honesty, argued Machiavelli,
does it have to recognize its own moral shortfall.47 Even then, members of
powerful social groups may rationalize their domineering social strategies and
avoid facing their self-serving ends.

In addition, dominant elites are neither homogeneous nor monolithic. Nu-
merous dominant groups are rivals to each other and may have to compete for
social supremacy. Dominant groups therefore need “tools” or values that will
be useful against powerful others. Thus, there is good reason to suppose that
the “master’s tools,” rather than being useless against powerful social groups,
might be quite useful indeed against such groups. Even the metaphor of tools
suggests a conclusion different from that which Lorde drew from it. Tools can
be all-purpose and need not preclude use against those who created them. To
think they do in a given case is something that must be argued regarding the
particular case at hand. Thus, the tools, or values, that dominant social per-
sons and groups value may be genuinely valuable, and may have real use as
means for empowering subordinated groups to fight and overcome their own
subordination. I believe the ideal of autonomy to be such a value, and in the
next chapter I provide a positive defense of that view.

To be sure, there is a tension among these complex concerns. If oppressors
can act oppressively while they espouse certain norms and values, we should
wonder whether there is not something wrong with the norms and values by
which they live. After all, if people are capable of oppressing others, how
could the standards they rely on be legitimate moral guides? Something about
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their outlook must be seriously misguided. Thus, even while relying on preva-
lent culturewide standards for criticizing oppressive practices, we should at
the same time scrutinize those standards. My scrutiny of autonomy leads me
to believe that it is indeed a value for groups, such as women, who have expe-
rienced a history of oppression and subordination. It is now time to make
good on that claim.
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3

Values of Autonomy

The previous chapter sets out various challenges to the ideal of autonomy and
aims to show that they do not succeed, either singly or together, in discrediting
the ideal. Those arguments, if successful, are not sufficient, however, to estab-
lish that autonomy is an ideal worth pursuing or upholding as a culturewide
value. For that we need a positive defense of autonomy. What value is there in
reflecting on one’s deeper concerns and commitments, acting accordingly, and
doing so with the capacity to resist at least a minimum of opposition? What
value is there in encouraging people in general to do this?

In this chapter, I bring forward a variety of considerations suggesting that
autonomy is a valuable ideal. I focus particularly on its value for (many)
women. Most of the reasons I give, if not all of them, may be generalizable to
most women and to many, if not most, men, although I do not argue for that
generality here. I focus on women for several reasons. First, autonomy has not
always been idealized for women. Even though autonomy is more widely en-
couraged and supported in women than ever before, it is still not regarded as a
particularly feminine value or virtue. If a case for autonomy can be made out
for women in particular against this history, then the case for autonomy in
general should prove easier to secure. Second, feminist philosophers have fig-
ured prominently among those who have expressed doubts and reservations
about the value of autonomy. Focusing on the case of women’s autonomy in
particular helps to answer those criticisms. It is therefore with diverse
women’s perspectives in mind that I defend autonomy.

The First Person

An ideal of personal autonomy is based on the presumption that there is value
in a life lived in accord with the perspective of the one who lives it. The best
way to appreciate that value is to start with a first-person perspective.
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I start with my own wants and desires, cares, concerns, values, and com-
mitments. If I want something, that means that I am oriented toward attain-
ing whatever that want is focused on. If I have a certain value, that means that
I approve of whatever the value is about. Commitments of these sorts involve
me in thinking that certain outcomes I could aim at are better than others. If I
also conceive of myself as a being in the world who can act to bring things
about, then it is only fitting for me to try to guide my efforts to act so as to at-
tain or realize those things toward which I am positively oriented. There
would be something odd about me, given my wants, desires, cares, concerns,
values, and commitments, nevertheless setting aside these behavioral guide-
lines of my own and leaving the direction of my actions to other factors.
Those wants and values express how I want to live my life and how I think I
ought to live it. My life, after all, is who I am. It is the narrative, space-time
trajectory that is me.

This recognition is at least partly appealing to me because all the alterna-
tives are worse. The alternatives involve living in some way that I do not want
or think I ought not to live. Aside from the uncontrollable conditions of the
nonhuman world, the causes of my living as I do not want to live would stem
from control by other persons. If my life is to be lived by me according to
someone else’s plan or conception, then it somehow ceases to be genuinely me.
I would become a mere instrument of someone else’s intentions. It would be an
odd standpoint, to say the least, to be willing to live according to wants and
values imposed by others that I could not recognize as worthwhile.

Only someone who has no conception of how she wants or ought to live
her life could accept living as others think she ought to live, without any loss
to her sense of who she is. When I agree with what others think about how I
ought to live my life, I want to live in accord with how others think I ought to
live, but not because they think I ought to live it that way. Rather, I want to live
as they think I ought to live because I myself think their plan for me is the right
plan. That it is the plan of others is entirely incidental to my own interest in it.
It is because the plan is right (in my view) that I think I ought to live in accord
with what others (happen to) think about how I should live my life. In such
cases, I have realized some degree of autonomy.

Wants and values are complex, of course. They can be extended to the long
term and combined into more general categories. Sometimes I have to do
things I do not enjoy or value to achieve something else, and the value of the
goal outweighs my dislike of what I must do to attain it. Living as I want or
think I ought overall may thus involve acting in ways I dislike. Suppose that
for the foreseeable future, I have to suspend my travel plans and instead return
home to care for an ailing family member. To care for my ailing relative, I have
to set aside my own immediate wants and desires—my wanderlust, my restless
yearning for novelty, the value I place on cross-cultural experience and under-
standing. Caring for my relative is a thankless task; she is a cranky invalid who
needs frequent medical attention. My commitment to taking care of her, how-
ever, overrides the importance of the wants and values I temporarily put in
abeyance. I am living, for now, as I think I ought to live. It is my overriding
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wants and values that more deeply define my perspective and shape how I
most want to live. If my commitment to my relation is one that I have re-
affirmed upon reflection—and choices such as this are likely to be the subject
of extensive soul-searching—then I am living autonomously despite having set
aside wants and values of great importance to me.

Sometimes we may be glad in retrospect that others pressured us or even
forced us to act against our own wishes or better judgment. After the fact, I
may be glad a friend pressured me into refusing a certain lucrative job offer
that would have involved me in shady schemes to solicit money from poor re-
tirees. I may realize only later how my judgment was clouded by the lure of
getting rich quick. In general, it is often prudent to leave myself open to argu-
ments and even pressure from those who might try to sway me from my in-
tended courses of action. I realize I do not always choose what I am later still
happy about. Sometimes, I may even accede to the promptings of another with
only a vague, semiconscious inkling at the time that her guidance might be
better than my own desires or values. I may follow others on the basis of little
more than a gut feeling, certainly not a developed want or commitment, per-
haps not even a clear reason to trust the one who influences me.

Someone is not diminished as a person, a whole self, by yielding the
direction of her life now and then to others. Any of us may at times feel
overwhelmed by circumstances or may simply wish to relinquish control
for a while. Doing so occasionally may be a useful antidote to living in a cul-
ture obsessed with control.1 In addition, we always rely on others for many
of the concepts and content of what we think about our world, our selves,
and our responsibilities. The narrow range of actions that comprise what
anyone “does” through the course of her life are sustained and made mean-
ingful by conditions and events she did not do and by a world of information
and understandings she has derived often unquestioningly from others. It is
only against such a background that we make sense of some actions as the
doings of a particular person. Only an infinitesimally small fraction of all
that happens, obviously, are any one person’s doings, for which she is re-
sponsible and which are more distinctly her actions than they are mere
events or anyone else’s doings. It is only for those happenings against the
background of the person’s socially derived understandings and circum-
stances that the question of who acted and who was responsible for it could
even arise.

Yet arise it does. For the small range of events constituting the activities of a
person, the questions do arise of who acted and who determined that they
would take the course they took rather than some available alternative. It is for
this tiny range of all that happens, as made understandable by social means of
comprehension, that a person would want control. Unless someone is facing
entirely new, unpredictable, or extreme conditions there is something odd in a
person’s allowing others, simply and for no good reason at any level of gener-
ality, to determine the direction of a great deal of her life. Such attitudes might
be symptomatic of either psychiatric problems or a moral breakdown.
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From a first-person perspective, there would be something amiss if I did not
presume that my intentions for my life have value as the intentions for my life
simply because they are my own intentions. Granted, I may know about my
weaknesses, obsessions, and addictions. I may know that in certain situations
I cannot count on myself to resist the attractions of certain substances, per-
sons, or malicious acts. Knowing this about myself is a matter of evaluating
my desires and behavioral tendencies. I cannot, at the same time, utterly dis-
count the evaluative attitude toward my wants and values I thereby take up.
Sometimes I might try to repudiate all my attitudes at once. We can imagine a
convoluted psychological narrative: I desire to have such-and-such, but I
know it would be wrong to have such-and-such, yet I cannot get rid of the
urge for it, and I hate myself for still wanting it, but I am also appalled at the
depth of my self-hatred over still desiring it, and so on. Yet unless I am utterly
overwhelmed by ambivalence and indecision of this sort when I think about
what I want or value, I normally do take up a stance of some sort carrying im-
plications for what I should do in regard to my concerns and how I should live
my life accordingly. It would be incomprehensible of me to harbor concerned
attitudes yet not care to act in ways that accorded with what I most cared
about. To have wants and desires, cares, concerns, values, and commitments
is, conceptually speaking, to have a practical orientation. It is to intend to act
in ways that best promote what one, in the most general sense, wants.

Even if I were to rely on others to help me negotiate such convoluted atti-
tudes—by joining Alcoholics Anonymous, for example—and could not re-
solve them without help from others, nevertheless, if that help is leading me to
act as I retroactively approve, and if seeking that help is something I do, why
would I give up being able to choose the help on which I rely? If I can choose
it, if I am not overwhelmed by fatigue or illness, why would I give up being the
one who determines whose guidance I follow? From the first-person perspec-
tive of being capable of acting and of deciding how to act, it makes no sense to
yield the determination of those capacities at all levels of generality and com-
mitment, for no good reason apparent to myself, to other persons. Someone’s
doing so is a puzzle in need of an explanation.

There would also be something odd in my not wanting others to respect my
intentions as guides for my own behavior. Others who care about me may ad-
vise, caution, or beg me to act in certain ways and not in others. If, however,
we are peers in normal adult competence, then I want them to refrain from un-
duly interfering with my attempts to do so (assuming I do not violate my
moral responsibilities to others). I realize that these modes of regard need not
be strict or absolute. They may be unwarranted in case I were to embark on
wild or crazy schemes that threaten to destroy me. (These modes of respect
would always be unwarranted on the face of it if I were to embark on wild or
crazy schemes that threatened harm to others.) Absent such countervailing
considerations, however, respect by others for my own intentions for my life is
something I want and need in order to be able to live my life according to my
own wants, values, and conception of how I ought to live.
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Once one recognizes, in the first person, what value lies in living a life with
some measure of autonomy, it is a short step (and a familiar sort of philosoph-
ical argument) to recognizing how autonomy is a value for people in general. I
simply ask: Why should others show me the respect and freedom I want from
them and need in order to live my life as I think I ought? Doing so might in-
volve their curtailing their own impulses or motives about how to behave to-
ward me. In order that I may deserve the respect and freedom I need from oth-
ers to live my life as I think I ought to live it, I grasp that I should show to
others the same sort of respect. This is a normative point. As well, in order to
have any hope of actually getting them to show their respect for my capacity
for personal autonomy, I have to treat them in the same way. This is a point
about actual motivation. Reciprocity then is both the principle and the moti-
vation that prompts me to grasp that I should show respect to others’ wants
and values regarding their lives, the same respect I value from them in return
for living my life as I care to do.

Thus, my interest in living my own life autonomously gives intrinsic value
to the ideal of autonomy from my point of view. From that thought, I am led
to recognize at least an instrumental value in autonomy as a general ideal. Do
I also recognize an intrinsic value in the autonomous behavior and lives of
other persons? I can certainly find direct and immediate value in the au-
tonomous life of someone I care about. I feel wonder (and nervousness!) as my
child grows in the knowledge of what she deeply cares about and the capacity
to pursue it; I feel joy when sharing my best friend’s retrospective satisfaction
at having lived life “her way”; I feel pride in the aunt who overcame tough
odds to follow her dream. These sorts of reactions extend the apprehension of
the intrinsic value of autonomy beyond the circle of self-concern. I can go on
from there to recognize that anyone can find intrinsic value in both her own
autonomy and that of those she cares about. This recognition lays the ground-
work for grasping an intrinsic general value in autonomy.

Breaking with Tradition

People’s values and commitments are often grounded in social norms and con-
ventional practices. Most people assimilate to some extent the norms of their
cultural milieus. People who reflect on their values and commitments are often
thereby reflecting on norms they have assimilated from the culture(s) in which
they were raised or currently live. Such reflections may, of course, result in the
personal (re)affirmations of those norms. Yet critical reflection on norms also
harbors the undeniable potential for personal repudiation of assimilated
norms.

A traditional source of autonomy’s appeal is the potential it offers for
breaking with tradition and convention, for social nonconformity. An empha-
sis on personal autonomy certainly does nothing to reinforce tradition. If au-
tonomous persons are sometimes rebels against tradition, then a social matrix
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that idealizes autonomy will occasionally foster personalities that challenge at
least some of the social practices in which they live. When traditional practices
are oppressive to a group, the opportunity to challenge those practices is cru-
cial to the group’s betterment.2

Ironically, this promise of potential social nonconformity was part of the
allure of personal autonomy even when autonomy in Western cultures was es-
teemed as a value only for (white) men. In On Liberty, John Stuart Mill calls
for the tolerance of unconventional, and even subversive, forms of expression
and idiosyncratic living.3 Society would benefit, argued Mill, from the toler-
ance of what we might call social marginality and ideological contest. Mill’s
plea should alert us to the need to give a sufficiently nuanced account of au-
tonomy’s historic appeal to white men. It may seem that socially elite, privi-
leged white men act harmoniously and in concert to exercise extensive control
over social norms and do so to serve their own interests. On that view, how-
ever, it is hard to explain why an ideal with socially nonconformist potential
should have been made available to anyone, let alone to white men. It is not
obvious how the social nonconformity of members of privileged elite groups
would work to the advantage of those groups. Would they not be challenging
their own privileges?

Of course, what passes for social nonconformity among elites might not be
genuinely revolutionary. Perhaps social nonconformity among elites them-
selves will never be so thoroughgoing as to subvert elite power wholesale. Per-
haps it will always be confined within elite, self-serving limits. This view, how-
ever, presupposes a degree of solidarity and uniformity of outlook among
privileged white men that is historically unsubstantiated. Elite groups of men
clearly challenge each other’s norms and often fight with each other, some-
times to the death.

The nonconformist possibilities that the ideal of autonomy promises seem
genuine, even when exercised by one elite social group against another. Social
criticism and rebellion against dominant powers are themselves elite options.
Largely excluded from the public domain for most of human history, women
may underestimate the depth and virulence of hostilities among men. The dif-
ferences among men, however, are hardly minor. Feudal aristocracies have
challenged the power and traditions of churches, bourgeoisies have chal-
lenged the power and traditions of feudal aristocracies, and churches have
challenged the power and traditions of bourgeoisies. In fighting against each
other, men have devised weapons with the power to annihilate all life on earth
including, obviously, all male life. Even if autonomy has been an ideal avail-
able largely only to socially privileged men, there is no reason to underrate its
subversive potential as an ideal that invites people to challenge dominant
norms and values.

Of course, a weapon devised by men for combat against other men might
be a weapon women would want to abjure. The nature of the tool has to be
considered carefully.4 The point here, however, is a simple one. Autonomy is a
competency that enables men to take up a perspective potentially critical of
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tradition, and there is no reason to think that this feature of autonomy is lim-
ited to white men. To understand the revolutionary potential of autonomy for
all people, we would do well to explore those literatures of revolt that specifi-
cally call upon readers (admittedly, presumed male) to reflect on their lives,
values, and commitments, and that uphold those sorts of reflections as the key
to social protest and rebellion.

Henry David Thoreau’s “On Civil Disobedience,” for example, glorifies
what amounts to autonomy, both personal and moral. Thoreau urges his
readers to reflect in what is effectively an autonomous manner on the norms,
values, and commitments by which they live, which he thinks they have ab-
sorbed uncritically from their social environments. Thoreau’s appeals are
frankly masculinist: “Oh for a man who is a man, and . . . has a bone in his
back you cannot pass your hand through!” Yet the message of “On Civil Dis-
obedience” can be vindicated despite the masculinist garb in which its ideals
are cloaked. This is obvious from a glimpse at the conventional practices that
Thoreau regarded as requiring the gravest moral criticism in the United States
of his day: imperialism and slavery.5

Women, too, can be conquered, colonized, and enslaved. And women can
hold slaves, and in various other ways participate as agents in the social prac-
tices and institutions that permit or protect slavery, imperialism, oppression,
and injustice. Women benefit from autonomous, critical reflection on social
norms and practices both as potential subjects or victims of those practices
and as potential agents engaged in perpetrating or sustaining those practices.
As victims or subjects of customary wrongs, women would be more likely, if
autonomous, to recognize the injustices perpetrated against them by wrongful
norms. Such a recognition might inspire women to summon the courage and
wherewithal to resist and subvert those oppressive practices. As agents of cus-
tomary wrongdoing, women, if autonomous, would increase their chances of
recognizing their own immoral complicities and dissociating themselves from
the wrongful practices they had helped to sustain.

Mere nonconformity to conventional norms, of course, is not necessarily a
good. It does not necessarily manifest itself in desirable social movements or
moral attitudes. This is a crucial qualification of my thesis. Nonconformism is
a purely formal notion. In the twentieth century, fascist and Nazi movements
challenged and temporarily overpowered more humane governments and cul-
tures. Nonconformist autonomy is not restricted to progressive social move-
ments or thinkers. It can be implemented by factions that crush the autonomy
or well-being of others.

Nevertheless, purely formal nonconformity to convention can be relevant
to subordinated and oppressed groups struggling against the customary
wrongdoing inflicted on them. It can be exercised in progressive ways that
promote social justice and future individual autonomy. Social nonconformity
is merely a necessary, not a sufficient, condition of resistance to oppressive
customs and practices—but necessary it is. Toward promoting critical reflec-
tion in general, the ideal of autonomy thus invokes as a paradigm case the crit-
ical repudiation of wrongful practices.
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Self-Governance and Morality

Determination, in the sense of governance, involves the locus of “control.”
Control of individual persons is part of what is at issue in regard to autonomy.
Control of a particular person is a matter of whose understandings, wants,
values, and choices are most immediately responsible for her behavior. Self-
determination is the person’s own control over herself. In self-determination,
the understandings, wants, values, and choices that are most immediately re-
sponsible for a person’s behavior are states or features of that person herself.
This is a necessary condition for self-determination. In addition, the wants
and values most immediately causing someone’s behavior must have some
deep relation to the self in question. They must be deeply important to her and
she must have reflected on them and reaffirmed them.

The alternatives to self-determination include governance by other persons,
or heteronomy. In those cases, the understandings, wants, values, and choices
that are most immediately responsible for a person’s behavior are states or fea-
tures of other persons who are somehow effective in getting her to behave
as they choose, want, or think she ought to behave. Alternatives to self-
determination also include behavior that results from an actor’s wants or val-
ues that are not important to her or that she has not reflectively reaffirmed.

Autonomy is desirable despite its drawbacks in part because heteronomy is
worse. To see what is wrong with personal heteronomy (the contrast to per-
sonal autonomy), let us proceed by way of a not irrelevant digression into the
notion of moral heteronomy. There is an important analogy between the two.
Personal autonomy links choices to states of oneself, namely, one’s own
wants, values, or commitments. Moral autonomy, on my non-Kantian view
of it, also links choices (about moral matters) to states of oneself, namely
one’s own conceptions of what morality requires. Both sorts of autonomy
require the competences of situational awareness, commitment, and self-
understanding.

The ways in which people are prepared for personal autonomy resemble
the ways in which people are prepared for moral autonomy. In both cases, per-
sons must be able to conceptualize themselves as selves among other selves,
understand their own attitudes and motivations, grasp the nature of situations
they face, reflect on and compare alternatives for choice, and make choices
that accord with their own relevant attitudes. We might thus learn something
about the value of personal autonomy by considering how moral autonomy
has been regarded in the Western tradition. Unfortunately, in this matter,
Western culture has made serious mistakes.

In his recent study, The Invention of Autonomy, Jerome Schneewind traces
the modern evolution of the concept of moral autonomy.6 On Schneewind’s
account, Kant’s conception of moral autonomy was the revolutionary culmi-
nation of modern moral philosophy’s developing view of morality as self-
governance, an idea that gradually replaced an earlier Western view of moral-
ity as obedience. Moralities of obedience hold that most people are not
individually capable of discerning what morality requires or of motivating
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themselves to live morally. In order for them to live moral lives, on this older
view, most people must obey those few persons who do possess moral compe-
tence. Societies should be organized hierarchically and those with the greatest
moral expertise should rule the rest. Of course, there are different traditional
views about who has moral competence and about where they get it, whether,
for example, through divine revelation or rational insight into the nature of
the Good. Whatever the exact source of moral competence is supposed to be
on the view of morality as obedience, the crucial point of that view is that
human moral competence is limited. Only some human beings have the requi-
site insight and motivation to be moral on their own. The rest need to be
guided and regulated both to their own good and toward behaving for the
good of others.

In contrast to this historical view, on Schneewind’s account, modern moral
philosophy gradually evolved the view that all persons are equally capable of
understanding what morality calls for and of being motivated to act accord-
ingly. We can see the practical significance of this ideological shift in a gradual
movement throughout the modern period toward social institutions and prac-
tices that became increasingly democratic, both politically and morally. This
movement, however, was gradual indeed. Pace Schneewind, what evolved
throughout most of the modern period was often merely the view that persons
are equally morally competent. Most of the time, that view was implemented
only in part.

Thus, for most of the modern period, as we all know, only some men bene-
fited from the theoretical view that all persons are equally capable of morality.
Over recent centuries, more and more men did come to be respected as com-
petent moral (and political) agents, and gained formal privileges of participat-
ing in social institutions and practices predicated on the basis of this assumed
moral competence. Meanwhile, however, adult women—of whatever class,
race, or group—remained morally (and politically) subordinated to male
power and authority. It was not until the twentieth century that women in
substantial numbers in Western societies were gradually allowed by men to
exercise their moral agency across a great variety of social contexts. Even so,
major religions and most human societies today still fall short to some degree
in both acknowledging women’s full moral equality with men as moral agents
and recognizing women’s individual moral competence for the whole range of
human activities and social institutions.

To be sure, in some historical periods, the public rationale for excluding
women from participating in various social or political institutions, such as
full citizenship and elective office, was not stated as the view that women
lacked moral competence. Women were sometimes instead portrayed as
morally superior beings, angels in the house, but who would be easily cor-
rupted by the rough-and-tumble of the public realm. This view, however,
covertly presumes that women are not fully morally competent after all. Ei-
ther women’s moral judgment or their moral motivation would, on this view,
be susceptible to easy impairment by political participation. Women’s alleged
moral superiority, even on this view, was thus implicitly treated as a fragile
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flower easily destroyed, unlike the moral capacity of men, and thus hardly a
case of genuine moral competence.

One important strand of feminist thought is a reaction to this attitude that
women lack moral competence. Feminism challenges the globally common
presumption that women are not competent moral agents and must be subor-
dinated ultimately to male power and authority. Challenging this presump-
tion requires, in turn, defending the contradictory presumption that women
are competent moral agents, or, at least, defending the notion that women
should no more have to prove their moral competence than do men, that
women should be presumed to be at least as capable as men of grasping what
morality requires and of being motivated to act accordingly. Putting the case
this way allows us to remain (for the time) agnostic about just what morality
requires and what the source of moral motivation is. Whatever morality re-
quires in the way of understanding and motivation, there is no reason to sup-
pose that women lag behind men in their general ability to achieve it.

It is crucial to realize that the moral practices that depend on the presump-
tion of moral competence usually focus on individuals as the locus of that
competence. The paradigms of moral competence are individual human per-
sons. This paradigm does not preclude holding groups of persons responsible
for joint actions. Collective agency and collective moral responsibility are
comprehensible under existing moral practices. Nor does this paradigm pre-
clude recognizing that individuals gain their moral understanding and motiva-
tion in part from socialization and from sustained social contact with others.
No one becomes a competent moral agent alone, in lifelong isolation. As I ar-
gued in chapter 1, however, any of the practices that support moral agency—
practices such as assigning responsibility, rewarding and punishing—rely
heavily on the individuation of moral selves. It is as individuals that human
beings tend most often (in Western cultures, at least) to be the subjects of
moral practices involving social accountability. Even in Eastern societies that
are communally oriented, people are often punished or rewarded one at a time
for their doings. Individual human beings are thus widely treated around the
world as paradigms of moral agency.

To make the case for women’s moral competence in an individualistic
framework requires making clear that it is as individuals that women harbor
the capacities to become competent moral agents—at least to the same degree
that men can do this as individuals. Women’s moral agency, like that of men, is
both socially grounded and individuated. Ordinary adult women, as much as
men, are morally competent individual persons who must be nurtured and
trained for that competency by other persons in social interrelationships
shaped by cultural resources. A social conception of moral competence tells us
that a morally competent person must first acquire from others a distinct self-
hood and capacities to reflect on herself and to choose among alternatives in
light of those reflections. Each person must acquire from her social milieu the
meanings and norms in terms of which to reflect on her commitments and her
circumstances. The concepts and values that shape moral understanding, re-
sponsiveness to others’ wants and needs, and sensitivity to moral saliencies in
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various sorts of situations are all nurtured and sustained in dialogical commu-
nities. It is crucial not to forget the social context that alone enables moral
competence to emerge.

Socialization alone, however, does not explain how anyone emerges from
her social background able to make individual moral choices. A socialized and
socially interconnected person might simply be an extension of those who so-
cialized her. She might be incapable of exercising moral agency as an individ-
ual or of resisting the sway of morally misguided partners or communities. A
merely social conception of moral competence does not by itself help to vindi-
cate the moral agency of each woman in her own right. It does not warrant a
society in allowing women to make moral decisions and take moral action as
individuals—no more than would be the case with men if they were not indi-
vidually morally competent. For that sort of warrant regarding women, we
need an account of women’s individual moral competence.

What is at stake in having individual moral competence is the entitlement
to act on one’s own with some significant range of freedom—freedom from
the domination and control of others. One might not actually be accorded
that freedom by others in practice, but the entitlement to it is a crucial basis for
various moral and political claims someone might make. The entitlement to
act with a significant range of freedom seems so obviously a value that it
would be difficult to contest it. Who would not want to be entitled (and also
able) to act freely without domination by others?7 Who would want to be
dominated by others with no good reason for thinking the dominator’s wants
or values were morally superior?8

Schneewind’s historical survey makes abundantly clear that when a culture
fails to perceive moral competency in certain sorts of persons, the culture is
likely to incorporate, into major social institutions, mechanisms for the subor-
dination of those persons. Those persons will be substantially denied the free-
dom to act individually according to their own wants and values and will be
subordinated to the dictates of others who are regarded as having the requisite
moral competence. Plato and Aristotle, we recall, who both famously reject
the idea that most ordinary people are capable of (successfully) governing
themselves morally, each imagine a political elite with the requisite rationality
and wisdom to regulate the moral lives of all their inferior others.

As long as we continue to operate in our everyday lives within a moral ac-
countability framework that takes human individuals to be the primary or
paradigmatic moral agents, then women benefit by being regarded as individ-
ually capable of autonomous moral competence.9 A certain sort of status ac-
companies the social recognition of someone’s individual moral competence.
She is more likely to be regarded as a reliable (though not infallible) witness to
moral events and circumstances. Her perspective on morality is likely to re-
ceive relatively greater interest and trust from others. She is less likely to be
morally dominated by others. If individual moral competence entitles some-
one to greater freedom of action, then those who cannot exercise moral com-
petence individually—young children, for example—have to be nurtured, so-
cialized, or governed by those who have the requisite competence. Within
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such a general framework, women benefit by the assumption that, however
much human selves depend on socialization, women are full moral agents as
individuals and should therefore no more be individually dominated or subor-
dinated over the course of their adult lives than are men.

How does this view of moral autonomy bear on personal autonomy? One
way of connecting moral to personal autonomy is to compare the sorts of val-
ues or commitments on which each is based. Moral autonomy, on my view, in-
volves choosing and acting on the basis of moral norms and values which
someone has made more truly her own through reflective reaffirmation. Per-
sonal autonomy involves doing so on the basis of nonmoral norms and values.
Either sort of autonomy requires someone to reaffirm her deeper (relevant)
commitments self-reflectively and to act accordingly as a result. There may,
however, be a deeper interconnection between the two.

Suppose that personal autonomy is a generic term for acting in accord with
any and all commitments one has self-reflectively reaffirmed. Some of those
commitments and values would be moral commitments, while others would
not be. Moral autonomy is thus one variety of personal autonomy. If personal
and moral autonomy are interrelated in this manner, or if they are on a par but
so intimately intertwined that moral autonomy is not possible without per-
sonal autonomy, then one additional value of personal autonomy would be
that it is necessary for moral autonomy. One could not have moral autonomy
without having at least a degree of personal autonomy. As the preceding dis-
cussion clarifies, moral autonomy, as a key component of moral competence,
entitles someone to live freely without domination by others. It seems, then,
that personal autonomy may be a necessary condition for the entitlement to
live freely from domination. Thus, if personal autonomy is, or is regarded as,
necessary for moral autonomy, then people who fail to be personally au-
tonomous may be, or may be regarded as, incapable of moral autonomy and
may accordingly be subject to social domination as a result.

To be sure, moral autonomy is not all that is required for moral compe-
tence. Moral autonomy has to do with reflecting on one’s morally relevant
commitments and values and deciding accordingly how to behave in the situ-
ations one faces. Moral competence also includes, for example, the ability to
discern the moral saliencies of the situations one faces, responsiveness to the
needs and attitudes of others involved in those situations, and the capacity to
engage dialogically with others in order to learn how it is with them and how
best to understand the moral situations they all share. The capacity to make
decisions about how to conduct oneself at times when individualized conduct
is required is only one aspect of overall moral competence.10 It is not, how-
ever, an eliminable capacity. Moral competence is not complete in an individ-
ual unless she is able to make those individualized decisions. Doing so with
moral autonomy involves deciding on the basis of her deeper commitments re-
garding what morality requires, commitments that she has reflectively af-
firmed and that result in concordant behavior.

Interpersonal subordination and domination are not, in and of themselves,
morally acceptable. They require justification. The reasons for subordinating
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someone must be either for the good of others or for her own good. If people
in general have the moral competence as individuals to fulfill their moral re-
quirements, then they do not have to be constantly monitored toward this end
by those with moral “expertise.” They do not have to be subordinated for the
good of others. If people have the personal competence to live satisfying lives
without supervision by “superiors,” then there is no justification for subordi-
nating them to the will of others for their own good.

My argument, to repeat, is this: Personal autonomy seems to be a necessary
condition for moral autonomy; moral autonomy is a necessary condition for
full moral competence; moral competence is a necessary condition for being
entitled to live free of domination by others; therefore, personal autonomy
seems to be a necessary condition for being entitled to live free of domination
by others. To the extent that women are regarded as incapable of personal au-
tonomy (a necessarily individualized trait), a culture is likely either to regulate
their lives excessively or subordinate them to other persons close to them who
are regarded as capable of directing women’s lives for them, as English com-
mon law subsumed women into the legal personalities of their husbands, who
were thereby authorized to direct the course of their wives’ lives. Another pos-
sible value of personal autonomy is thus its contribution to moral autonomy
and, therefore, to the entitlement of its bearers to live lives free of the domina-
tion of others.

More about Individuation

I have argued that moral and personal autonomy, although socially grounded
and sustained, are also individualized and individuating competencies. They
involve persons harboring as individuals the capacities for moral discern-
ment, responsiveness, judgment, and choice. I have suggested that individu-
als who cannot do any of these things alone might not be trusted individually,
by others, with the direction of their moral or personal lives. They might end
up being socialized, governed, or dominated by others. The moral communi-
ties of which they are a part might institutionalize practices ensuring their
subordination.

The idea that morally incompetent people should be governed morally by
others should not be entertained lightly due to its potential abuses. Any con-
ception of moral competence can be the basis of subordinating whole groups
of people who are seen in terms of distorted cultural stereotypes. The remedy
for potential abuses is to make the concept of moral competence as clear, de-
cisive, and absolute as possible and place the burden of proof on those who
deny anyone’s moral competence. Also, no one should be treated as morally
incompetent simply because of her membership in particular groups. The
proof of anyone’s moral incompetence must be based on individual cases
only. Individualized proofs of moral incompetence could involve the same
sorts of legal procedings now required to show that individuals are legally in-
competent for, say, the purposes of medical decision making.11 The relevant
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practical principle, then, is that every individual adult be presumed morally
competent unless a strong positive individualized case can be made to the
contrary.

This approach emphasizes individuation. It accepts and works with the
Western paradigm of individual human persons as the standard case of moral
agents. Some may think an individualist approach constitutes a relapse into
misguided forms of moral theory of the past. Feminists have made great
strides in reconceptualizing autonomy in interpersonal terms.12 Surely rein-
troducing individuation is a retrograde step, a backsliding into revisionist in-
dividualism. I argued in earlier chapters, however, that the problems that seem
to arise from individualism derive instead from selfish egoism and other values
that become commingled with individualism. They are not as such problems
inherent to a focus on individuals or individuality. Thus, while an emphasis on
individuality allows for selfish egoism, it does not entail it.

One reason for emphasizing women as individuals is that progressive
change in women’s lives needs to be interpreted partly in terms of what hap-
pens to individual women. Women’s lives are diverse; justice and an end to op-
pression and subordination do not require the same ameliorating conditions
for all women’s lives. One size does not fit all. A focus on individual women
acknowledges the differences among women and their needs and commit-
ments. Some women lack access to material necessities of life for themselves
and their children; other women need opportunities within their communities
to fulfill their spiritual callings; still other women need racism to end, and so
on.13 Many nontraditional improvements in women’s lives, such as increased
job opportunities or diminished vulnerability to sexual assault, happen to
them as individuals, even if as individual members of a certain group. Auton-
omy as a revolutionary or evolutionary ideal calls upon people to reflect on
their own needs and commitments in order to determine what to choose or
how to act. Each woman is better able to discern for herself what to do to im-
prove her life the more capable she is of making choices and acting in ways
that cohere with her own wants and commitments, and the less she is domi-
nated by the conventions and traditions upheld by others with power and in-
fluence over her.

Differences among women are not merely a matter of differentiation by
subgroups within the larger group, women. Just as black women should not
be assumed in advance to have the same views or concerns as white women,
so, too, no single black woman should be stereotyped as having a viewpoint
that defines black women in general. The differences among women that fem-
inists emphasize and celebrate point to individuality as their limiting manifes-
tation. Differences among women go all the way down to the level of individ-
ual female persons. If there is reason to avoid blurring differences at the level
of groupings among women, then there is just as much reason to avoid blur-
ring differences among women at any subgroup level of identification.
Progress in women’s lives must be measured by its impact on the diversity of
women’s lives, and diversity goes all the way down. Diversity is a matter of
both group differentiation among women and discrete human individuality.
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One value of an emphasis on individuation is thus that it completes the recog-
nition of diversity among women.

A second reason why individuation is a valuable aspect of autonomy stems
from the fact that women should not understand ourselves so collectively as
agents of social change that we are unable to protect ourselves against danger
or oppressive conditions when physically separated from our support net-
works. We nearly always move through the world physically separated from
each other no matter how close we are in solidarity, love, or other relational
ties. Often, when we face abusive persons or oppressive conditions, there are
no supportive others nearby to whom we can turn for help. We must some-
times rely on ourselves—even if the capacities for such “self-reliance” had to
have developed out of nurturant social relationships.

Some situations are, of course, so threatening that we will be overwhelmed
and defeated individually, no matter how well prepared we are for self-
defense. Often the best strategy for coping with danger or oppressive condi-
tions is to seek supportive others, close family members and friends, or sup-
port groups of those who have faced similar problems. The advantages to
women of collective strategies to resist injustice and oppression cannot be
overstated.

Yet some situations make it difficult or impossible for us to rely on collec-
tive support. We may find ourselves facing danger alone, or may be rebuffed
by those to whom we turn for support. At the same time, those same situations
may allow us scope for effective, individualized self-defense. The point is to
supplement collective forms of struggle with individual capacities for recog-
nizing domination and for responding to it. To be motivated to act self-
defensively as individuals, however, we have to be ready to recognize situa-
tions as threatening to what we want or value. To be ready for these situations,
women need to harbor, each within herself, the capacities for questioning
norms and practices that might subordinate or oppress her, and to do so in
terms of what she wants and values. Using one’s own wants and values as a
touchstone for that recognition and for the corresponding behavioral reaction
is the contribution autonomy makes to the overall project of being able to de-
fend oneself as an individual.

What about the apparent tension between group solidarity and cohesive-
ness, on the one hand, and the individualism of autonomy, on the other? Co-
hesiveness is important to all social groups, but it can be particularly signifi-
cant to groups struggling to overcome injustice or oppression. I argued earlier
that autonomy promotes in individuals a greater degree of critical reflection
on traditional norms and customary practices, and that this reflection gives in-
dividuals greater opportunity to recognize norms that are harmful to them.
These insights by themselves, however, may not bring about changes in social
norms. Individuals acting alone are seldom able to bring about substantial so-
cial change. Members of social groups seeking to overcome subordination or
oppression need to work together to accomplish that aim.

Even if isolated women can defend themselves against threats and oppres-
sive conditions, they can hardly hope to overthrow whole social practices that
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oppress, abuse, exploit, or subordinate women. To change social practices is a
major effort, generally requiring a lot of cooperation, joint efforts, solidarity,
and mutual support among a large number of people.14 Resisting women’s
subordination on a culturewide scale requires collective action and solidarity,
or community, among women. The mutual empowerment of a sufficient num-
ber of women engaged in collective action seems necessary in order for any
number of women to attain the critical political mass necessary to bring about,
for example, culturewide economic or legal change. Indeed, the enhanced per-
sonal autonomy that is possible for many of today’s young women who decline
to call themselves feminists might not have been possible were it not for the col-
lective action of yesterday’s feminists who worked in solidarity to break barri-
ers to women’s participation in all major social institutions. As Claudia Card
has noted, Mary Wollstonecraft, who wrote an eminently reasonable critique
of the misogynist views and practices of her day, had no perceptible public im-
pact for many years to come, undoubtedly because no community of women
was able to rally together in her time to advance the goals she set out.15

The effectiveness of collective effort may require individuals to subordinate
their particular wants and concerns when those concerns undermine collective
effort. Collective action may require some suppression of the individual au-
tonomy of at least some of its participants. Group solidarity can sometimes be
antithetical to autonomy. Part of my argument for the value of personal au-
tonomy is its emancipatory potential for victims of injustice and oppression. It
is therefore crucial to consider the ways in which personal autonomy might
undermine the collective struggles those groups need to undertake in their
fight against oppression.

Collective action can manifest or promote collective autonomy, the auton-
omy of a group. A group realizes collective autonomy by living according to
its own group wants and values, free of domination by outsiders. Collective
autonomy is a possibility for groups that cohere well enough to have internal
practices that establish and reaffirm group wants and values and that consti-
tute group decision making about how to act based on those concerns. Op-
pressed groups can benefit enormously from collective autonomy. Collective
autonomy, however, is not something fully realized within any single individ-
ual’s own choices or actions. An individual realizes collective autonomy only
as a member of a group, in concert with others. Collective autonomy is the
achievement of a plural subject. Collective autonomy may not translate into
individual improvements in the lives of every individual person in a group.

So long as the choices and values of a group acting as a whole cohere with
the personally autonomous choices of individual group members, there is no
conflict between the collective autonomy of a group and the personal auton-
omy of its members. An individual member of the group who wants or values
what her group as a whole decides to pursue or promote will be at one with
the aims of her collective. There is no guarantee, however, that the two forms
of autonomy will always cohere or will cohere for all group members. The
group’s own wants and values may have been determined by a process in
which some group members did not participate. Individuals in a group differ
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in their degrees of influence over the collective values and choices of the group.
Group wants and values may also subordinate some group members to oth-
ers. When the two forms of autonomy conflict, then an individual group mem-
ber is put in the unenviable position of having to choose between, on the one
hand, acting or living as she thinks she ought and, on the other hand, acting or
living as her group has somehow collectively resolved to do to advance the
cause of the whole group.

The problem from the standpoint of the group is that allowing group mem-
bers latitude for individual autonomy runs the continuing risk that individuals
will deviate from the collective aims and values of the group and undermine
the group’s revolutionary efforts. The problem from the standpoint of an indi-
vidual group member is that she may not participate equally in forging or en-
dorsing the values and choices that define “the standpoint” of the group, and
the group’s activities reflecting that standpoint may undermine her efforts to
live an individually good life.

Individuals in an oppressed group may be required by the pressures of
group solidarity to act in ways that violate their own deep convictions. The al-
ternatives to personal autonomy include uncritical deference to the wants or
values of others, sometimes even to members of one’s own group. One alterna-
tive to the personal autonomy of members of a group fighting oppression is sol-
idarity around movement values and goals. But which values? Whose goals?

This problem is particularly acute for feminists. To reject personal auton-
omy is, by implication, to reject the personal autonomy of individual women
and thereby to give implicit support to the alternative to autonomy for women
which is women’s heteronomy—that is, women’s deferential submissiveness
to others in the living of their own lives. This is precisely the behavior called
for by the feminine role that feminism has explicitly repudiated.

There is probably no general principle that would cover all such conflicts.
Sometimes it is good that people subordinate their own wants and values to
collective aims and actions. At other times, it is better for individuals to refrain
from participating in collective social action and to follow their own hearts or
minds—sometimes better for all concerned, as the examples of fascist and
Nazi social movements suggest. The important point to insist on here is that
the individuated dimension of personal autonomy sometimes has a social
value that cannot be ruled out a priori.

One final complication in the debate over individuation. Culturally idealiz-
ing autonomy for women would signal that women’s beliefs, choices, actions,
and lives were important as such to the culture and not simply for their value
in serving the needs and interests of others. Women’s individuality would
come to take on an importance of its own. Yet this development might have
undesirable consequences. It might, for example, lead to egoistic, Nietzschean
excesses in which women indulged themselves at the expense of others and
neglected all the innocent others who depended on them. Would an emphasis
on women’s individuality lead women to become selfishly egoistic and to neg-
lect their (genuine) responsibilities to treat others morally? This is frequently
what the public fears about feminists.
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In this regard, there are both optimistic and pessimistic possibilities. Opti-
mistically, we might anticipate that support for women’s individuality would
no more lead them to selfish egoism than it has led men to selfish egoism and,
therefore, women should receive the same degree of support for individuality
that men have received. Pessimistically, it might seem that support for men’s
individuality has indeed led many men to selfish egoism, so that men’s indi-
viduality should be culturally restrained to the same degree as has women’s
individuality. Either alternative supports the conclusion of promoting the in-
dividuality of women and men to the same degree, that which allows them to
be both morally responsible agents and moral equals.

It should be repeatedly stressed that personal autonomy by itself does not
constitute a complete set of character ideals. A complete set of character ideals
would include personal autonomy supplemented by other ideals, values, and
virtues having to do with how to treat others. It is important that the ideal of
autonomy allows scope for the crucial debates about just what those values
and virtues should be. So long as people can make mistakes about their re-
sponsibilities to others, people will need to keep open the options for recon-
sidering moral norms. Their own wants and deepest commitments remain a
relevant basis for those reflections.

Respect

Autonomy is an ideal that invites persons to act and live their lives in a certain
manner. The ideal of autonomy also makes interpersonal normative demands
on us. It calls upon us to treat others in certain ways. This feature of autonomy
is a social dimension of the practices that support autonomy. The ideal of au-
tonomy enjoins respect for others and carries implications regarding the sort
of “respect” that is relevant. When a culture idealizes autonomy, it not only
encourages individuals to seek autonomy; it also calls upon them to respect
each other’s capacity for and exercise of autonomy and to respect each other
in virtue of that capacity. By lacking social access to the means of autonomy,
women and other subordinated groups have also received less of the respect
due to persons in virtue of their capacity for and exercise of autonomy.

What is involved in respect for autonomy? Respecting someone’s auton-
omy means not interfering unduly with her choices or behavior (assuming she
is not harming others). It means giving her the freedom to choose and act
unimpeded by such hindrances as deception, manipulation, and coercion. In
case someone’s autonomy competency has not yet matured, respecting her au-
tonomy calls for treating her in ways that promote the development of auton-
omy competency, for example, encouraging her to explore what she wants
and supporting her initiatives.

To respect someone’s autonomy does not require supporting or conform-
ing to the contents of the choices she makes. She may choose foolishly or
badly. To respect her autonomy is to take her perspective seriously, to regard it
as the stance she chooses to take up in the world, to hold her responsible for it,
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and to treat her appropriately in virtue of what she wants and values. The re-
actions of praise and blame, reward and punishment, are part of the repertoire
of potentially appropriate reactions by others to the perspective of someone
who deserves respect in virtue of her autonomy.

Respect is not, of course, the only sort of moral response that people owe
each other. Care and protection are two other possible moral responses.
Whether or not care or protection is owed is not contingent on someone hav-
ing the actual or potential capacity for autonomy. Someone does not need to
be autonomous in order to deserve care and protection from other human be-
ings; nonautonomous human individuals are not bereft of moral entitlements.
Respect is, however, the distinctive reaction owed to those who have perspec-
tives comprising important wants and values they can reflect on and evaluate
and who can act accordingly.

As I argued in the previous section, in an autonomy-idealizing culture, it is
crucial that manifest autonomy not become a credential determining who
“deserves” respect and who does not. Everyone, whether known to be au-
tonomous or not, should be treated presumptively in accord with the require-
ments of respect. First, it is never fully clear that any particular person or
choice falls short of the requirements of autonomy, whether defined as I have
defined it or in some other way. People do not usually reflect aloud on the
choices they are making. Second, respecting someone as if she were at least
minimally autonomous is one way to promote someone’s autonomy. It gives
her the social space in which to make idiosyncratic choices with less opposi-
tion than she would have otherwise received. Being able to make idiosyncratic
choices—or even conventional choices—with lessened opposition allows
someone greater opportunity to experience firsthand the results of those
choices and thereby to grasp more fully the wider significance of what she
chose to do. This behavioral experimentalism, supposing it does not risk life
or health, is one source of knowledge about available alternatives that pro-
motes the actor’s future, more well-informed autonomous decision making.

Respect for someone’s autonomy competency can take at least two differ-
ent forms that are quite distinct from each other. One form of respect for au-
tonomy is to treat a person as she prefers to be treated (assuming that this
does not involve acting immorally). On this approach, an individual’s own
choices would be considered first when deciding how to treat her, for exam-
ple, when providing her with health care. A second form of respect for auton-
omy is to treat someone in accord with one’s own best considered judgment
about what autonomy calls for, whether or not this coincides with how she
wants to be treated. Of course, one may think that what autonomy calls for is
precisely to treat her as she wants to be treated; in that case, the two ap-
proaches would coincide. One may think instead, however, that respecting
someone’s autonomy calls for treating her in some way she dislikes, rejects,
even abhors—for her own good, of course. This form of respect involves over-
riding a person’s preferences.

In chapter 1, I argued that a content-neutral account of autonomy supports
the form of respect for autonomy that involves treating someone in accord
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with her own wants and values on the presumption that these are autonomous
unless proved otherwise. By contrast, substantive accounts of autonomy sup-
port the form of respect that favors treating people in ways that promote their
autonomy, whether or not this accords with their own wants and values. As I
argued in chapter 1, there are advantages to the content-neutral approach of
respecting the choices someone makes based on her reflectively reaffirmed
wants and values.

Although there may be exceptional cases, in general and overall, women
seem better served by being treated as they want to be treated. The history of
cultural disregard of women’s perspectives shows the horrors that arise in the
absence of respect for women’s actual choices. In the realm of heterosexual re-
lations, when a woman’s “no” is treated as a “yes” and women’s own views
are routinely disregarded, the result is women’s widespread vulnerability to
sexual harassment, sexual assault, and rape. The importance to women of
having their perspectives, their wants and values, treated with cultural respect
is thus crucial to women’s well-being. The assumption that there is value in
women living their lives in accord with what they want and value, with
women living personally autonomous lives, seems to be the surest and most
plausible basis on which to ground that respect. Justifying cultural respect for
women’s perspectives is thus another value afforded by the (content-neutral)
ideal of personal autonomy.16

Liberalism and Autonomy

Liberalism and liberal societies have long celebrated autonomy. The liberal
tradition views autonomy not simply as an ideal for a satisfying life but also as
a value that properly grounds the nature and purposes of political power. I end
my discussion of the value of individual autonomy by highlighting one aspect
of the liberal emphasis on autonomy, namely the importance of personal au-
tonomy to political legitimacy.

One foundational liberal principle, if not the foundational liberal principle,
is the requirement that the exercise of the coercive power of government is jus-
tified only if it is considered legitimate from the standpoints of those over
whom it is exercised.17 Of course, this ideal has never been even closely ap-
proximated in practice. Granted, for it to have any claim to plausibility, it
would have to be qualified in ways that would raise serious concerns about
whether question-begging formulations of it could ever be avoided. For exam-
ple, endorsement of political power would probably have to be limited to
those human beings with certain sorts of commitments, such as a commitment
to viewing society as a cooperative endeavor among free and equal persons.18

This is itself a liberal commitment. Thus, the liberal principle of legitimacy ap-
pears to need protoliberal citizens in order for anything approaching wide-
spread endorsement of a liberal government to be a serious possibility. Once
the appropriate standpoint for endorsement is thus circumscribed, it appears
that not everyone’s viewpoint gets to count from the perspective of liberal
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legitimacy. The way is thereby opened for arbitrary historical contingencies to
determine what legitimacy requires.19

Despite this problem, however, many theorists continue to think there is
great merit in the familiar core liberal idea that legitimate political power is
rooted in something like the consent or endorsement of those adults who have
to live under the exercise of that power and that this ideal can be specified in
some coherent and plausible manner.20 The point is not to jettison the liberal
ideal of political legitimacy but rather to alter it so as to make it as inclusive as
possible without undermining itself. On this view, then, the endorsement of
the governed, when that endorsement is suitably qualified, plays a crucial role
of some sort in establishing the legitimacy of the coercive power that may be
exercised over the governed by other persons organized as the agents of large-
scale social and political institutions. After all, the alternative is that the per-
spective of the governed is irrelevant to the legitimacy of political power exer-
cised over them. Some other source of legitimacy must replace the perspective
of the governed. What could that be? Divine will? The Form of Justice? The
options all seem even less plausible than the consent of the governed.

Any account of legitimacy other than one based on the consent of the gov-
erned seems to require two assumptions: (a) the governed in general cannot
be trusted to evaluate the form of political power under which they ought to
be governed, and (b) the form of political power under which they ought to
be governed need have no connection to what the governed together would
endorse. On the first assumption, the governed cannot tell what is politically
good for them. On the second assumption, they are not even entitled to live
under the sort of (presumably inferior) system they happen to want. In con-
trast to this view, the foundational liberal legitimacy principle seems to de-
pend on the assumption that either the governed can manage to evaluate
adequately enough the form of political power under which they ought to be
governed, or, even if they are not capable of doing so, at least they are entitled
to live under the sort of political system under which they happen to want
to live.

Liberalism is generous with autonomy in theory, seeing its value at the
foundations of justification for political order. In practice, as we know all too
well, actual societies claiming liberal principles and pedigrees have disre-
garded the viewpoints of many groups among the governed, thereby suppress-
ing the personal autonomy of the members of those groups. This shameful his-
tory might prompt us to jettison liberal principles altogether. This is not,
however, the only response open to us. We can instead revise liberal principles
specifically to counteract wholesale historical exclusion of certain groups
from the liberal legitimation project.

My proposal is that we revise the liberal legitimacy principle so that it takes
specific account of previously politically excluded groups, blacks and women,
for example. Accordingly, we liberals may say that a government is not legiti-
mate unless it is acceptable specifically from the perspective(s) of members of
previously excluded groups who now live under it. A transformed version of
the foundational liberal principle, relevant to women, would read this way:
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The exercise of the coercive power of government is justified only if it is con-
sidered legitimate from the standpoints of the women—all the women—over
whom it is exercised. Other versions would substitute a reference to different
groups that are also combating historic subordination, oppression, or injus-
tice within a theoretically liberal society.

By singling out particular groups for emphasis, these particularized liberal
legitimation principles do several things. First, they amplify and clarify what is
already implicit in the general formulation of the liberal legitimation princi-
ple. They add nothing new to what the general version already specifies. Thus,
they follow trivially from the general version and logically should not be re-
jected by anyone who accepts the general version. Second, the particularized
legitimacy principles focus attention on the full breadth of what is required for
legitimation in liberalism, making it much more difficult in practice for this
full breadth to be ignored. In practice, it has been all too easy for, say, the en-
dorsement of governmental power by the white men who participated in pub-
lic dialogue and public affairs to be regarded culturally as a sufficient basis for
a social contract that binds everyone. The particularized legitimacy princi-
ple(s) I am proposing makes this narrowed focus more difficult to sustain.

Third, the particularized formulations bring attention to the typical condi-
tions under which live the various groups that have to consent to the political
power of a given society. Some groups may live largely under impoverished or
oppressive conditions that make it implausible to think those group members
would endorse the political power that governs them. Perhaps the existing
political system contributes to those oppressive conditions or, at least, does
too little of what it should do to alleviate them. Given those conditions for
various social groups, liberal theorists must face up to what would be needed
for political power to lessen the injustice or oppression facing oppressed
group in order to make it plausible that those group members would consider
that power to be legitimate.

A fuller statement of the liberal legitimacy principle would thus consist of a
list of particular statements such as these:

1. The exercise of the coercive power of a particular government is justified
only if it is considered legitimate from the standpoints of the women (of
all races, ethnicities, sexualities, etc.) over whom it is exercised.

2. The exercise of the coercive power of a particular government is justified
only if it is considered legitimate from the standpoints of the men (of all
races, ethnicities, sexualities, etc.) over whom it is exercised.

3. The exercise of the coercive power of a particular government is justified
only if it is considered legitimate from the standpoints of the blacks (of
all genders) over whom it is exercised. (This formulation is redundant
with the first two statements, but the point is precisely to highlight each
socially significant humankind category separately.)

4. The exercise of the coercive power of a particular government is justified
only if it is considered legitimate from the standpoints of the people of
Asian ancestry (of all genders) over whom it is exercised.

And so on.
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With this revised statement, or, rather, list of statements, of the founda-
tional liberal principle of political legitimacy in hand, we are in a better posi-
tion to grasp how the autonomy involved in liberal legitimacy is a value for all
members of a liberally legitimate social order. Those who are governed by a
form of political power they regard as legitimate enjoy the benefit of living
under a government they would voluntarily choose. Of course, choices can be
manipulated and people might be deceived into thinking they benefit from liv-
ing under a particular form of political power when they do not benefit. For
this reason, the liberal principle needs further adjustment, perhaps in the di-
rection of requiring that consent be based on good reasons and careful consid-
eration. However, it is not possible to say exactly how much consideration is
enough. No such qualifications are foolproof, and they introduce complica-
tions of their own; for example, the more it is necessary for consent to be un-
dergirded by extensive information and rational reflection, the less plausible it
is as a reconstruction of the reasoning of ordinary members of a liberal society.

The simple, core idea of legitimacy as based on the consent of the governed
is, for all its flaws and limitations, intuitively more appealing to many of us
than conceptions of legitimacy that disregard altogether the consent of the
governed. In accord with the more precise formulations of the liberal legiti-
macy principle stated above, we may say accordingly that women, as one
group in particular, are better off for living under political power they regard
as legitimate, especially if they do so for good reasons based on careful reflec-
tion, than they would be living under political power they did not regard as le-
gitimate and would not choose. To live under a political system one would
choose as according with one’s reflectively reaffirmed wants and values is to be
politically autonomous. This modified liberal position represents yet another
facet of the value to women of personal autonomy.

In this chapter, I defended the ideal of personal autonomy on several interre-
lated grounds. I argued that autonomy (1) has intuitive plausibility from a
first-person perspective; (2) encourages critical reflection on conventions that
may be oppressive; (3) entitles someone to live free of domination by others;
(4) involves aspects of individuality that can contribute to the fight against op-
pression and injustice; (5) entitles people to cultural respect for their norma-
tive perspectives and behavior based on those; and (6) grounds the invaluable
liberal conception of political legitimacy. In the next chapter, I integrate into
my account the contemporary social reconceptualization of autonomy, show-
ing how this trend of thought has roots that extend back to philosophical
writings on autonomy from the 1970s.
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4

Autonomy and Social Relationships:

Rethinking the Feminist Critique

Recent feminist philosophy has engaged in a love-hate relationship with au-
tonomy. In the 1970s, feminists praised the ideal of autonomy and extolled its
liberatory potential for women. They lamented only that this character trait
had traditionally been idealized as a masculine achievement and unfairly re-
pressed in females.1

In the 1980s and early 1990s, this view was challenged by other feminists
who rejected the ideal of autonomy as it had traditionally been conceived. The
mainstream conception, so they argued, is overly individualistic. It presup-
poses that selves are asocial atoms, ignores the importance of social relation-
ships, and promotes the sort of independence that involves disconnection
from close interpersonal involvement with others.2 The traditional concept of
autonomy, feminists argued, is biased toward male social roles and reflects
male conceits and delusions.

As an alternative, some feminists in the 1980s began recommending a re-
lational concept of autonomy, one that treats social relationships and human
community as central to the realization of autonomy. The 1990s, accord-
ingly, witnessed a renewed feminist interest in autonomy—but as relationally
conceived.3

In this chapter, I first survey prominent feminist writings that call for a rela-
tional conception of autonomy and that criticize the philosophical main-
stream for lacking such an account. Second, I show that prominent main-
stream accounts of autonomy do acknowledge the importance of social
relationships, thus tending to converge on this point with the prevalent femi-
nist view. Third, I raise four related feminist concerns that will, I hope, ad-
vance the discussion beyond this simple acknowledgment.

Feminists have raised a number of objections to mainstream conceptions of
autonomy. In this chapter, although I summarize other objections briefly, I
deal only with the charge that mainstream accounts do not take account of so-
cial relationships. It is also worth noting that the mainstream philosophical
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discussions of autonomy to which I refer belong to what is now loosely called
the analytic tradition and are often explicitly linked to defenses of liberalism.

The Feminist Critique

Feminist philosophers have criticized mainstream conceptions of autonomy
on at least four different grounds, all of which were discussed in chapter 2. Be-
fore turning to the criticism based on social context, I summarize three other
feminist criticisms here. One feminist criticism of mainstream theories of au-
tonomy is that they presume a coherent, unified subject with a stable identity
who endures over time and who can “own” its choices. This presumption is
challenged by postmodern notions of the subject as an unstable, fragmented,
incoherent assortment of positions in discourse.4

A second feminist criticism of mainstream theories of autonomy is that
they treat the self as being transparently self-aware, able both to grasp what it
wants and subject those wants to critical self-reflection. This view is chal-
lenged by psychoanalytic theories which construe the self as having significant
dimensions that are opaque to its own conscious self-reflection. The psycho-
analytic self harbors repressed desires that are not evident to the self, and is
capable of mistaking that which is accessible to its self-consciousness.5

A third feminist criticism of mainstream theories of autonomy is that they
elevate reason over emotion, desire, and embodiment as the source of auton-
omy, sometimes construing reason as the self’s authentic or true self. Such the-
ories make reason normatively hegemonic in the structure of the self and dep-
recate the moral role of emotion, desire, and embodiment.6 (For my response
to these three criticisms, see chapter 2.)

The feminist criticism that I explore in this chapter is that mainstream con-
ceptions of autonomy ignore the social nature of the self and the importance
of social relationships to the projects and attributes of the self. Mainstream
conceptions construe individuals as social atoms who realize autonomy
through independent self-sufficiency and self-creation in selfish detachment
from human connection. Mainstream autonomy theories assume that we
should each be as independent and self-sufficient as possible. This ideal, how-
ever, ignores the great importance of interpersonal relationships in sustaining
everyone’s life. It also promotes interpersonal distancing and adversariness by
leading persons to regard one another as threats.7

Mainstream autonomy, according to this criticism, is allied with liberal-
ism, and in particular with liberal abstract individualism. The self of abstract
individualism, according to many feminist critics, is atomistic, asocial, ahis-
torical, emotionally detached, thoroughly and transparently self-conscious,
coherent, unified, rational, and universalistic in its reasonings. This liberal
grounding leads mainstream conceptions of autonomy to promote such un-
welcome traits as atomistic self-definition, denial of the self’s own develop-
ment out of and ongoing dependence on intimate personal ties, a disregard
for nonvoluntaristic relational responsibilities, detachment from others, and
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an impartial, universalistic mode of reasoning that ignores the self’s own
particularity.8

This charge derives much of its plausibility from the gender-linked manner
in which mainstream conceptions of autonomy are often deployed. Popular
culture as well as psychological personality studies associate autonomy with
men more than with women. Popular gender stereotypes, for example, treat
autonomy and independence as male but not female character ideals. Ideals for
women, by contrast, emphasize nurturance and relationality. Gender stereo-
types thus reinforce an autonomy/relationality split. Psychological research
has supported this dichotomy by telling us that men more than women exhibit
the strong ego boundaries and relative independence from others required for
autonomy.9 Since autonomy has also functioned as a general human ideal, the
combined effect of popular gender stereotyping and psychological research has
been to imply that women are deficient as persons when compared to men.

In the 1970s, feminist psychologists began to challenge these gender bi-
ases.10 This 1970s research contributed importantly to the 1980s feminist
philosophical critique of autonomy. The most prominent psychologists who
contributed to this development are, of course, Nancy Chodorow and Carol
Gilligan.11

Chodorow argued famously that gendered selfhood as we know it is due to
childrearing practices in which the primary caretakers of all children are
women. For girls, the sense of self and of being gendered female develops from
learning that they are like the female caretaker from whom they separate.
Hence females’ separation and differentiation are less radical, and their sense
of self remains ever more enmeshed in relationality than it does for males. For
boys, by contrast, a masculine core gender identity calls for a radical differen-
tiation from the female caretaker. Their achievement of a sense of gendered
selfhood is uncertain and insecure, for it is always threatened by the primor-
dial sense of oneness with femaleness. As a result, males are more driven than
females throughout their lives to shore up their ego boundaries through sepa-
rating and disconnecting from others, and through differentiation, especially
from that which is female. Hence, men are more likely than women to fear in-
timate relationships and to see other persons as threats.12

Carol Gilligan carried Chodorow’s insights into the realm of cognitive
moral development. In particular, Gilligan challenged Lawrence Kohlberg’s
influential theoretical framework for understanding the developmental of
moral reasoning. This framework idealized as the highest stage of moral rea-
soning the autonomous moral reasoner choosing for herself according to a ra-
tional moral law that is abstract and universal, beyond mere custom and tra-
dition. When first used to measure the cognitive moral development of real
people, this scale showed women scoring on average lower than men and thus
ranking as less morally autonomous or cognitively mature than men.13

Gilligan, as is now well known, argued that Kohlberg’s framework was bi-
ased in favor of male moral values and ignored the different moral concerns
that women were more likely to exhibit. Women’s alternative moral concerns
center on caring for others and maintaining interpersonal relationships. This
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moral orientation sets its own distinctive developmental path. Whereas men
fear intimacy and attachment because it threatens their autonomy, wrote
Gilligan, “women [instead] portray autonomy rather than attachment as the
illusory and dangerous quest.”14

The impact of this work in feminist psychology has been to suggest that au-
tonomy is a masculine but not a feminine preoccupation and that, for men, it
is regrettably associated with individuation, independence, disconnection
from others, and a tendency to see other persons and close relationships as
threatening to the self. Some feminist philosophers have echoed that senti-
ment. Sarah Hoagland, for example, writes that individual autonomy seems
to be “a thoroughly noxious concept,” suggesting separation, independence,
self-sufficiency, and isolation. She recommends replacing it with a notion of
“self in community.” The self in community has a sense of herself as a moral
agent connected to others who are also self-conscious moral agents in a com-
munal web of relationships which permits the separateness of selves without
undermining mutual concern and interaction.15

Other feminist philosophers, however, have not utterly rejected the concept
of autonomy. Instead they construe the individualistic emphasis on indepen-
dence and emotional detachment from others as merely one way to conceptu-
alize autonomy: it is the traditional, mainstream, or masculine way. These
feminists recommend that we develop a new and female, or feminist, concep-
tion of autonomy, one that presupposes the relational nature of human beings
and emphasizes the social context required for the realization of autonomy.
These feminists achieve the same conceptual end as Hoagland, but without ac-
tually rejecting the concept of autonomy.

Thus, for example, Evelyn Fox Keller writes that the notion of autonomy
admits of a range of possible meanings only one of which is “radical indepen-
dence from others.” Our culture’s tendency to “confuse autonomy with sepa-
ration and independence from others,” she writes, “is itself part of what we
need to explain.” Labeling that view “static” autonomy, Keller offers her al-
ternative conception of “dynamic autonomy” which, she says, acknowledges
the human interrelatedness that produces autonomy, recognizes that the self is
influenced by and needs others, and allows for a recognition of other selves as
subjects in their own right.16

Keller does admit that there is probably an unresolvable tension between
“autonomy and intimacy, separation and connection, aggression and love.”
She argues, however, that “tension is not the same as bifurcation” and urges
against thinking of autonomy and intimacy as mutually exclusive.17 Keller’s
admission is noteworthy. It exemplifies a common tension in feminist writings
on autonomy throughout the 1980s. On the one hand, many feminists argue
that interpersonal relationships contribute to personal autonomy, and, in-
deed, are necessary for its realization. On the other hand, many of these same
feminists also suggest that the value of autonomy should not be emphasized at
the expense of the values of interpersonal relationships—as if the two were re-
ally mutually exclusive. I will return to this problem in the final section of this
chapter.
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Jennifer Nedelsky recommends that feminists develop a new conception of
autonomy that will “combine the claim of the constitutiveness of social rela-
tions with the value of self-determination.” She charges that the prevailing
conception of autonomy is saturated with liberal atomistic individualism, a
perspective that fails to “recognize the inherently social nature of human be-
ings.” Autonomous liberal individuals, Nedelsky writes, are “self-made . . .
men.” We must instead recognize, first, that social relationships and practices
are necessary to foster our capacities for self-government, and, second, that
the content of the laws that someone takes to be her “own” is “comprehensi-
ble only with reference to shared social norms, values, and concepts.”18

The contemporary liberal conception of autonomy, according to Nedelsky,
is incapable of incorporating the role of the social because it presupposes a
“dichotomy between autonomy and the collectivity.” On the mainstream ac-
count, autonomy is to be achieved “by erecting a wall (of rights) between the
individual and those around him. . . . The most perfectly autonomous man is
thus the most perfectly isolated.” This “pathological conception of autonomy
as boundaries against others” has led us to equate personal autonomy with in-
dividual security from collective power.19

Interestingly, Nedelsky displays the same tension as does Keller when con-
necting autonomy to social relationships. Nedelsky concedes that “there is a
real and enduring tension between the individual and the collective” so that
the collective is both a source of and a potential obstacle to autonomy.20 More
particularly, Nedelsky regards democratic processes as a “necessary compo-
nent of autonomy,” yet autonomy “can be threatened by democratic out-
comes.” A “democratically organized collective” can “do violence” to its
members.21 Mindful that this concession moves her view closer to the main-
stream conception of autonomy, Nedelsky takes pains to differentiate the two.
The distinction, she claims, lies in her belief that individuality is inconceivable
apart from the social context in which it arises. There is thus “a social compo-
nent built into the meaning of autonomy.”22

Lorraine Code argues against what she calls the “autonomy-obsession” of
mainstream philosophy. She defends instead a reconceptualization of auton-
omy that integrates it with the notions of interdependence and solidarity.23

She writes that the contemporary mainstream conception of “autonomous
man” is of a person who is supposed to be

self-sufficient, independent, and self-reliant, a self-realizing individual who
directs his efforts toward maximizing his personal gains. His independence
is under constant threat from other (equally self-serving) individuals: hence
he devises rules to protect himself from intrusion. Talk of rights, rational
self-interest, expediency, and efficiency permeate his moral, social, and
political discourse.24

Code charges that mainstream autonomy treats “self-making” and “separate
self-sufficiency” as key traits whereas relational and communal values “are
frequently represented as intrusions on or threats to autonomy.”25 “Auton-
omy-oriented theories” posit self-sufficiency and individuality as the telos of
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a human life, treating individuals as separate, alien, threatening, and “other”
to each other. Interdependence and cooperation are seen as diminishing
autonomy.26

Code further proposes that moral theory start from the recognition that
persons are “essentially” what Annette Baier has called “second persons.”
They begin in interrelationship with and dependence on other persons from
whom they “acquire the essential arts of personhood,” and with whom they
remain in relationships of interdependence and “reciprocal influence”
throughout their lives. Writes Code: “Autonomy and self-sufficiency define
themselves against a background of second personhood.”27

It is noteworthy that Code does not simply want to substitute a care obses-
sion for an autonomy obsession; she writes that an ideal of care and connect-
edness has as much potential to oppress women as do autonomy-centered the-
ories.28 She even suggests that “autonomy-promoting values” might, in some
situations, be worthier guides to practical deliberation than “traditionally fe-
male” values such as trust, kindness, responsiveness, and care.29 This caution
reiterates the tension in feminist thinking about autonomy that I noted in my
discussion of Keller and Nedelsky, and to which I will return shortly—namely,
a tension between thinking that personal relationships are necessary to the re-
alization of autonomy, on the one hand, and thinking that they can be definite
hindrances to its realization, on the other.

Seyla Benhabib censures the social contract tradition for presupposing a
“disembedded and disembodied” self. The backdrop of this tradition’s con-
ception of the self is the metaphor of the state of nature, a metaphor whose
profound message is that “in the beginning man was alone.”30 She cites
Hobbes’s recommendation that we consider men as “mushrooms, come to full
maturity, without all kind of engagement to each other.”31

Benhabib finds this tradition of thought alive and well in John Rawls’s as-
sumption, in A Theory of Justice, that when establishing the social contract,
individuals are to be considered mutually disinterested. In other words, they
should be thought of as indifferent to each other’s interests, and (to quote
Rawls) “not bound by prior moral ties to each other.”32 For Hobbes, of
course, peace and social cooperation are to be found only according to the
terms of the social contract that establishes a “common power” to keep all
persons subdued. Apart from that condition, human beings are relentless
mortal threats to each other, and human life is not merely “poor, nasty,
brutish, and short,” it is also “solitary.”33 “The vision of men as mush-
rooms,” writes Benhabib, “is an ultimate picture of autonomy.”34

The Hobbesian social contract, writes Benhabib, is to be established volun-
tarily in light of its eminent rationality—but only by men, in whom alone rea-
son, volition, and autonomy coalesce. Women do not engage in early modern
political contracting; instead they are invisible in the domestic realm where,
among other things, they nurture the men who sally forth into the public
world, some of them privileged to conduct the business of governing them-
selves (and everyone else). In Benhabib’s view, the dichotomy between auton-
omy, independence, and the male governmental sphere, on the one hand, and
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nurturance, bonding, and the female domestic sphere, on the other, is a legacy
of early modern social contractianism that still pervades contemporary moral
and political theory.35

Thus, the predominant tendency for feminist philosophers writing about
autonomy in the 1980s and early 1990s was both to criticize mainstream the-
orists of autonomy for their male-oriented neglect of interpersonal relation-
ships and to propose the development of an alternative, relational conception.

The Convergence of Feminist and Mainstream Conceptions
of Autonomy

Mainstream conceptions of autonomy by leading contemporary philosophers
tend to display a common core notion of autonomy. They tend to regard au-
tonomy as involving two main features: first, reflection of some sort on rele-
vant aspect(s) of the self’s own motivational structure and available choices;
and, second, procedural requirements having to do with the nature and qual-
ity of that reflection (for example, it is usually required to be sufficiently ra-
tional as well as uncoerced and unmanipulated).

Mainstream discussions devote considerable attention to the conditions
that hinder or obstruct autonomy. Anxieties about paternalism, governmental
decrees, indoctrination, brainwashing, and a host of other social horrors crop
up with surprising frequency. Feminist critiques of such literature are no
doubt partly a reaction to this obsession. Nevertheless, some prominent con-
temporary mainstream autonomy theorists do explicitly acknowledge the im-
portance of the social to the realization of autonomy, and have done so for
some time.36 Mainstream philosophical theorizing about autonomy is not a
monolithic enterprise.

Gerald Dworkin, for example, suggests that there are a variety of tradi-
tional notions of autonomy. He himself calls explicitly for a conception of
autonomy that can be endorsed from nonindividualistic perspectives.37

Dworkin notes that autonomy would be impossible if defined as an overly
stringent sort of self-determination. The concept of autonomy should be com-
patible with the slow social development and maturation that human beings
undergo, a development permitting the heavy influence of “parents, peers,
and culture.” Also, autonomy should encompass the making of reasonable
choices. To make a reasonable choice, argues Dworkin, one must be governed
by standards of reasoning that one could not have chosen but has probably ac-
quired from the teachings or examples of other persons.38

Dworkin is especially concerned to develop an account of autonomy that is
compatible with other values that we cherish, particularly such values as “loy-
alty, . . . commitment, benevolence, and love.” He tries to accomplish this
compatibility by placing no constraints on the content of what someone can
autonomously choose to be or do. In Dworkin’s view, autonomy does not re-
quire that people’s choices be substantively independent; they need only be
procedurally independent, that is, they must be arrived at in a way that is free
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of coercion and manipulation. On Dworkin’s view, one can autonomously
choose to act in a substantively independent manner, for example, selfishly, or
one can choose to act in a substantively dependent manner, for example,
benevolently, accepting “the needs of others as being reasons for altering
[one’s] own plans and projects.”39 Either sort of choice can be autonomous
provided that it is uncoerced and unmanipulated and that the agent is able to
consider whether or not to identify with the reasons for the choice.40

Most important for our purposes, Dworkin’s conception of autonomy
does not require disconnection from other persons. He claims: “To be com-
mitted to a friend or cause is to accept the fact that one’s actions, and even de-
sires, are to some extent determined by the desires and needs of others. . . . To
be devoted to a cause is to be governed by what needs to be done, or by what
the group decides. It is no longer to be self-sufficient.”41 In addition, Dworkin
notes that “the self-sufficient, independent, person relying on his own re-
sources and intellect is a familiar hero presented in novels by Ayn Rand and
westerns by John Ford.” Yet, Dworkin makes it clear that he is not defending
this notion of substantive independence. In Dworkin’s view, autonomy is
about giving meaning to one’s life, something that one can do “in all kinds of
ways: from stamp collecting to taking care of one’s invalid parents.”42

Dworkin further argues that moral autonomy in particular, contrary to the
Kantian tradition lying behind this notion, could not be about creating or in-
venting our own moral principles. Such creation, argues Dworkin, is impossi-
ble; it is a view that “denies our history” [italics in original] and the profound
influence on us of our families and other social groupings and institutions in
which we participate. “It makes no more sense,” he urges, “to suppose we in-
vent the moral law for ourselves than to suppose that we invent the language
we speak for ourselves.” Moral principles have a “social character.” The na-
ture of our duties to others, and the precise others to whom these duties are
owed “are to some extent relative to the understandings of a given society.”43

Thomas E. Hill Jr. defends a modified Kantian account of moral autonomy
that, he claims, “does not imply that self-sufficiency is better than dependence,
or that the emotional detachment of a judge is better than the compassion of a
lover.” To respect someone’s autonomy, argues Hill, is to grant her the right to
make important decisions about her life without being controlled or manipu-
lated by others. We can grant this right, Hill urges, without endorsing such
goals as “self-sufficiency, independence, [or] separation from others.” One
can respect personal autonomy, on Hill’s view, and still accept advice from
others, sacrifice for their interests, and acknowledge one’s dependence on
them. Although Hill does note that “self-sufficiency, independence, [and]
‘making it on one’s own’” have been associated with autonomy, his view is
that these goals are not obviously morally desirable and so are no part of an
ideal of autonomy.44

Lawrence Haworth similarly stresses procedural but not substantive inde-
pendence as part of his notion of autonomy. No “logical or conceptual con-
flict” prevents someone from aspiring to be both autonomous and commu-
nally related to other persons. Thus, for instance, a group of people might well
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“independently” decide on a life of deeply shared “goals, values, principles,
and tastes.” Haworth notes that too much procedural independence by its
members might be disruptive to a community; but rather than giving up on ei-
ther autonomy or community, he calls for social institutions that integrate the
two, urging that “in principle the most extensive autonomy is achievable
within the most intensive community.”45

Joel Feinberg’s writings about autonomy seem at first glance to express the
excessive individualism that many feminists see in the mainstream conception
of autonomy. For example, the virtues that Feinberg associates with autonomy
include self-possession, distinct self-identity, self-creation, self-legislation,
moral independence, self-control, and self-reliance.46 In explicating these no-
tions, however, Feinberg asserts clearly that no one can literally be a “self-
made man,” and that the habit of self-reflection must be “implanted” in a child
by others if she is to play any part in directing the course of her own life.47

For Feinberg, the “most significant truth about ourselves” is that “we are
social animals.” As he puts it, none of us select our early upbringing, country,
language, community, or traditions, “yet to be a human being is to be a part of
a community, to speak a language, to take one’s place in an already function-
ing group way of life. We come into awareness of ourselves as part of ongoing
social processes.” Feinberg refers to these claims as “truisms” that “place lim-
its on what the constituent virtues of autonomy can be.” The literal atomistic
separation of independent “sovereign” selves is impossible. Liberal auton-
omy, Feinberg contends, is the ideal of “an authentic individual whose self-
determination is as complete as is consistent with the requirement that he is, of
course, a member of a community.”48

In a 1982 essay, S. I. Benn tries to modify classical liberalism so as to ac-
commodate communitarian conceptions of the social nature of human beings
and the “moral claims of ‘community.’” Benn makes it clear that he wants to
retain “the core liberal values of individuality and autonomy.”49 Benn argues
that although classical liberal individualism took little account of people’s
concerns for one another or the collective enterprises in which they engage,
nevertheless liberal theories can be extended to cover those practices without
distorting core liberal values.

Autonomy does not, on Benn’s view, preclude participation in collabora-
tive enterprises. Indeed, individual autonomy requires the “conceptual re-
sources” of traditions of rationality inasmuch as such traditions enable a per-
son to accomplish the sort of reasoning about rules that Benn sees as the
nature of autonomous choice. Those conceptual resources are made available
to an individual “by the particular cluster of sub-cultures that combined to
make” her the person she is.50

Benn does not believe that every sort of communal relationship is compati-
ble with autonomy. Communities that demand unconditional commitment to
their standards and that withdraw their concern from those persons who
show “independence of judgment” actually hinder the realization of auton-
omy. By contrast, argues Benn, relationships of “mutuality” require auton-
omy of their participants. Each partner of a mutuality actively participates in
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creating and developing the relationship. Mutual concern for the other part-
ners is an “ineliminable element of the mutuality enterprise.” Friendships,
marriages, and “sometimes families” constitute what Benn regards as the
locus for mutualities. Granted, Benn thinks that mutualities are limited to
small numbers of people in intimate relationships since the partners have to
know a great deal about each other and be able to monitor the relationship
rather continuously.51 Nevertheless, Benn recognizes that autonomy is com-
patible with social relationships and to some extent requires them.

Benn makes the same acknowledgment in a 1976 paper on autonomy,
even though he was not then trying to reconcile liberal individualism with
communitarian critiques. In that earlier paper, Benn mentions the role rela-
tionships of father and friend as two examples of activities in the course of
which agents could achieve autonomy. They would do so by identifying with
the roles in question and monitoring their performance and achievements ac-
cording to relevant standards.52 Benn also admits that the autonomous per-
son is just as socialized as a heteronomous person, just as influenced by her
society’s conceptual framework for understanding the world, its traditions
and its role demands. The autonomous person, furthermore, is social in need-
ing to derive, from the people around her, criteria for rational choice and con-
ceptual schemes for grasping relevant issues. The notion of an autonomous
person, he urges, must be made clear within the “conception of a socialized
individual.”53

For Benn in 1976, autonomy is a matter of “criticism internal to a tradi-
tion.” More specifically, it is “an ideal available only to a plural tradition” in
which there are alternative critical standpoints that can be adopted by each
person for reflecting on the principles and values that she has internalized.54

Like Dworkin and Feinberg after him, Benn denies that autonomy depends on
substantive independence. Pointedly noting that his account omits discussion
about the content of the autonomous person’s “principles and ideals,” Benn
states that he finds no reason why an autonomous person “should not be
deeply concerned about social justice and community.”55

In a 1973 essay, R. S. Peters explores the means by which the institutions
and practices of formal education can foster the development of autonomy.
Along the way, he touches on the importance of relationships in home envi-
ronments. In Peters’s view, socialization is crucial to the development of the
capacity to be a chooser, which he considers to lie at the core of autonomy.
The best home environment for encouraging this capacity, recommends Pe-
ters, is one in which “there is a warm attitude of acceptance towards children,
together with a firm and consistent insistence on rules of behaviour without
much in the way of punishment.”56

For Peters, autonomy requires authenticity, which he explicates in terms of
an individual’s tendency to be moved by considerations “intrinsic” to a mode
of conduct rather than by extrinsic considerations such as reward and punish-
ment; his example of an intrinsic consideration is “the sufferings of others.”
The school environment can contribute to the development of autonomy by
providing “a general atmosphere of discussion” about rules and the reasons
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for them, and not by “an authoritarian system of control in which anything of
importance is decided by the fiat of the headmaster.”57

Advancing the Discussion

As shown in the previous section, mainstream philosophical work on auton-
omy, at least as far back as 1973, has included prominent theorists who ac-
knowledge the contribution that social relationships make to the realization
of autonomy. Feminist philosophy and mainstream philosophy have thus
been converging around this theme. This is not to say, however, that feminist
critiques of mainstream conceptions of autonomy are now obsolete. A num-
ber of still-relevant feminist concerns can be raised both about how philoso-
phy contributes to a culturewide understanding of autonomy and about the
exact details of relational conceptions of autonomy. In the remainder of this
chapter, I will present four such concerns.58

First, although some leading mainstream philosophers acknowledge that
social relationships contribute to the realization of autonomy, not all main-
stream philosophers do so. Harry Frankfurt’s varying and widely influential
accounts of autonomy, spanning more than three decades of work on this
topic, are devoid of any reference to social dimensions or conditions of auton-
omy. Frankfurt generally grounds autonomy in some form of volitional com-
mitment or endorsement, processes that he depicts as solitary enterprises.59

Thus there are philosophical examples of solipsistic accounts of autonomy
that do ignore social aspects of autonomy. Nevertheless philosophical ac-
counts may not be the best targets of this feminist criticism. The feminist cri-
tique of autonomy seems much more appropriate for many of the male images
and role models in popular culture than they are for the theories of
philosopher-scholars laboring over intricate explications of authenticity and
procedural independence. It is popular culture, and not philosophical culture,
that seems to be the real culprit in presupposing an overly individualistic con-
ception of autonomy.

Popular culture has long lionized the self-made man, the ruthlessly aggres-
sive entrepreneur who climbs over the backs of his competitors to become a
“captain of industry”; the rugged individualist, the loner, the “Marlboro
man” fighting cattle rustlers out on the open range; and the he-man, the
muscle-bound “superhero” avenging his way to vigilante “justice.” These
male figures tend to be independent, self-reliant, aggressive, and overpower-
ing. Often they defy established authorities and institutions to accomplish
their goals. Usually they have no dependents or family responsibilities, but on
the rare occasions when they do, those relationships either support their ag-
gressive efforts or become merely additional obstacles to be overcome. Male
figures tend to be heroes or protagonists struggling against the forces set
against them, whether business competitors, mob bosses, cattle ranchers, es-
caped criminals, or the women who want to marry them and settle down.
What we have here is a cultural glorification of men (but seldom of women)
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who are independent, self-reliant, aggressive individuals who defy and defeat
the social actors who try to control them or make them settle down to conven-
tional lives. At a minimum, feminists are critical of the cultural glorification of
male figures such as these.

If the feminist critique of autonomy is really a critique of those images of
Marlboro men in culture at large, then how is it relevant to academic philoso-
phy? One possibility is that mainstream philosophical theories of autonomy
are unwittingly supporting popular masculine ideals. Perhaps the philosophi-
cal notion of autonomy actually serves to bolster the popular masculine ideal
of the aggressive, independent, wholly “self-made” man.

The suggestion that contemporary analytic philosophers have a signifi-
cant impact on popular culture is, admittedly, far-fetched. Few works of seri-
ous philosophical scholarship become popular best-sellers. Nevertheless, it
does seem reasonable to ask philosophers to articulate our theories in ways
that ensure that, should we be read by a wider audience, our words will not
be misunderstood as supporting questionable values and ideals. Feinberg, for
example, warns against a literal interpretation of the common expression
“self-made man” and carefully reconstrues it as entailing extensive participa-
tion in shaping oneself.60 Would an unwary audience, however, remember
his careful reconstruction? In one refreshing passage, Feinberg juxtaposes
the notion of someone being “her own woman” alongside the more familiar
“his own man.”61 Yet masculine nouns and pronouns predominate through-
out his discussion. “Her own woman” is eclipsed by this outmoded pronom-
inal style.

It is important to note, however, that these concerns do not indict main-
stream conceptions of autonomy for their internal particulars. Marlboro men
are not necessarily autonomous according to the substantively neutral con-
ceptions of most mainstream philosophers. Indeed, mainstream philosophical
autonomy requires that men choose and live in accordance with relevant self-
reflections about their motivations and values, not merely in accordance with
conventional ideals of masculinity. Thus, men who each thoughtlessly strive
to be independent and aggressive just for the sake of being what society con-
siders a “real man” are not acting autonomously at all. The really au-
tonomous man, on a careful reading of mainstream philosophy, is more likely
to be the one at home changing his baby’s diapers than the one riding off into
the sunset on his Harley.

A second concern raised by the feminist critique has precisely to do with
this substantive neutrality of mainstream accounts of autonomy. Many main-
stream accounts of autonomy do not specify the substantive choices that
someone must make in order to be autonomous.62 As I discussed in chapter 1,
they are content neutral. On this view, autonomy can be realized through vol-
untary commitments to, say, authoritarian religious orders, and through ful-
fillment of nonvoluntary moral role duties such as caring for one’s aged par-
ents. A content-neutral conception of personal autonomy requires only that a
self be capable of the right sort of self-reflection and sufficiently determinate
so as to find within herself reference points for directing such self-reflection.63
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A content-neutral conception of autonomy, by itself, does not rank avail-
able alternative choices nor does it rank the widely varied types of selves we
might each become. In particular, it does not provide a critique of substan-
tively independent behavior, such as isolation, narcissistic self-absorption,
and indifference to the needs and desires of those to whom one is closely re-
lated. A content-neutral concept of autonomy provides no basis for a general
analysis or critique of such substantive independence. It neither condones nor
condemns such behavior.

Many feminists are not neutral, however, about substantive independence.
As Diana Meyers has carefully documented,64 males in our culture are social-
ized for greater degrees of independence, aggressive self-assertion, and emo-
tional distancing from others than are females. This means that when men en-
gage in self-reflection about what they “really” want, they tend to find, lo and
behold, that they really do want to be independent, aggressively self-assertive,
and emotionally distant from others. These attitudes, in turn, might well fos-
ter male tendencies toward evading the responsibilities of close personal rela-
tionships and exhibiting aggressive and violent self-assertion, including sexual
aggression, against others.

If autonomy is indeed best conceptualized as substantively neutral, then a
critique of substantively independent behavior will have to be based on some-
thing other than the ideal of autonomy. We cannot fault autonomy theories
for failing to do what might lie beyond their proper scope. Nevertheless, fem-
inists may well worry that by approving procedural independence and ne-
glecting to criticize substantive independence, mainstream autonomy theories
might seem to be endorsing independence in general, thereby distracting us
from the task of exploring what is wrong with overly individualistic, substan-
tively independent behavior.

Thus, one concern implicit in the feminist critique of mainstream concep-
tions of what happens to be content-neutral autonomy might be that it is the
wrong ideal to emphasize for our culture. Before encouraging people simply
to be more fully and coherently what they already are, we should first think
about what it is that they already are. At this historical juncture, rather than
promoting autonomy, we might be better off urging that some of us change
what we “really” are, specifically so as to avoid the patterns of socialization
that lead males to focus obsessively on asserting themselves apart from or
against others.

Notice that, like the first concern raised earlier, this line of thought is not an
internal criticism of mainstream conceptions of autonomy. Rather, the argu-
ment is that substantively neutral ideals of autonomy should be subordinated
to cultural critiques of the substantively independent selves that males are so-
cialized and pressured to be. Mainstream (content-neutral) autonomy is not
about the radical reconstruction of selves. It is, more modestly, about the non-
radical ownership or reconstruction of aspects of the self. Feminists who dis-
cuss autonomy are concerned instead with the need for a more thoroughgoing
reconstruction of our gendered selves. A content-neutral conception of auton-
omy is not useful for this task and might tend to distract us from it.
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As I suggested in chapter 2, I myself am skeptical about the prospects of de-
veloping a feminist critique of overly individualistic, substantively indepen-
dent selves or behavior as such. It is important to distinguish between individ-
ualistic behaviors and traits that harm other persons from those that do not. A
father who abandons his dependent family for the sake of personal gratifica-
tion exhibits the sort of disconnection that is morally culpable because he has
harmed those who rely on him and toward whom he has special responsibili-
ties. In general, to focus only on our own needs and interests while ignoring
our legitimate responsibilities to others arising out of the relationships in
which we find ourselves embedded and on which those others depend is to ex-
hibit an excessive individualism that is morally culpable.

Consider, by contrast, a person who currently lacks any special responsibil-
ities of care, support, or companionship toward anyone else. There would
seem to be nothing morally wrong with such a person, say, spending long pe-
riods of solitude living in the backwoods. Of course such a person may harbor
delusions about just how self-reliant he really is. He might, for example, not
recognize how indebted he is to those who taught him how to feed and shelter
himself and otherwise survive off the land. Apart from this minor conceit,
however, there does not seem to be anything wrong with living such a
markedly individualistic life.

Thus, individualistic behaviors or styles of living do not seem intrinsically
wrong. When they are wrong, I maintain, they are so because the person living
in isolation has ignored her or his special responsibilities to care for certain
other persons. It is noteworthy that our culture more readily tolerates or for-
gives men who abandon their dependents than it does women, in part pre-
cisely because individualism and substantive independence are prized in men
but not in women. A critique of this cultural double standard around substan-
tive independence is long overdue. The problem, then, is not substantive inde-
pendence as such but rather a culturewide glorification of irresponsible sub-
stantive independence on the part of men alone, to the misfortune of those
who are harmed by it.

A third issue that emerges from feminist discussions of autonomy is the
feminist ambivalence noted earlier between thinking that autonomy should
sometimes give way to relational values and thinking that autonomy is rela-
tional in itself. One of the ideas underlying the feminist call for a relational
conception of autonomy is the now-familiar social conception of the self.
Feminists tend to share with communitarians the view that selves are inher-
ently social. On this view, even the most independent, self-reliant, and emo-
tionally self-contained among us are nevertheless social beings who are con-
nected to and dependent on a great many others for material and emotional
support, for the development of our capacities, for the sources of meaning in
our lives, and for our very identities. This perspective on the self leads easily to
the view, discussed in chapter 1, that autonomy should also be conceptualized
relationally.

At the same time, a little reflection on everyday life reveals that autonomy
sometimes results in severing relational ties, that it does sometimes disconnect
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us from others, including those who are closely related to us. Adolescents
often find, for example, that giving up the religious or moral views learned
from their parents will lead to a deep rift in their family lives. Many people are
ostracized by their peers for questioning the norms and conventions those
peers hold dear. (This point is developed more extensively in chapters 2 and 5.)

Can we reconcile the idea that autonomy is relational with the idea that it
can also conflict with the maintenance and values of relationships? I think that
we can. Doing so, however, will require us to give up the unqualified assump-
tion that social relationships are necessary to the realization of autonomy. The
conclusion has to be that relationships of certain sorts are necessary for the re-
alization of autonomy whereas relationships of certain other sorts can be ir-
relevant or positively detrimental to it. The connection between autonomy
and the “social,” in other words, is manifold and diverse.

Social relationships are, after all, a highly varied lot. This point should
come as no surprise. Social relationships can either promote or hinder the de-
velopment of autonomy competency (e.g., through the right or wrong kinds of
socialization), and they can either permit or obstruct its exercise (e.g., by en-
larging or constricting the range of someone’s choices). Not only might rela-
tionships differ from each other in their contributions to personal autonomy,
but any one relationship might vary over time in terms of the bearing it has on
the personal autonomy of its participants. One relationship might, further-
more, foster the personal autonomy of only some of its participants while at
the same time hindering the personal autonomy of other participants. In rela-
tionships of domination, for example, someone asserts his or her will and
someone else is subordinated to it.

In light of the variety of relationships, practices, and traditions that charac-
terize the social sphere, it is implausible to specify one uniform sort of connec-
tion between that sphere and autonomy. Specifically, we need an account that
explores how social relationships both promote and hinder the realization of
autonomy. Representing these two sorts of effects with roughly accurate pro-
portionality is, however, a formidable project. Matters of degree are notori-
ously difficult to specify philosophically.

One distinctive feminist contribution to the positive side of the ledger is see
how relationality contributes to autonomy in social roles that have fallen pre-
dominantly to women. As noted earlier in this chapter, mainstream autonomy
theorists consider role relationships such as those of parent and teacher to be
mainly conditions of socialization that can promote or hinder the autonomy
of others—children, in particular. This one-sided appraisal fails to consider
how such caregiving practices affect caregivers themselves.

Feminists, by contrast, have explored the resources available to caregivers,
especially female caregivers, for realizing their own autonomy. Sarah
Hoagland, for example, has identified subtle and covert practices of resistance
to male domination that women have exhibited as caregivers.65 Sara Ruddick
has investigated the ideals that constitute mothering practices and the forms of
thinking that arise rooted in those practice.66 By ignoring the possibilities for
women’s own autonomy within their traditional relationships, mainstream
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autonomy theorists, who are for the most part men, have unbalanced their ac-
counts considerably.

A fourth concern raised by feminist calls for a relational account of auton-
omy has to do with the theoretical nature of the connection between auton-
omy and social relationships. I have emphasized that mainstream autonomy
theorists acknowledge that social relationships are necessary to the realization
of autonomy. Marina Oshana has charged, however, that mainstream concep-
tions of autonomy treat social relationships merely as causal conditions that
are required for autonomy but are no part of what autonomy specifically is.67

Mainstream theorists admit that people must be socialized for self-reflection
and the other capacities required for the achievement of autonomy (could
anyone really doubt this?), but mainstream theories do not generally define
autonomy as intrinsically social. Oshana is thus objecting to the sort of social
conception of autonomy that I present in chapter 1.

Are social relationships merely causal conditions that are necessary to
bring autonomy about but are external to autonomy proper, rather like sun-
shine causing plants to grow? Or are they somehow partly “constitutive” of
autonomy? Put differently, is autonomy merely the (nonsocial) result of cer-
tain other social conditions or is it inherently social in its very nature? In
Nedelsky’s view, as noted earlier, there is “a social component built into the
meaning of autonomy.”68 This unresolved issue, I suggest, is one major philo-
sophical concern that continues to divide, on the one hand, feminists who ad-
vocate a relational account of autonomy from, on the other hand, mainstream
theorists who acknowledge that social relationships contribute to autonomy.

This issue raises a number of questions. If autonomy is indeed intrinsically
social, is this simply because human selves and self-identity are intrinsically
social? Or is autonomy itself, as a trait or competency of human selves, intrin-
sically social? In other words, is the inherent relationality of autonomy fully
explained by the social nature of the selves who realize it, or is autonomy,
apart from the social nature of the persons who realize it, also a social trait or
process? For that matter, what could it mean to say that autonomy per se is in-
trinsically or constitutively social?

Charles Taylor argues that autonomy requires a certain kind of self-
understanding that one cannot sustain on one’s own but must always define
partly in conversation with interlocutors or through the shared meanings that
underlie certain sorts of cultural practices.69 In Jürgen Habermas’s view, self-
interpretation is the performative dialogical assertion and reason-based justi-
fication of one’s identity to a potentially unlimited audience.70 Joel Anderson
conceptualizes personal autonomy as the capacity to give an account to others
of those commitments that are essential to who one is, in the sense of one’s
“practical identity.”71 Marina Oshana regards autonomy in part as a function
of social states of affairs that are independent of someone’s psychological
properties, states of affairs such as security against reprisals for unconven-
tional goals or values.72

Relational, or constitutively social, accounts of autonomy such as these, I
believe, set the stage for the next round of feminist explorations of autonomy.
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A crucial aim of those explorations should be to determine, as I suggested
above, what it could mean to say that autonomy is intrinsically or constitu-
tively social. Another crucial aim should be to determine whether feminism re-
ally needs to regard autonomy as intrinsically or constitutively social. Perhaps
it is enough for feminist purposes simply to recognize how relationships con-
stitute personal identity and provide the causal conditions that socialize indi-
viduals for autonomy competency. These, at any rate, are questions for an-
other occasion.

To conclude: I have argued that mainstream philosophers of autonomy are
not guilty of the feminist charge that they simply ignore social relationships in
their accounts of autonomy. Indeed, they explicitly acknowledge the role of
social relationships. There are, however, other concerns that feminists can
raise about mainstream accounts. First, culture at large treats autonomy aso-
cially and mainstream philosophers might be unwittingly contributing to this
culturewide perspective. Second, content neutrality, while acceptable in a
philosophical account of autonomy, may distract us from recognizing the
need for radical critiques of gendered personalities and might thereby re-
inforce those personalities. Third, social relationships both promote and hin-
der autonomy, and mainstream accounts have not provided an adequate
account of this balance—in part because they have neglected the possibilities
for autonomy available in women’s traditional relational practices. And
fourth, mainstream accounts of autonomy are not sufficiently relational be-
cause they tend to regard social relationships merely as causal conditions pro-
moting autonomy but do not construe autonomy as inherently social.73

Having thus endorsed a social conception of autonomy, I turn in the next
chapter to some complications in this account of autonomy.
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5

Autonomy, Social Disruption, and Women

Of Autonomy and Men

Are women in Western societies alienated by the ideal of autonomy? Many
feminist philosophers have recently suggested that women find autonomy to
be a notion inhospitable to women, one that represents a masculine-style pre-
occupation with self-sufficiency and self-realization at the expense of human
connection.

Paul Gauguin’s life epitomizes what many feminists take to be the mascu-
line ideal of autonomy. Gauguin abandoned his family and middle-class life as
a stockbroker in Paris to travel to Mediterranean France, Tahiti, and Mar-
tinique in search of artistic subjects and inspiration. He deserted his wife and
four children, one might say, to paint pictures in sunny locales. The historic
records show that Gauguin agonized for some time over the decision to leave
his family. Gauguin once wrote: “One man’s faculties can’t cope with two
things at once, and I for one can do one thing only: paint. Everything else
leaves me stupefied.”1

Gauguin’s self-reflective agonies qualify as autonomous according to many
contemporary definitions, including my own. Gauguin reflected on his deeper
wants, values, and commitments, and, in his middle thirties, altered the course
of his life so as to live more closely in accordance with those concerns, even in
the face of resistance and opposition by others.

How has Western culture assessed Gauguin’s life and work? Gauguin was
canonized by Western art history. Of course, he had the moral good luck to
have painted important pictures, something that Bernard Williams might call
a “good for the world.”2 While Gauguin’s fame is certainly based on his paint-
ings and not his familial desertion, nevertheless the fact of his having left be-
hind a wife and four children to pursue his dream has done nothing to tarnish
his stature. If anything, it has added a romantic allure to his biography.3
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Narratives of this sort suggest that autonomy in practice is antithetical to
women’s interests because it prompts men to desert the social relationships on
which many women depend for their own survival and well-being and that of
their children. In the past, because of women’s restricted opportunities, the
loss of support suffered by abandoned women has often been worse than the
heterosexual relationships on which they depended.

Men are supposed to “stand up like a man” for what they believe or value,
including the simple assertion of their self-interests. Women instead are sup-
posed to “stand by your man.” The maxim “stand up like a woman!” has no
serious meaning. It conjures up imagery that is, at best, merely humorous.
There is no doubt which model of behavior as exhibited by which gender re-
ceives the highest honors in Western public culture.

Still today, women in general define themselves more readily than men in
terms of personal relationships. In addition, women’s moral concerns tend to
focus more intensely than those of men on sustaining and enhancing personal
ties.4 As well, popular culture still presumes that women are more concerned
than men to create and preserve just the sorts of relationships, such as mar-
riage, that autonomy-seeking men sometimes want to abandon.5 Feminist
analysis has uncovered ways in which close personal involvement and identifi-
cation with others have been culturally devalued, in tandem with the devalua-
tion of women, by comparison with the public world of impersonal relation-
ships that men have traditionally monopolized.6 Focusing on the importance
of the social is one feminist strategy for combating these traditions of thought
and for elevating social esteem for women. Many feminist philosophers have
thus emerged as champions of social relationships and of relational ap-
proaches to diverse philosophical concepts.7

The cultural understanding of autonomy needs to change if the concept is
to be relevant for women. Autonomy, to reiterate, involves reflecting on one’s
deeper wants, values, and commitments, reaffirming them, and behaving and
living in accordance with them even in the face of at least minimal resistance
from others. This philosophical formulation of autonomy, however, is ab-
stract and may not provide enough flesh for popular understanding. As I sug-
gested in chapter 4, philosophers should pay more attention to how our cher-
ished notions that pertain to people’s everyday lives are in fact understood in
the culture at large. Popular understanding is more likely to proceed by way of
paradigm cases and narratives than by abstract formulas.

In order to make my female-friendly conception of autonomy more
widely accessible, I therefore suggest in this chapter two changes to the pre-
sentation of the concept that should promote the popular understanding that
autonomy is relevant to women: first, new paradigms of autonomy that in-
volve female protagonists, and second, narratives of autonomy that avoid
stereotypically masculine traits. To reinforce the female-friendly nature of
autonomy, it is also important to make explicit the social nature of auton-
omy, as discussed in the preceding chapter. Thus, I develop further the notion
that autonomy involves social relationships or is at least not antithetical to
them. This reconceptualization of autonomy has been under development
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for some time now in philosophical literature and my suggestions on these
points are not new.

Of course, nothing guarantees a priori that we will find an account of au-
tonomy that synthesizes these elements consistently with the core notion of
self-determination that sets limits to our understanding of autonomy. I am op-
timistic, however, that a female-friendly account of autonomy can be, and has
in part already been, developed.

At any rate, I mention these points merely to set the stage for my final, and
primary, thesis of this chapter, which is this: At the same time that we embrace
relational accounts of autonomy, we should also be cautious about them. Au-
tonomy increases the risk of disruption in interpersonal relationships. While
this is an empirical and not a conceptual claim about autonomy, nevertheless,
the risk is significant and its bearing on the value of autonomy is therefore em-
pirically significant. It makes a difference in particular to whether the ideal of
autonomy is genuinely hospitable to women.

Of Autonomy and Women

First: the historic association of autonomy with men. Autonomy, its con-
stituent traits, and the actions and lives that seem to manifest it are publicly es-
teemed much more often in men than in women. To be sure, women are more
prominent as public agents today than they used to be and in a greater variety
of social roles. Yet men still seem to predominate in fact and fiction as the pro-
tagonists of stories about heroes who pursued their values and dreams even in
the face of militant opposition, whether as war heroes, civil rights activists, en-
trepreneurs, or adventurers. As I noted earlier, the preponderance of men in
narratives of autonomy could easily cast a masculine shadow over the concept.

Does a concept become irrevocably shaped by the paradigms that initially
configure its usage? I believe that it does not and that autonomy can accord-
ingly be freed of its historically near-exclusive association with male biogra-
phies and male-identified traits. Doing so will require systematic rethinking.
In part, we need new paradigms of autonomy featuring female protagonists.8

A particularly feminist appropriation of the concept of autonomy requires
narratives of women who strive in paradigmatically or distinctively female sit-
uations against patriarchal constraints to express and refashion their deepest
commitments and senses of self. Such narratives are already widely available.
Susan Brison, for example, writes of regaining autonomous control over her
life after she was raped and almost murdered.9 Patricia Hill Collins explains
the power and importance of self-definition to African-American women,
who fight dominating cultural images of them as mammies, matriarchs, and
welfare mothers.10 Minnie Bruce Pratt tells of how she struggled to live as a
lesbian while at the same time renouncing the racism and anti-Semitism which
she had derived from her family and community of origin.11

In addition, there are women’s autonomy narratives that are not particu-
larly about overcoming patriarchal constraints. Sara Ruddick’s account of
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maternal thinking, for example, draws heavily on stories of women who re-
flected deeply on how to care well for their children, an otherwise conven-
tional female task.12 In short, there is already available a large variety of nar-
ratives that exemplify women’s autonomous struggles, both feminist and
nonfeminist.

It is, in addition, helpful to remember that autonomy is not always valued
in men. For one thing, whole groups of minority men have had their au-
tonomous aspirations crushed by white Western societies. For another thing,
white men do not always tolerate autonomy among each other. In traditional,
patriarchal hierarchies such as military or corporate structures, even many
white men are routinely punished for being autonomous, for challenging ac-
cepted norms and authoritive dictates, for not being a “team player.”13

Some male philosophers, in addition, criticize the ideal of autonomy in at
least some of its versions. Male communitarians challenge what they take to
be the overly individualistic and ungrounded autonomy of the liberal tradi-
tion.14 Sounding a different note, Loren Lomasky regards autonomy as a
source of “massive dislocation” and “widespread human misery.” He criti-
cizes autonomy as a rallying cry of the “Red Guards” and of proponents of the
welfare state who reject the “traditional ways” of family life.15

Thus, the historical link between autonomy and men is not uniform. It is
being further challenged today by the growing diversity of women’s lives. Au-
tonomy is now available to, and sometimes celebrated in, women, and it is not
always celebrated in men. The gender paradigms of autonomy are shifting.
On the basis of paradigms alone, autonomy is no longer straightforwardly
male oriented or alien to women.

Autonomy and Gender-Stereotypical Traits

Second, we should articulate our conceptions of autonomy in terms of narra-
tives that avoid stereotypically masculine traits.

Autonomy has often been conceptualized in terms of traits that suggest an
antifemale bias. Traditional ideals of autonomy, for example, have been
grounded on reason. Genevieve Lloyd and others have argued that traditional
conceptions of reason have excluded anything deemed “feminine,” such as
emotion.16 The exclusion of emotion from the concept of reason, however, is
less prominent a view today than it once was. Some recent accounts of ration-
ality by both feminists and mainstream philosophers blur the boundary be-
tween reason and emotion and thus promise to undermine this traditional di-
chotomy.17 In case those accounts prove well grounded, this particular
philosophical basis for thinking that autonomy is an antifemale ideal will have
been eliminated.18

Besides connecting autonomy to reason, popular Western culture has also
associated autonomy with other masculine-defined character and behavioral
traits. Independence and outspokenness are two such examples.19 Traits pop-
ularly regarded as feminine, by contrast, have no distinctive connection to
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autonomy—social interactivity, for example.20 Thus popular gender stereo-
types have associated autonomy traits coded as masculine but not with traits
coded as feminine; these stereotypes may invidiously infect philosophical
thinking about autonomy.

To be sure, because of gender differences in socialization, autonomy may
actually occur less often in women than in men. As Diana Meyers has docu-
mented, male socialization still promotes autonomy competency more effec-
tively than does female socialization.21 Overall, men have had far greater op-
portunities than women to act and live autonomously.22 Such modes of action
and living have, in the past, been closed to most women because they required
unavailable (to women) resources such as political power, financial indepen-
dence, or the freedom to travel unmolested in public space—to jog safely, for
example, through Central Park.

The more frequent appearance of autonomy in men than in women com-
bined with the association of stereotypically masculine but not feminine traits
with autonomy may bias philosophical investigations of autonomy. Together
with their nonphilosophical peers, philosophers may fail to recognize mani-
festations of autonomy by women. Philosophers who try to conceptualize au-
tonomy may do so with autonomous males in mind as paradigm cases. They
may go on to mistake what are merely masculine traits for the traits that com-
prise autonomy competency as such. Thus contemporary philosophical ac-
counts of autonomy should be scrutinized particularly with a view to elimi-
nating any covert masculine paradigms that may lie behind those accounts.

In addition to creating a male bias that might influence philosophical re-
flections on autonomy, male stereotypes are also easy to exaggerate in ways
that may further distort the conception of autonomy. The male-stereotyped
traits of independence and self-sufficiency have often been interpreted, both in
general culture and in philosophical traditions, in asocial, atomistic terms that
seemed to sanction detachment from close personal relationships with oth-
ers.23 Many feminists have argued that this illusory goal of atomistic self-
sufficiency has indeed structured male development and male perspectives in
those cultures that require men to repudiate the feminine in order to consoli-
date their own masculine gender identity.24 Some feminists worry that the
very concept of autonomy has been irremediably contaminated by this atom-
istic approach. An atomistic approach neglects the social relationships that
are vital for developing the character traits that are required for mature au-
tonomy competency.25 Much of that socialization consists of women’s tradi-
tional child-care labor.

Philosophical accounts may err in this regard more by omission than by
commission. Some contemporary accounts, for example, fail to mention how
the human capacity for autonomy develops in the course of socialization.26 By
neglecting to mention the role of socialization in the development of mature
autonomy competency, accounts of autonomy ignore one crucial way in
which autonomous persons are ultimately dependent persons, after all, and in
particular, dependent on women’s nurturing. This philosophical omission
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does nothing to undermine the conceited cultural illusion of the “self-made
man” as a paradigm of autonomy.

As shown in chapter 4, however, many contemporary accounts of auton-
omy explicitly acknowledge that a social upbringing and ongoing personal in-
teraction are necessary in order to become autonomous. These conditions im-
part the self-concept and resources for critical reflection that autonomy
requires. As well, no respectable philosopher would deny that women’s labors
still comprise the lion’s share of child care, especially in its crucial years of
early formative socialization. Careful philosophical thought on these issues
should correct the pop-cultural view of some men as self-made, a view that
denies women their proper share of credit for nurturing or supporting the au-
tonomy competency found in those men—and in women as well. The point is
that philosophers should actively take pains to weed out inappropriate male
paradigms that contaminate their own or a wider cultural understanding of
key philosophical notions.

In virtue of disregarding the fundamentally social nature of autonomy and
autonomous persons, the myth of the self-made man rests on a mistake. The
fact that mistaken conceptions of autonomy are male biased, however, does
not show that autonomy properly understood is male biased or antifemale.

Social Reconceptualizations of Autonomy

My third point is to reiterate the by-now-familiar idea that we need an ac-
count of autonomy that brings out its relational character. Fortunately, a rela-
tional approach to autonomy has been emerging for some time now. Two de-
velopments are relevant to this issue. One is the content-neutral conception of
autonomy that I defended in chapter 1; the other is the relational or intersub-
jective approach to autonomy that I discussed in chapter 4.27

According to a content-neutral account, personal autonomy is realized by
the right sort of reflective self-understanding or internal coherence along with
an absence of undue coercion or manipulation by others. Autonomy, on this
sort of view, is not a matter of living substantively in any particular way.28

While this sort of account can be debated,29 it is nevertheless common in phi-
losophy today. On a content-neutral conception, avoiding or abandoning
close personal relationships is in no sense required by autonomy. Nor is it for
any reason inherently a better way for any individual to strive for autonomy.

While the language of autonomy in popular culture might still suggest aso-
cial atomistic images of the self-made man, academic philosophers now sel-
dom share this view. The atomistic, self-made conception of autonomy is a
substantive conception of a particular sort of life or mode of behaving that
someone must choose in order to realize autonomy. Such an ideal is not prop-
erly a part of content-neutral accounts of autonomy. On a content-neutral ac-
count, if someone does not care about trying to raise herself up “by her boot-
straps,” does not value being able to supply her own needs through her own

AUTONOMY, SOCIAL DISRUPTION, AND WOMEN 103



labors, does not want to achieve professional success “on her own,” then
there is no particular reason for her to live according to those aims.

In addition to characterizing autonomy in content-neutral terms, many
contemporary philosophers of autonomy have also tended to gravitate to-
ward social, relational, interpersonal, or intersubjective accounts of auton-
omy. This is true of both feminist and mainstream philosophers, as I showed
in chapter 4.30 According to the relational approach, persons are fundamen-
tally social beings who develop the competency for autonomy through social
interaction with other persons. These developments take place in a context of
values, meanings, and modes of self-reflection that cannot exist except as con-
stituted by social practices.

Recent reconceptualizations of autonomy thus do not require someone to
be a social atom: radically socially unencumbered, defined merely by the ca-
pacity to choose, or able to exercise reason prior to any of her contingent ends
or social engagements.31 Our reflective capacities and our very identities are
always partly constituted by communal traditions and norms that we cannot
put entirely into question without at the same time voiding our very capacities
to reflect.

We are each reared in a social context of some sort—typically, although not
always, that of a family—itself located in wider social networks such as those
of community and nation. Nearly all of us remain, throughout our lives, in-
volved in social relationships and communities, at least some of which partly
define our identities and ground our highest values. These relationships and
communities are fostered and sustained by varied sorts of ties that we share
with others, such as languages, activities, practices, projects, traditions, histo-
ries, goals, views, values, and mutual attractions, not to mention common en-
emies and shared injustices and disasters.

Someone who becomes more autonomous regarding some tradition, au-
thority, view or value in her life does not stop depending on other persons or
relationships, nor does she evade her own necessarily social history of per-
sonal development. Her initial detached questioning does not arise in a social
vaccuum but is likely to be prompted by commitments reflecting still other re-
lationships that, for the present time, remain unquestioned and perhaps het-
eronomous. A shift in social relationships or commitments is not equivalent
to, nor need it betoken, wholesale social detachment.

Autonomy does not require self-creation or the creation of law ex nihilo, a
limitation that we need not join Richard Rorty in lamenting.32 Becoming
more autonomous, in a content-neutral sense, regarding particular standards,
norms, or dictates involves reflecting on them in a language that one did not
create, according to further norms and standards that one has almost surely
taken over from others, in light of what is of deep concern to that product of
social development that is oneself.33 As well, autonomy is always a matter of
degree, of more or less. Reflective consideration still counts as a gain in auton-
omy even if done in the light of other standards and relationships not simulta-
neously subjected to the same scrutiny.
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How Autonomy Disrupts Personal Relationships

I come now to the main thesis of this chapter, namely, that despite its relational
grounding, autonomy is potentially socially disruptive.

Feminists have sought a relational account of autonomy in order to render
it relevant to women. Philosophers in general have sought such an account in
order to make good on a widely shared intuition that autonomy is not anti-
thetical to other social values and virtues that concern us all, such as love,
friendship, care, loyalty, and devotion.34 Many philosophers seem to expect
that most of what we want or value in interpersonal relationships will prove
to be consistent with the ideal of autonomy, once we develop an appropriately
social conception of it.

That conviction, however, may be unfounded. It underestimates, I believe,
the disruption that autonomy can promote in close personal relationships and
in communities. Although autonomy is not inherently antithetical to social re-
lationships, nevertheless in practice, autonomy may contingently disrupt par-
ticular social bonds. In chapter 3, I linked that tendency to a potential for pro-
moting social nonconformity and, thereby, resistance to possibly oppressive
social norms and practices. Let us now explore further how autonomy some-
times interferes with social relationships and what this implies regarding the
value of autonomy for women.

Human relationships and communities, as noted above, are held together
by a variety of ties that persons share, including languages, practices, tradi-
tions, histories, goals, views, and values. Any of these elements in someone’s
life can become the focus of her critical scrutiny. Whenever someone questions
or evaluates any tie or commitment that binds her to others, the possibility
arises that she may find that bond unwarranted and begin to reject it. Reject-
ing values that tie someone to others may lead her to try to change the rela-
tionships in question or simply to detach herself from them. Someone might
also reflect on the very nature of her relationships to particular others and
come to believe that those ties are neglecting or smothering important dimen-
sions of herself. In order to liberate those aspects of herself, she might have to
distance herself from the problematic relationships.

Most personal and communal relationships are multifaceted and based on
more than one sort of tie. Kinship, for example, keeps many people in touch
with relatives whose values repel them. Childhood friends who travel dis-
parate paths in life may retain shared memories that keep them ever fondly in
touch with each other. A shared ethnic identity may link economically diverse
people in the pursuit of collective political ends or cultural self-affirmation.
Thus, friends, relatives, or other associates who diverge over important values
may still remain related to each other in virtue of other shared ties.

The resilience of social relationships is, of course, not always a blessing.
Relationships in which one partner exploits or abuses the other can also last
for years.35 Sometimes, however, a person becomes so disenchanted with her
relationships or their underlying values as to find them no longer bearable. At
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that level of discontent, and assuming viable alternatives, she may begin to
withdraw from those relationships. If she does so because of and in accor-
dance with deep value changes that she has reflectively reaffirmed, then the re-
lational disconnection she causes stems from her autonomous dissatisfaction
with her prior commitments.

Alternatively, someone’s increasing autonomy may result in the breakup
of a relationship not because she rejects it but rather because other parties to
the relationship reject her. They may despise the changes in her behavior that
they are witnessing. Some parents, for example, disown children who rebel
too strongly against deeply held parental values. Peer groups often ostracize
their members for disregarding important norms that prevail in their own
subcultures.

Strictly speaking, to say that autonomy unqualified (sometimes) disrupts
social relationships is misleading. The mere capacity for autonomy is not in-
trinsically socially disruptive. What disrupts a social relationship in a particu-
lar case is the actual exercise of the capacity. More strictly still, the differences
that arise between people as a result of one person’s autonomous rejection of
values or commitments that another affiliated person still holds may lead the
first person to draw away from or reject the other. Thus, it is not autonomy (as
a dispositional capacity) that disrupts social relationships; it is people who
disrupt social relationships.

The exercise of autonomy, it should be emphasized, is neither necessary nor
sufficient as such to disrupt particular relationships. The connection between
autonomy and social disruption is merely contingent. Someone’s autonomous
reflections increase the chances of disruption in her social relationships be-
cause of the divergence in wants and values that can result, but do not make
social disruption a necessary consequence. Under certain sorts of circum-
stances, autonomy may not even make social disruption more likely than it al-
ready is. Someone’s reflective consideration might lead her to appreciate in a
new light the worth of her relationships or the people to whom she is socially
attached and to enrich her commitment to them. In such cases, autonomy
would strengthen rather than weaken relational ties. Even if someone began
to disagree with significant others about important matters, their relationship
might still not suffer. People use many interpersonal strategies to keep differ-
ing commitments from disrupting social harmony—“never discuss religion or
politics,” for example.36

Thus, someone’s autonomy is not a sufficient condition for the disruption
of her social relationships. Nor is it a necessary condition. A person might end
a relationship because of new commitments that she has reached het-
eronomously. Peer pressure, for example, can promote knee-jerk rebellious-
ness that disrupts personal relationships as much as the greatest soul-
searching and critical self-reflection. Someone’s attitudes can also change as
the result of traumatic experiences over which she had no control. These
changes may occasion deep rifts in her relationships with close others.37

Someone’s increasing autonomy is thus neither a sufficient nor a necessary
cause of disruption in social relationships.
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Nevertheless the contingent connection between autonomy and social dis-
ruption is of noteworthy importance. When a culture places great value on au-
tonomy, members of that culture are thereby encouraged to question their
prior allegiances and the standards that impinge on them. Autonomy as a cul-
tural ideal creates a supportive climate for personal scrutiny of traditions,
standards, and authoritative commands.38 Public discourse in such a culture
will tend to promote open dialogue and debate over values and traditions.
Autonomy-idealizing societies may protect such discourse, and the normative
critiques it can foster, with legal guarantees of a substantial degree of freedom
of expression.

Thus, other things being equal, in a culture that prizes autonomy, all tradi-
tions, authorities, norms, views, and values become more vulnerable to rejec-
tion by at least some members of the society than they would be in a society
that devalued autonomy. No commitment in such a culture remains entirely
immune to critical scrutiny, whether the commitment be about religion, sex,
family, government, economy, art, education, race, ethnicity, gender, or any-
thing else.

Once such scrutiny takes place, the likelihood increases that people who
are socially linked to each other will begin to diverge over views or values they
previously shared including the value of their social ties. Once people begin to
diverge over important matters, they are more likely than they were before to
disagree and quarrel with each other or to lose mutual interest and drift apart.
In this way (other things being equal), an autonomy-idealizing culture in-
creases the risk of (though it certainly does not guarantee) ruptures in social
relationships.

To be sure, cultures that idealize autonomy do not always extend this ideal
to all social groups. Sometimes certain sorts of people, white men for example,
receive the lion’s share of the social protections and rewards for being au-
tonomous. As well, even an autonomy-idealizing culture may shield certain
norms or values from critical scrutiny. In such a society, values that protect
dominant social groups, those privileged to enjoy the value of autonomy,
might not get as much critical attention as they deserve. While limitations on
rampant autonomy might be necessary to prevent wholesale social break-
down, they can also create bastions of unquestioned autonomous privilege. In
such a culture, autonomy might well be a restricted, domesticated, socially
nonthreatening luxury.

Nevertheless, so long as autonomy is culturally valued even for only some
groups and with respect to only certain issues, its very cultural availability
opens up the possibility of wide social transformation. Even if idealized for
only a privileged few, it can always fall into the “wrong” hands. New groups
might coincidentally acquire autonomy competency in virtue of social
changes such as the spread of literacy and formal education. They might then
go on to contest norms and values previously left unscrutinized. As I argued in
chapter 3, this possibility has been historically crucial for women and other
subordinated groups. The ideal of autonomy is thus always a potential cata-
lyst for social disruption in interpersonal relationships.
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Notice also that the rupture that autonomy can promote in any one partic-
ular social relationship does not necessarily amount to an overall decline in
the societal quantity of relationality, to put the point inelegantly. Typically,
when someone questions some prior commitment of hers, such as a religious
commitment, which cemented certain relationships in her life, she is probably
doing so in company with other skeptics whose reflections prompt and re-
inforce her own rising doubts. When she turns away from her prior religious
community, she is likely to be turning toward a different community, perhaps
a religiously neutral secular community or a new religious group. Those with
whom someone shares her new commitments may have provided her with a
vocabulary or perspective for reflecting on her central concerns. Without any
empirical backing for this claim, I nevertheless estimate that in most cases in
which autonomous reflection does lead people to reject the commitments that
bound them to particular others, they are at the same time taking up new com-
mitments that link them through newly shared conviction to different particu-
lar others. This is one important additional reason for thinking of autonomy
as social in character.

Although people in an autonomy-valuing society might have as many in-
terpersonal relationships as those in a society that devalued autonomy, it is
reasonable to speculate that the nature of people’s relationships would differ
in the two cases. Where people were permitted with relative ease to leave rela-
tionships that had become dissatisfying to them, we should expect attach-
ments to be less stable, to shift and change with greater frequency, than in
societies in which personal autonomy (or relational mobility) was discour-
aged. The types and qualities of relationships in an autonomy-promoting cul-
ture would also likely differ from those of an autonomy-discouraging culture.
Relationships into which people are born and in which they are first social-
ized—relationships of family, church, neighborhood friendships, and local
communities—would likely be disrupted first by widespread individually au-
tonomous reflections on basic values and commitments. A culture that values
autonomy is more likely than one that devalues it to foster people who gravi-
tate toward voluntary relationships formed in adult life around shared values
and attitudes.39

Women and the Social Disruptiveness of Autonomy

What difference should it make to our theory of autonomy that autonomy,
however social its nature or origin, might promote the disruption of social re-
lationships? More precisely in the present context, what difference does this
possibility make to women? If autonomy is sometimes socially disruptive,
does that make it inimical to the relational orientation that many feminists
celebrate in women and display in their own moral concerns?

Some people exhibit what I call “autonomophobia,” or fear of autonomy.
What they usually fear is not their own autonomy; it is the autonomy of others
that scares them. Their concern is that autonomous people will disrupt or
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desert the relationships the autonomophobes regard as valuable and on which
they may depend. Traditional female roles make relationships and depend-
ence on others a standard and (contingently) necessary feature of many
women’s lives, for the purposes of material as well as emotional sustenance
and, even more so, for the sustenance of their children. Feminists, and many
women in general, may worry that the cultural idealization of autonomy will
threaten precisely these relationships on which many women depend in cru-
cial ways.

Whether any particular woman benefits or suffers in virtue of the exercise
of autonomy, however, depends on how she is socially positioned in relation
to it. When a woman is connected to someone else whose autonomous pur-
suits disrupt their relationship, then the immediate affect on her is likely to be
simply a loss—of whatever benefits she derived from their relationship. Au-
tonomophobia is thus a legitimate concern. It arises from the ways in which
our lives are intertwined with those of other persons. When others who are
close to us reflect on their own deeper commitments, they might well find
grounds for challenging or abandoning the relationships and communities
that we share with them. We might find ourselves helpless as a result. Social re-
lationships and communities are collective projects. They function best when
sustained jointly by people with important values or norms in common. In a
culture that idealizes autonomy, each individual faces the insecurity of invest-
ing herself in relationships and communities that the other participants might,
on critical reflection, come to reject.

Historically the disruption of personal relationships has had a different im-
pact on men than on women. Because women usually depended on men for fi-
nancial support while men had no comparable limitation, women doubtless
suffered more than they benefited from the cultural idealization of autonomy.
Men have been historically better situated than women to forsake personal re-
lationships dissatisfying to them. Unlike most women, many men have had
the material and cultural resources by which to support themselves, as well as
greater opportunities to seek more satisfying relationships elsewhere. Men
were able to abandon their responsibilities to women and children in order to
pursue forms of personal fulfillment unavailable to women.

Men who, like Gauguin, produced good enough subsequent works have
sometimes been celebrated for autonomous pursuits that involved neglecting
or abandoning relationships that supported women and children. Dependent
women and children have suffered greatly from these male desertions.
Women’s own autonomous living, by contrast, has, over time, brought
women much more censure and hardship than praise.40 Since women tend to
be more financially dependent on men than men are on women even today, au-
tonomophobia is understandably still more often a female than a male con-
cern. Thus, men’s autonomy has often done women little direct good and has
instead imposed serious hardships on them.

On the other hand, many social relationships constrain and oppress
women, indeed the very women who work to sustain them. Regardless of
whether women want to devote their lives to maintaining close personal ties,
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gender norms have required this of them. Women have been expected to make
the preservation of certain interpersonal relationships such as those of family
their highest concern regardless of the costs to themselves. Women who have
had important commitments other than that of taking care of family members
were nevertheless supposed to subordinate such commitments to the task of
caring for loved ones. Many men, by contrast, have been free to choose or af-
firm their highest commitments from among a panorama of alternatives. In-
deed, men are sometimes lauded for just the sort of single-minded pursuit of
an ideal that imposes sacrifices on all the people close to them.

Traditionally, the majority of women derived their primary adult identities
from their marriages and families. For at least some groups of women, how-
ever, social and economic opportunities have broadened in the late twentieth
century. Because of expanding financial opportunities in Western cultures at
least, many women no longer need to accommodate themselves uncritically to
traditional marriages or other relational ties in order to sustain themselves. As
many feminists have well recognized, there is no reason to defend social rela-
tionships without qualification. There is nothing intrinsic to each and every
social relationship that merits female or feminist allegiance.41 The traditional
relational work of women has included sublime joy and fulfillment but also
abuse, exploitation, and subordination. There are some, perhaps many, rela-
tionships that women, too, should want to end.

Thus, the disruption of social relationships that can follow someone’s
growing autonomy is not itself inherently alien to women, nor is it a dimen-
sion of the ideal of autonomy that women today should automatically reject.
What should matter to any particular woman in any given case is the worth of
the relationship in question and how its disruption would bear on her and on
innocent others. The old question, “Can this marriage be saved?” should be
revised to “Can this marriage be saved from oppressiveness?” Some relation-
ships should be preserved while others should be abolished. Even relation-
ships that should be preserved can always be improved. Sometimes what dis-
rupts social relationships is good for particular women. Since the socially
disruptive potential of autonomy can at least sometimes be good for women,
it does not constitute a reason on behalf of women for repudiating the ideal of
autonomy.

Indeed, reflecting on her relationships or the norms or values that underlie
them might be the only way a woman can determine for herself the moral
quality of those relationships. A woman who does not reflect on her relation-
ships, communities, norms, or values is incapable of recognizing for herself
where they go wrong or of aiming on her own to improve them. Her well-
being depends on those who control her life and on their wisdom and benevo-
lence—regrettably, not the most reliable of human traits. Autonomy is thus
crucial for women in patriarchal conditions in part because of its potential to
disrupt social bonds. That autonomy is sometimes antithetical to social rela-
tionships is often a good for women. With all due respect to Audrey Lorde, as
I noted earlier, the “master’s tools” can “dismantle the master’s house.”42
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Thus, although women still have occasion to fear men’s autonomy, it seems
that many women have good reason to welcome their own autonomy. When a
woman is the one who is exercising autonomy, then even if its exercise dis-
rupts relationships in her life, the value of her gain in autonomous living might
well make the costs to her worth her while.

The value of autonomy, as I argued in chapter 3, is particularly apparent
when one considers it from a first-person perspective. Although I might plau-
sibly fear what increasingly autonomous others will do to the relationships be-
tween us, it would not make sense for me to reject autonomy for myself. I
might choose not to exercise autonomy under certain conditions. I might, for
example, devote myself loyally to an ideal that I can serve only by working
with a group of persons who sometimes take specific actions I do not under-
stand or endorse. I can hardly want to give up, however, the very option of so
dedicating myself. To reflect on the standards or values according to which I
will behave or live my life, as I do when resolving to dedicate myself to a par-
ticular ideal, is already to exercise a degree of autonomy. It would be self-
defeating of me, at the same time, to reject autonomy altogether as a value for
myself.

Once women admit that autonomy might be a value for us, it would be dif-
ficult to deny its value for persons in general. The capacity for autonomy
seems instrumentally valuable as a means for resisting oppression and intrinsi-
cally valuable as part of the fullest humanly possible development of moral
personality. In these respects it seems valuable for anyone. As well, there is a
need for reciprocity. We cannot sensibly esteem autonomy in women while
deprecating it in men. Yet this consistency does have its costs. Men’s auton-
omy and the social disruption it can promote do sometimes threaten women’s
well-being. I have argued that when women have access to means for their
own material support, this risk is lessened.43 Women can then benefit from a
generalized cultural idealization of autonomy and are not simply threatened
by it.

There are, as well, certain mitigating possibilities that reduce, even though
they do not eliminate, the likelihood that autonomy will cause social disrup-
tion. For one thing, autonomy does not necessarily lead someone to reject her
prior commitments. Someone’s increasing autonomy might instead enhance
her appreciation of her close relationships, and, so, might lead her to reaffirm
certain relationships on which others depend. As well, even if she comes to re-
gard a relationship as seriously flawed, she might work to improve it rather
than abandoning it.

These possibilities suggest that alongside of autonomy as a cultural ideal,
we should also idealize the values and responsibilities that make relationships
and communities worthwhile.44 We should emphasize, for example, the ways
in which close relationships are vital sources of care for the most vulnerable
members of our society.45 We should articulate these values in public dia-
logues in which all can participate, including those who might become au-
tonomously skeptical about those social ties.

AUTONOMY, SOCIAL DISRUPTION, AND WOMEN 111



This balanced pursuit of the values of community along with the ideal of
autonomy is a partial response to the contingent social disruptiveness of au-
tonomy and the worry that such disruptiveness lessens the value of autonomy
for women. There is no way, however, to alleviate this concern fully. Relation-
ships one wants to preserve might nevertheless be disrupted by one’s partner
because of her—or one’s own—increasing autonomy. This risk must be faced
by persons and cultures who would idealize personal autonomy.46 I have ar-
gued, however, that social disruptiveness is, at least, a mixed curse, one that
harbors the potential for good as well as bad consequences.

As well, the mantra of “family values” that is invoked uncritically in so
much public debate in the United States should remind us as feminists of the
hazards of allowing any relationships, including those we most cherish, to be
entirely insulated from the critical reflection of all their participants. Even care
for the most vulnerable can usually be improved. It is a form of respect toward
those with whom we most want affiliation to want them to find forms of com-
mitment to us that reflect their most cherished values.47

In the next two chapters, I explore autonomy more specifically in the context
of romantic and intimate domestic relationships.
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Romantic Love and Personal Autonomy

In the acknowledgment section of his book Rediscovering Love, psychiatrist
Willard Gaylin writes: “It is impossible to acknowledge my wife’s contribu-
tion to this book” because “in all things in my life, it is difficult to know where
‘she’ begins and ‘I’ leave off.”1 Why then didn’t Gaylin list his wife as co-
author and share the credit line with her? This sounds like a classic example of
patriarchal relationships: a man takes all the public credit for what are actu-
ally the joint endeavors of him and his wife—and does it in the name of love.

Gaylin’s omission might seem to be justified by the view of love presented
in his book. In Gaylin’s view, love involves the “merging of the self with an-
other . . . creating a fused entity.” Over time, on this view, the “barriers of the
ego[s]” of two individuals in love break down, with the result that they lose
their “separate senses of self” and forge a “common identity” characterized
by “unsureness as to where I end and you, the person I love, begin.”2 If Gaylin
and his wife are a merged entity in virtue of their love, then it might not seem
necessary to name both of them as authors. Naming Gaylin alone would be
sufficient, since Gaylin has become, through love, someone merged with
“Mrs. Gaylin”—let us call her Mary Jones. To name Gaylin alone is now to
name the both of them at once, an entity that comprises Willard and Mary.

This account of love, however, still does not justify omitting Mary Jones’s
name from the title page. An entity that comprises two individuals is wrongly
named if known by the name of one of them alone. Rather than representing
the merger of himself and Mary Jones, the name “Willard Gaylin” simply
erases Mary’s existence. Suppose, however, that “Willard Gaylin” were the
correct name for their merger. This would mean that the reason Willard has
trouble telling where he leaves off and Mary begins is that Mary no longer be-
gins at all. She has lost her separate identity altogether in a merger that has
produced merely one enlarged self, Willard Gayline (“e” for “enlarged”).
Once again, we seem to be confronted with a classic variety of patriarchal re-
lationships: the two shall become one, and that one is him.
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In this chapter, I will focus on the ideal of a merger, fusion, or union of
lovers in heterosexual romantic love. I do not doubt the existence of such
mergers. I believe that they can and do occur, to varying degrees. My concern
is to explore how these mergers occur and whether they are good things, par-
ticularly for women.

Philosophers are, perhaps, never quite so ridiculous as when we subject
tenderly cherished human values and emotions to the microscope of analytic
scrutiny. I now venture to do just that. Yet there are important philosophical
points to make about the grounding of heterosexual romantic love in gender
norms. The importance of this grounding for our investigation of autonomy
may justify the trespass on delicate territory of the heart.

I remind you that this exploration, as with all philosophical works, issues
from a particular personal standpoint. What I have to say is prompted and
limited by who I am, what I have experienced, the particular others who have
influenced my views, and the extent of my imagination. Any resemblance be-
tween actors conjured up in this chapter and persons I have known is proba-
bly not a coincidence.

Merger Mania

Love is “a strong, complex emotion or feeling causing one both to appreciate,
delight in, and crave the presence or possession of another and to please or
promote the welfare of the other.”3 Romantic love is love that is at least partly
erotic or sexual in orientation.

The idea of a merger of identities between two romantic lovers is at least as
old as the speech by Aristophanes in Plato’s Symposium, which construes love
as the quest for literal reunion with one’s literal other half. Today’s philoso-
phers are more metaphoric about what merger means. Several contemporary
philosophers regard the merger of two selves or identities into a “we” as an
important feature or aim of romantic love, sometimes even the defining aim.
Roger Scruton, for example, considers romantic love to be distinguished by a
“community of interests” that erodes the boundaries between lovers. He
thinks that the “course of love” involves an endeavor of cooperative, “mutual
self-building.”4 For Robert Solomon, a merger of identities is the “dominant
conceptual ingredient” in romantic love, and is a kind of “ontological depen-
dency” that is the source of virtues made possible by romantic love.5 Robert
Nozick calls the merger of identities “intrinsic to the nature of romantic
love.”6 In the view of Neil Delaney, it is one of three basic needs or interests
that are involved in the pursuit of romantic love.7

For all these theorists, the ideal of a merger of two selves is a good, either
intrinsically or instrumentally—and usually both. Now to some of us, this
idea might seem crystal clear. It is not unfamiliar for lovers to murmur such
sweet nothings to each other as, “you will always be a part of me,” or “when-
ever you leave, I die a little,” and similar sentiments conveying personal fu-
sion. Others of us, however, might well find the idea baffling. Since two lovers
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do not literally merge bodily, the idea of merger might seem merely like a
charming poetic metaphor but one lacking in serious ontological significance.

In the next section of this chapter, I raise and quickly dispose of a few quasi-
ontological questions about the nature of romantically loving mergers. Then I
suggest that romantically merged identity poses a problem for personal auton-
omy. I list some specific ways in which a romantic merger might diminish the
autonomy of one or both of its partners. Then I connect the problem of auton-
omy in heterosexual romantic love to norms of femininity. I survey some
changing cultural trends on these gender issues, and finally I consider some
objections to my worries about women’s loss of autonomy in heterosexual ro-
mantic love.

It is noteworthy that love is not the only means by which two separate
selves can merge their identities. Romantic love might well involve unique
sorts of mergers, especially in virtue of the special capacity of sexual intimacy
to cross or blur the boundaries of embodied personhood and link selves pro-
foundly. Also there may be forms of merger that are not based on romantic
love. People who engage in joint undertakings, such as those involving dedica-
tion to shared ideals, may forge bonds of solidarity that merge identities with-
out involving romantic love between the partners. My comments about ro-
mantic love may or may not transfer to these other domains of merged
identity.

One, Two, or Three?

What might it mean for the identity of two separate individuals to merge in ro-
mantic love in such a way as to become a “we”? For the purposes of answer-
ing this question, I make certain assumptions. As noted in chapter 2, I assume,
as for one thing, that there are individual selves, distinct persons with self-
identities, who correspond more or less isomorphically with distinct human
bodies. Human selves are embodied selves, and the distribution of them typi-
cally, although not necessarily, follows a democratic principle: one body, one
self. I also assume that selves tend to cohere enough, most of the time, to make
it sensible and plausible for us to talk of them as individual selves. In addition,
as also mentioned in chapter 2, I assume that selves are at least sometimes ca-
pable of self-understanding without undue self-deception. In other words, I
take a modified modernist, rather than a postmodernist, stance toward selves.

What might it mean for the identity of two separate individuals to merge in
such a way as to become a “we”? Is the we of romantic love, in some sense, a
new entity with an identity over and above those of the lovers? Or, rather, is it
merely a metaphor that describes the mutual coordination of the lovers’s still-
separate identities and agencies? Nozick wavers between these two accounts.
At one stage, he claims that a “new” identity is forged, one that is “addi-
tional” to those of the two lovers. Yet, at another stage, he claims that lovers
orient themselves to each other in such a way that “each becomes psychologi-
cally part of the other’s identity,” and the identity that each partner had as an
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individual becomes altered in the process.8 Solomon leans toward the latter
view. He writes that romantic love expands the self, a development that, in his
view, makes romantic love neither selfless nor selfish. Solomon emphasizes
how the very contours of the self change and enlarge in romantic love.9

The old familiar dispute between individualists and holists thus reappears
in the tenderly cherished realm of romantic love. One thing is clear: human
lovers cannot merge so thoroughly as to obliterate their separate individual
embodiments. Aspects of personal identity that were important to each before
the romantic relationship brought them together as a couple still persist in
their lives. As well, those romantic loves that end during the lifetimes of the
lovers show that romantic mergers need not be permanent and may obviously
be reversed or transcended.

A merger of identities is more than simply the sharing of activities or inter-
ests. Peripheral amusements and diversions, in particular, are irrelevant. What
is shared must be important enough to a lover so as to pertain to her very iden-
tity. It must somehow constitute or define who she is. One sign that something
pertains to identity might be that its sudden loss, say, through death or depar-
ture, would be experienced as a kind of bereavement, a deep wound in the
lover’s ongoing sense of stable personhood. Overcoming such a loss requires
something experienced as a healing, one that may leave permanent emotional
scars and may never be thorough.

Richard Schmitt finds some philosophers to be puzzled by the idea that two
separate, and separately autonomous, individuals could constitute the sort of
unity that romantic love is said to involve. Schmitt suggests that the puzzle-
ment is eliminated by recognizing the obvious and mundane fact that lovers
do many things together; they have many “joint projects.” As such, they have
many “feelings, desires, thoughts, choices, and actions in common.” They are
not, however, “self-identical; they are not numerically one person.” Schmitt
refers to their condition as one of “being-in-relation.”10

It is important to recognize the degree of separateness that persists for be-
ings in the relation of romantic love. Only very remarkable romantic love re-
lationships contain no disagreements, disputes, or heated struggles, at some
time or other. These disagreements seem more like antagonisms between
whole persons than the internal struggles of a single self divided between con-
flicting loyalties. Lovers thus retain identities that remain at least partly indi-
viduated from each other, even if they experience themselves as merging to a
substantial degree.

Neil Delaney suggests that what lovers really want when they seek to merge
romantically is something analogous to a federation of states.11 In a federa-
tion of states, two previously separate states retain some of their individual
powers and capacities, but combine in joint ventures for the production of cer-
tain shared goals and purposes. A romantic merger of identities is somewhat
like an interpersonal federation. On the federation model, a third unified en-
tity emerges from the interaction of lovers, one that involves the lovers acting
in concert across a range of conditions and for a range of purposes. This con-
certed action, however, does not erase the existence of the two lovers as sepa-
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rate agents with continuing possibilities of acting on their own, and for their
own individual purposes. I take this to follow almost from the continuing fact
of separately embodied agency alone.

Lovers may merge in part and by way of varied capacities. At least three
sorts of such capacities can be distinguished. First, lovers may merge in sub-
jectivity, that is, as the subject of experiences. They may share joys and sor-
rows, moments of ecstasy, insight, contentment, doubt, fear, anxiety, and
even, in an odd way, loneliness. Second, lovers may merge in agency, that is, as
persons exercising their capacities for action. They may engage in joint under-
takings for various purposes and toward various ends. Third, lovers may
merge in what I will call objecthood, that is, as the object of attention or con-
cern, or the recipient of harms or benefits. Each lover may attend to and serve
his or her needs as a couple. The attention may come from outsiders to the re-
lationship or it could come from one of the lovers acting, to that extent, as a
separate agent toward the couple of which she is a part.

A federation of states is, in some ways, importantly unlike a romantic
merger. A federation of states is typically formalized in ways that are stable
over time. How and when the states shall or may act in concert, and how and
when they may not, is often clearly specified. In this respect, this metaphor is
not helpful for our purposes. Romantic mergers can vary in degrees of stabil-
ity and modes of action. They can be settled and stable or they can be highly
dynamic, shifting, and unstable, needing constantly to be renegotiated and
reaffirmed. At any one time, two lovers may merge in some respects but not
others. Over time, the ways in which they merge may shift. In the respects in
which they are not merged at any given time, they remain separate individu-
als, although, as individuals, they may still coordinate their activities and
concerns.

Thus, two lovers may attend to their needs as a couple, for example by
planning shared activities, but may do so individually, each acting alone to
arrange time for them to be together. Or two lovers may act together as agents,
focusing their attention and resources on meeting the needs that one of them
has as an individual, health or career needs perhaps. Or two lovers may share
sexual intimacies or other experiences as one and yet part the next morning to
live their day separately and attend each to her own concerns. These stances or
positions (of subjectivity, agency, and objecthood) can themselves become in-
tegrated. Out of our shared fear in the face of an unexpected emergency, my
lover and I might act as one to fend off the impending danger.

When I speak of a merger of identities in this chapter, then, I will mean pri-
marily a flexible interpersonal equivalent to a federation of states as under-
stood above. It is crucial for my thesis that each lover remains, in some sense
and for some purposes, a separate self with her own capacities for the exercise
of agency. On this view, a romantic merger does not obliterate the separate ex-
istence of two lovers. Instead it produces a new entity out of them, but only to
some extent, only at some times, and only for some purposes—while leaving
them as two separate selves. Each lover remains, like each state in a federa-
tion, a separate self with capacities to make choices and to act on her own.
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In romantic merger, then, there is not merely one self, nor are there merely
the two original selves. There are three entities in a dynamic, shifting interplay
of subjectivity, agency, and objectivity. There are the two individual lovers and
there is the flexible romantic “federation,” or merger, that they become. I am
particularly interested in the impact of romantic mergers of identity on the on-
going autonomy of the individuals who are parts of those mergers yet remain
individual selves at the same time.

Problems with Romantic Mergers

Alan Soble scorns the ideal of romantic merger. In Soble’s view, romantic
merger has two costly consequences for love. First, it diminishes the auton-
omy of lovers. Second, it makes impossible a type of loving concern that
philosophers, theologians, and poets have all revered, and which Soble calls
“robust concern.” Robust concern is concern for another person for her own
sake. Romantic merger diminishes autonomy and makes robust concern im-
possible precisely because it obliterates the separate identities of two separate
selves. In Soble’s view, two lovers must have separate identities in order that
each one may achieve personal autonomy or care about the other lover for her
own sake.12

Soble’s view that romantic merger undermines autonomy is particularly
relevant in this context. Soble is right in principle to worry about this loss of
autonomy. In practice, however, things are not so bleak. Soble’s mistake is to
focus only on the ideal of romantic merger as presented in romantic simplicity
by writers who often do not admit that real love, even the best kind, is much
more complicated than their idealizations suggest. The ideal of romantic
merger is just that: an ideal. Two lovers merge; their hearts are one; they think
as one, feel as one, act as one, react as one, and identify as one. “Make of our
hands one hand, make of our hearts one heart,” sing the ill-fated lovers in
West Side Story.

Real human lovers, especially those whose love endures for some time, sel-
dom if ever experience such pure and simple merger. Real romantic merger is
complex. Human lovers, of course, remain physically separate selves. They
also remain psychologically separate. Aspects of personal identity that were
important to each before the romantic relationship brought them together as a
“couple” still persist in their lives, often with a vengeance. The particular ex-
periences, traits, views, and values that characterize one partner often do not
characterize the other partner. They often have different occupations and re-
sponsibilities. They may retain differing tastes and interests. They may not like
the same friends. A separate biography could be written about each partner in
a romantically loving couple. They can act in ways that have nothing to do
with each other, no matter how deep and abiding is their romantic attachment.

Indeed, real lovers who spend too much time together and engage in too
many joint projects may find their romantic love quickly evaporating. Only
very remarkable romantic love relationships contain no disagreements, dis-
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putes, or heated struggles at some time or other. And since the vast majority of
romantic loves do not last “ ’til death do us part,” the sort of merger that oc-
curs in romantic love can end, permitting the lovers to recover clearly separate
identities.

If I am right that actual romantic mergers are only partial, then Soble is
wrong to think that romantic mergers simply abolish the separate identities
and autonomies of two lovers. Merger is a matter of degree; lovers do not lit-
erally become one. If romantic mergers produce a new merged entity, a cou-
ple, this entity nevertheless makes up only a part of the lives of each lover.
Each lover remains, to some extent and in some ways, a separate self.

Soble is right, however, to see a tension between romantic merger and sep-
arate identity. Insofar as, and to the extent that, one person is merged with an-
other in romantic love, her separate selfhood is somehow blurred. Merged
lovers are, on my view, partly separate selves and also partly merged beings.
They constitute an “interpersonal federation.” Thus we should ask what im-
pact these romantic partial mergers of identity have on the personal autonomy
of lovers.

Autonomy, to reiterate, involves reflecting on one’s deeper values and con-
cerns, reaffirming them, acting in accordance with and because of them, and
persisting in doing so in the face of some minimum of opposition from others.
To the extent that a lover is engaged in joint undertakings which are guided by
the joint commitments and identity of the couple that she constitutes with her
lover, she is not being guided by the commitments and identity that define her
as an individual. The important point is that a romantic merger can unite two
persons in different ways. One lover may shape the concerns and activities of
the couple more intensely or more extensively than the other lover. And the
commitments and values that define a couple’s identity as a couple may be in-
fluenced more heavily by the values of one lover than they are by the other.

Scruton, Solomon, Nozick, Delaney, and others all portray the merger of
identities in romantic love as a good thing. Although I will eventually agree
that it can be good, I will first investigate the risks and dangers of such merg-
ers. For it appears that romantically merged identity can diminish the auton-
omy of one lover even while enhancing the autonomy of her beloved. Gender
identity being what it is socialized to be in our culture, the heterosexual ro-
mantic merger of identities compromises women’s autonomy more than it
does that of their male partners. But more on that later. First let us explore in
some detail how autonomy can be diminished by romantic mergers.

How Romantic Mergers Can Diminish Personal Autonomy

Here are a variety of ways in which romantic merger might be manifested.
Most are recognizable from the viewpoint of lovers themselves whereas some
might be recognizable only to outsiders. Some of these items exemplify merg-
ers in regard to subjectivity, some in regard to agency, some in regard to ob-
jecthood, and some a mixture of more than one dimension. The list contains
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much overlap and is not meant to be exhaustive. Also, these features may
apply to nonromantic forms of love, and even to mergers of identity not based
on love at all:

1. Needs and interests: Romantic lovers come to care deeply about each
other’s needs and interests. For many philosophers, love involves coming to
care about the good of the beloved at least in part for her own sake and in the
same way that one cares about one’s own good. This aspect of love is perhaps
most fully a merger of identities when a lover’s well-being and that of her ro-
mantic beloved become intertwined or pooled in such a way that each is or un-
derstands herself to be the subject of the good and bad things that happen to
both of them.13

2. Caring and protection: Lovers tend to contribute substantially to each
other’s well-being.14 They are likely to bring each other pleasure and happi-
ness through gifts, attentiveness, and the sharing of activities. They may go on
to care for each other through difficult circumstances and to nurture each
other’s growth and development. In times of danger, they may protect each
other. Sandra Bartky has suggested that caring for someone changes one’s out-
look. It creates a tendency to focus on and become absorbed by the perspec-
tive of the recipient of care.15 In this respect, the caring that is part of love may
carry its own distinctive dimension of merger.

3. Deep mutual familiarity: Couples are often able to communicate with
each other using seemingly insignificant bodily or verbal cues.16 This suggests
that lovers acquire such close knowledge of each other as to be able to recog-
nize clear and unambiguous meanings in each other’s small gestures or other-
wise ambiguous signals. This sort of deep familiarity makes possible the com-
munication that enables two persons to share perspectives and pursue
common interests in the changing circumstances of everyday life.

4. Attention: A merger of romantic love may involve changes in one’s
modes or objects of attention. One is normally alert and attentive to one’s own
circumstances, noticing, to a significant extent, those that are salient to one’s
needs and interests. One’s attention might be drawn to dangerous conditions,
for example, or to the sound of one’s name amid background conversation. In
romantic love, one’s attention to circumstances can become guided by their
salience for the needs and interests of one’s beloved.17 In addition, the focus of
one’s attention may follow one’s lover’s gaze or attentiveness when one is to-
gether with her.

5. Decision making: Some of the decision making each would otherwise
have made alone (or, at least, without the beloved) might be opened up to joint
participation in which both lovers contribute to the final resolution. Nozick
characteristically puts the point in terms of rights: each partner’s right to make
unilateral decisions on those joint matters is partly relinquished.18

6. Division of labor: Lovers often undertake activities or joint projects re-
quiring the coordination of different sorts of tasks. She steers while I navigate;

122 INTIMATE RELATIONSHIPS



she prepares the appetizer and main course while I prepare the salad and
dessert. After some practice, lovers may be able to coordinate their organized
labor without much apparent monitoring.19

7. Mutual awareness or consideration: Shared identity may involve a
“sense of presence,” a having of someone always “in mind” in a way that “de-
fines one’s sense of self to oneself.”20 One lover may always be thinking about
her partner’s needs or desires, or attending to and grasping the world as if
from the perspective of her lover.

8. Evaluative perspective: A merger of identities may have something to
do with a merger of viewpoints. It may interrelate the perspectives of both
lovers, their values or commitments, into a new and uniquely blended stance
that differs from the perspective of each individual partner taken singly,
a stance that each lover can take up when adopting the point of view of
their we.21

Scruton emphasizes the ways in which one’s ideals and values interweave
with one’s aim to merge with one’s beloved. You desire your beloved’s good
and desire your beloved to be a good person. As well, you desire that your
beloved similarly desire your good and regard you as a good person.22 The de-
sire to be regarded as worthy of love by one’s beloved, in Scruton’s view, de-
limits the project of love. New standards, possibly distinct from one’s own,
enter the scope of one’s intentionality.

9. Mirroring of self-concepts: Lovers tend to become concerned about
how they appear to their lovers and what their lovers think about them. This is
a specific and especially important version of the previous point. A lover may
want her beloved to value her for things about her that she herself regards as
both valuable and deeply defining of who she is.23 Or she may simply come to
understand herself as a mere reflection of how she thinks she appears in her
lover’s regard. Thus a person’s self-understanding may become particularly in-
fused with and refashioned by her understanding of how her lover regards her.

10. Convergence of long-range plans: Lovers make joint plans for the fu-
ture. They may plan projects that neither partner could or would consider un-
dertaking alone, such as raising children. One lover may alter her own aspira-
tions to accommodate her lover’s ambitions. The more secure and abiding
they understand their love to be, the more far-reaching may be their joint
plans for future undertakings and the more their joint ventures may structure
the major parameters of their lives: domestic and family relationships, places
of residence, daily occupations and activities, development of talents, and life
prospects.

This ends my rough list of ways in which the identities of romantic lovers may
merge. It is important to note that there is a difference between a mere merger
of identities and a mutual or fair merger. Romantic mergers that nurture and
affirm us can promote our autonomy as individuals by promoting our self-
understanding, self-esteem, and capacities to act effectively in concert with

ROMANTIC LOVE AND PERSONAL AUTONOMY 123



others. Romantic mergers that drain or erase us can reduce our autonomy as
individuals by diminishing those same attributes.

Lovers may be very different from each other in the resources, capacities,
and commitments they bring to their love. These differences can create imbal-
ances of power, authority, and status within a romantic relationship. When
two lovers become one, the one they become may very well be more one of
them than the other. Or the merger may take place within one lover alone, so
to speak. One lover alone may change in ways that incorporate aspects of the
subjectivity, agency, or objecthood of her lover into her own self, thereby con-
verting her into part of the enlarged self that now supports her lover’s perspec-
tive and promotes her lover’s well-being. At the same time, little or nothing of
her lover may change to incorporate elements of her—or rather of what she
once was, independently of her connection to her lover.

Each of the ways listed above in which identities can merge in romantic
love can yield asymmetries that affect differently the identities and individual
autonomies of two people who love each other. As with the list of merged
identity features, this list is also not intended to be comprehensive, and the
items overlap:

1. Needs and interests: The needs or interests of one lover may come to
take precedence over those of her partner as joint projects that both lovers
work on together. Perhaps one lover’s needs or interests simply are more ur-
gent; for example, she suffers from a serious illness. Perhaps, however, one
lover simply asserts her needs or interests more emphatically.

2. Caring and protection: One lover may care better for the needs and in-
terests of her partner than her partner does for her needs and interests. This
would tend to make her partner’s identity and concerns more definitive of
their joint undertakings than would her own.

3. Deep mutual familiarity: One lover may be better than her partner at
reading the emotional and bodily cues conveyed by her beloved. The one who
is better understood (by the other) is likelier to get a greater degree of recogni-
tion and understanding when reacting to situations or expressing her needs.
Her reactions will thereby tend to become more definitive than her partner’s of
their joint concerns.

4. Attention: One lover may be more alert and attentive to her surround-
ings or her circumstances than her partner. By noticing more quickly than her
partner what they both need to take account of or react to, she sets a kind of
agenda for their shared attention. The lover who is quicker to respond is more
able to determine how they both grasp what is happening to them.

5. Decision making: One lover may reach decisions more quickly, more
surely or with more self-confidence than her partner. Or her decisions and
choices may stand up better to subsequent scrutiny and evaluation, perhaps
because she has a greater store of background knowledge about the condi-
tions they deal with together. In such cases, she will probably emerge as the
more decisive or more reliable partner in their joint undertakings.
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6. Division of labor: One lover may come to shoulder more of the work-
load of their joint projects or carry out what both view as the more important
tasks between them. Actually, these are two different sorts of asymmetries re-
garding division of labor, and they are likely to have different effects. Han-
dling the more important tasks may give one lover a higher status in their af-
fairs; this often happens, for example, in a marriage in which only one partner
earns income for the couple. By contrast, shouldering more of the burden of,
say, domestic chores or emotional bonding in a relationship seems to reduce
someone’s status in the relationship and leave her less capable of setting the
agenda for their shared future.

7. Mutual awareness or consideration: Two lovers may differ in the de-
gree to which they each have the other always “in mind” or incorporate the
perspective of the other into their own. This point overlaps a great deal with
the previous point about evaluative perspective. It seems likely that the lover
who gets more consideration from her partner than she gives in return will
have her identity and deep concerns come to preoccupy both of them and play
a greater role in determining their joint tasks and undertakings.

8. Evaluative perspective: A distinctly important form of asymmetric
merger of identity occurs when one partner defers excessively and without
corresponding reciprocity to the norms, values, or commitments of the other
partner. This is always a risk in any relationship that intermixes an attentive-
ness to values with a loving attachment to a particular individual. One per-
son’s attachment to the particular person who is her lover may lead her to sus-
pend wholehearted commitment to those of her values that conflict with her
lover’s values. For the sake of love, a person may abandon commitments that
she should not abandon.

Bartky argues that emotional caring for someone creates both an “epis-
temic” and a “moral” lean in the direction of the one receiving care. One tends
to become “engrossed” in the care recipient’s perspective. Doubts about those
views or values become difficult to voice since they would introduce a kind of
distancing or disloyalty into the relationship. One risks accepting uncritically
“the world according to him.”24

Of course, a lover may have values or commitments she should revise. And
the risk of inappropriate deference would not be particularly relevant to au-
tonomy in case two lovers are roughly equal in their readiness to defer to each
other over the course of time, to suspend conviction or cast shadows of doubt
over their prior values and commitments. When they are not equal in the ex-
tent or intensity of their separate moral convictions, however, then the possi-
bility looms large that the autonomy of the more deferential partner will be di-
minished by the relationship.

9. Mirroring of self-concepts: One lover’s own self-concept may play too
little a role in her romantic relationship. Her partner’s conception of her na-
ture, her virtues and her shortcomings, may become the lens through which
they together regard her. She may come to see herself more through her part-
ner’s eyes than through her own.
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10. Long-range plans: Obviously, if the long-range plans of a couple are
more a reflection of one partner’s needs and interests than the other’s, the iden-
tity of that favored one will have the greater determining influence on the proj-
ects that define and actualize the identity of the couple over the course of time.

There are other important sorts of asymmetries that may not fit neatly into
any of the above categories:

11. Degree of adjustment required by the relationship: If someone has
to give up many of her prior commitments in order to incorporate a romance
into her life whereas her lover had to make only minor adjustments, then
the relationship will make the former person a substantially different person
from the one she was before, while leaving her lover substantially the same as
before.

12. Voluntariness of the relationship: Intimate relationships can vary
along a continuum between, on the one hand, joint undertakings sought with
mutual voluntariness on the basis of affection and respect, and, on the other
hand, hostile takeovers initiated by violation and maintained by domination.
Perhaps the latter relationships are not really cases of “romantic love,” but if
the name fits at all (and Hollywood sometimes seems to think so), then clearly
the personal autonomy of the less voluntary party would be diminished—in-
deed, violated—by the relationship.

13. Autonomy competencies: Two lovers enter their relationship with
different autonomy competencies. One lover may be more discerning at self-
reflection, say, while another may be more decisive in taking action. A lover,
for example, who is more articulate in expressing her views and more adept at
defending them may have greater say than her partner in determining what
counts as a legitimate shared purpose or joint project. Linguistic competency
is an important meta-attribute in autonomy; it is a particularly rich skill for
self-representation, critical reflection, and imagining and evaluating alterna-
tives. To the extent that lovers depend on dialogue to forge their plans and set-
tle their disagreements, the lover who is less skilled than her partner at linguis-
tic self-expression will often have a hard time communicating and defending
her perspective to her lover.

14. Differential responses from others: Other persons give us feedback,
both explicit and implicit, on how they perceive us. Most of us pay at least
some attention to the ways in which others react to us, and for most of us,
that information enters, to some degree, into our reflections on our charac-
ter, commitments, and identity. If other people so closely identify a person
with her lover that they ignore or disregard what distinguishes her from her
lover, then the feedback they give her would promote in her a tendency to
think of herself in terms that mirror her lover’s separate identity rather than
reflecting her own. She would thereby lose the sort of intersubjective feed-
back about her own self that helps each of us to explore and maintain our
separate identities.
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Asymmetric Mergers and Women

Love does not take place in a social vacuum. It is influenced by traditions,
practices, and social and political institutions. It is guided by norms and ste-
reotypes. Foremost among these are gender norms and ideals of romantic het-
erosexual love. The idea of a merger of identities is one of these norms—to
women’s frequent disadvantage.

Historically, women were usually submerged by their mergers with men. In
the common law tradition, marriage was covered by the doctrine of coverture,
according to which a man and woman became one through matrimony and
that one was him.25 She became his “femme covert.” Today’s gender differ-
ences in romantic love, in the United States, are not primarily matters of for-
mal law. They are more typically matters of cultural practice and gender so-
cialization. Social institutions still tend to identify a marital unit in terms of
the premarital identity of the husband. Women are, for example, still rou-
tinely expected to take their husbands’ last names—never the reverse. This
practice reflects the old marital traditions that erased a wife’s separate public
identity.

Marriage is the occasional outcome of romantic love, and women are still
encouraged and expected to “marry up.” A woman is encouraged to marry
someone who is taller, stronger, older, richer, smarter, or higher on the social
scale than she is. It she does so, this means that the personal resources, includ-
ing status, that he brings to their love are greater than those that she brings to
it. This imbalance in resources makes the romantic merger of identities riskier
for her than for him. He is likelier to overrule or overpower her than she him
in case they disagree or conflict. Her capacities for exercising autonomy could
easily be stifled as a result.26 (In lesbian or gay relationships, power imbal-
ances may well occur, of course, but they would not arise in any simple way
from the mere gender identities of the parties.)

Feminist philosophers have argued for quite some time now that roman-
tic love harbors morally damaging asymmetries for women. In The Second
Sex, first published in 1949, Simone de Beauvoir wrote that females and
males are socialized to join asymmetrically in romantic love, the female to
submerge herself in the identity, projects, and perspective of the free, active,
self-determining male. Beauvoir’s portrait of this female quest is grim: De-
nied the opportunity to be a transcendent subject herself, a woman seeks the
absolute through association and identification with, and submission to, a
man, someone who is permitted that free-standing subjectivity. According to
Beauvoir, a woman in love longs for abolition of the “boundaries” that sep-
arate her from her male lover. She longs for her own “complete destruc-
tion,” and for “ecstatic union” and “identification” with him. She submits
to him “as if to a god” and seeks to be “another incarnation of her loved
one, his reflection, his double.” She seeks to be him, as epitomized by
Catherine’s declaration in Wuthering Heights: “I am Heathcliff.” Aside
from being doomed to failure, in Beauvoir’s view, since “No man really is
God,” a woman thereby engages in profound bad faith: “She chooses to
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desire her enslavement so ardently that it will seem to her the expression of
her liberty.”27

Writing in 1970, the radical American feminist Shulamith Firestone also
contended that women are exploited by men in the course of love. “(Male)
culture,” she claimed, “was built on the love of women, and at their expense.
Women provided the substance of those male masterpieces; and for millennia
they have done the work, and suffered the costs, of one-way emotional rela-
tionships the benefits of which went to men and to the work of men. . . . (Male)
culture was (and is) parasitical, feeding on the emotional strength of women
without reciprocity.28

More recently still, in 1988, psychoanalyst Jessica Benjamin argued that
the historic asymmetries of heterosexual romantic love have not disappeared,
“despite our society’s formal commitment to equality.” In her view, relation-
ships between the sexes continue to be plagued by tendencies toward male
domination of females. Masculinity is still culturally associated with auton-
omy and the position of subject, while femininity remains culturally associ-
ated with dependency and the position of object.29

Nonfeminist philosophers who write about love have not given the gender
distinction much thought. Robert Nozick does suggest an important gender
difference in the lived experience of romantically merged identity, but dis-
misses the topic without much commentary. What he suggests is that men typ-
ically feel that the we that they form with a beloved is part of them, contained
within their own identities as a person, while women, by contrast, typically feel
that the we that they form with a beloved contains them as a part of itself.30

Nozick’s failure to comment on his own observation on this point is strik-
ing, since the difference he notes suggests that men feel as if they are somehow
larger than, or more than, their romantic love relationships, while women, by
contrast, feel wholly engulfed by them. As Alan Soble notices, the male model,
on Nozick’s account, does not even constitute a genuine merger of identities.
A man who feels himself to be greater than the romantic love relationship in
his life, by definition, would not feel his (whole) self to be merged in the rela-
tionship and would be less likely than his engulfed female partner to submerge
his independent identity or interests to the collective decisions and projects
that merger requires.31

Some thinkers would not regard this gender difference as a problem. They
could invoke the old cliché that women, but not men, make love relationships
into the overriding purpose of their lives. Lord Byron: “Man’s love is of man’s
life a thing apart; ’Tis woman’s whole existence.” Balzac: “Among the first-
rate, man’s life is fame, woman’s life is love.” One might argue in response that
women who obsess about love are merely making a virtue of necessity.
Women have not been oblivious to the social obstacles that constrained their
life choices and that made “marrying up” a rationally prudent life plan. As the
mother of my high school friend Risa Dumbrosky used to advise us: “It’s just
as easy to fall in love with a rich man as it is to fall in love with a poor man!”

Women, in addition, are socialized to shoulder more of the burdens of sus-
taining close personal relationships than are men. Women usually bear a

128 INTIMATE RELATIONSHIPS



greater share of the emotional work needed for lovers to survive as a couple.
This could happen because women are more dedicated to maintaining their
love relationships than are their male partners. Or it could happen because
their male partners pressure them into making greater contributions, for ex-
ample, by threatening to leave the relationships for other women who are
more “sympathetic” and “supportive.” In addition, as Scruton admits, a lover
might welcome his beloved’s dependence on him and oppose those of her proj-
ects, such as a career, that could give her the chance to “live happily” without
him.32 Scruton does not appear to regard this attitude as a serious problem.

If two lovers approach their love equally committed to it and equally pre-
pared to make personal sacrifices toward that end, then it does not matter for
the sake of fairness or autonomy whether they are both deeply oriented to-
ward the maintenance of relationships or neither is. If, however, one lover
works much harder than the other to sustain their relationship, then the other
partner is something of a freerider on her loving endeavors. Historically recent
traditions of love and marriage place a heavier responsibility on women than
on men for providing care and nurturance, and care and nurturance tend to be
viewed even today as women’s work.33 Thus, women tend to give more care
and nurturance to their male lovers than they receive in return (although
norms and practices are changing). This sort of asymmetry tends to diminish
women’s autonomy more than that of their male lovers—and that, I maintain,
is a moral problem.

Changing Trends

Few philosophers today would seriously disagree that the autonomy of each
partner in a romantic love, and the equality and mutuality that this requires,
are desirable values for relationships of romantic love.34 They would assume
that mutuality, equality, and personal autonomy can occur in romantic love
relationships without threatening romantic love itself.35 In addition, proba-
bly no philosopher would seriously claim that, whatever degree of autonomy
was desirable in romantic heterosexual love, women should have less of it
than do men.

This egalitarian attitude is common but by no means pervasive throughout
American culture today. There is indeed a contemporary model of heterosex-
ual love that places great value on the self-development and self-fulfillment of
both partners. This model, however, has emerged only gradually and un-
steadily over the course of the twentieth century. Marriage is not the same as
romantic love, of course, but ideals of marriage tell us a great deal about how
a culture views heterosexual romantic love. In 1909, an editorial in the maga-
zine Harper’s Bazaar asserted this ideal of marriage: “Marriage means self-
discipline. Marriage is not for the individual, but for the race. . . . Marriage is
the slow growth of two persons into one—one person with one pursuit, one
mind, one heart, one interest . . . one ideal.” Here we find the ideal of roman-
tic merger full-blown with no emphasis on individual fulfillment.
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The 1920s saw the development of the ideal of both marital partners ful-
filling themselves in marital love. This idea subsequently declined for several
decades, however, and did not pick up momentum again until the 1960s.
Between the 1920s and the 1960s, more traditional ideals of love and mar-
riage prevailed, ideals which deemphasized individual freedom and self-
development.36 Those traditions still persist today. Nevertheless, by the
1970s, the emphasis on self-fulfillment had again become quite prominent. A
1978 article in the Ladies’ Home Journal warned against the ideal of mar-
riage as “an all-encompassing blend of two personalities fused into one. A
marriage like this leaves no breathing space for two individuals to retain their
own personalities.”37

According to the newest ideals of self-fulfillment in love and marriage, the
personal development and fulfillment of both partners, female as well as male,
is a primary value to be sought in heterosexual love. Predetermined sex roles
and a sexual division of labor are less important than they used to be. Both the
woman and the man in a loving couple are responsible for working to support
the relationship. Such, at any rate, are the norms of love that many people
now voice, even if their actual practices lag somewhat behind their expressed
ideals.38

Part of this transformation included a shift from the nineteenth-century
view that sex in marriage was mainly for procreation to the more recent view
that sex is for enjoyment and communication between marital partners. Ac-
cording to a study by Michael Gordon of marriage manuals, it was approxi-
mately between 1920 and 1940 that sex was redefined as fun.39 (Marriage
manuals of later decades would go on to emphasize the complex skills needed
to be a good lover. Thus, by the 1960s, according to another study of marriage
manuals, sex had become redefined as work.40 But I digress.)

Social researcher Francesca Cancian refers to the overall change in the
ideals of love and marriage as a trend “from role to self.” She finds ample evi-
dence to suggest that the causes of the trend include “economic prosperity, in-
creasing leisure and education, and the tendency of women as well as men to
work for individual wages.”41 Cancian notes that the decades of strongest em-
phasis on personal freedom and self-fulfillment (that is, the 1920s and the
decades since the 1960s) were either preceded or accompanied by a strong
women’s movement. This is not a coincidence.

Men’s roles in heterosexual love and marriage have long afforded much
wider latitude than women’s roles for living according to their own distinctive
identities and their deep self-defining commitments, whether at home, at
work, or in public life. The crucial development of the past few decades has
been the spread of the view that even in love and marriage, women’s own
selves are important. Women’s identities, characters, and self-defining com-
mitments have come to be viewed by many people as important, whether or
not they are dedicating their lives to the care and nurturance of husband, chil-
dren, or other loved ones. Women’s own traditional commitments to love
have even been enlisted to make this point. Thus, women’s magazines in re-
cent decades have advised women that they could not be genuinely loving peo-
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ple unless they each developed an independent self. This contrasts with advice
to women from the 1950s, when they were routinely told simply to sacrifice
themselves for their families, devote themselves to keeping family relation-
ships intact and harmonious, and generally behave in ways that we would
now group under the label of traditional female role.42

Traditional ideals present themselves as a set of moral duties: people
should get heterosexually married and have children, and romantic love
should be geared toward this end. Proponents of this traditional view believe
that people should strive to fulfill those duties, regardless of what they happen
to regard as their deepest identity, character, or concerns.43 Persons who de-
velop their lives around values and projects of their own that are not specifi-
cally geared toward family relationships are, on this view, selfishly individual-
istic. Merely living a life in accord with whatever happens to be someone’s
deepest sense of identity or character is not only not in itself valuable; on this
traditional view, it is, in addition, often a threat to the stable marital love that
is a matter of moral duty.44 The only fulfillment of self through romantic love
that counts as a moral value is the development of a self who makes a deep
commitment to an enduring family life, thereby making concern for it a part
of her identity. If aspects of someone’s deep character are leading her away
from the work of maintaining her marital love relationship, then, by these tra-
ditional standards, she should try to change those aspects of herself.

In our morally plural public culture, this traditional ideal of heterosexual
love and marriage now competes with the newer ideal that emphasizes self-
fulfillment in and through love. The debate is, in large part, a dispute over the
location of the boundary between the moral duties that love requires and the
moral discretion that it permits, between the realm of moral requirements and
the realm in which personal autonomy may legitimately manifest itself with re-
spect to love. Traditionalists regard marriage and romantic love as a realm of
substantial moral requirements that often override the nonmoral preferences of
individual lovers, even when these preferences stem from deep, self-defining
commitments. Someone whose concerns lead her away from the work of main-
taining her marital love relationship is failing to fulfill her moral responsibilities.

The newer self-fulfillment ideals, by contrast, are based on the premise that
the deeply self-defining commitments of individuals should have substantial
priority in governing how they interact with romantic partners. Assuming
that someone’s character is not generally immoral, a romantic relationship
that she can preserve only by altering or giving up her self-defining commit-
ments is probably not, on this view, worth preserving.45

According to Francesca Cancian, much social research suggests that, in the
United States if not elsewhere, the ideal of self-fulfillment in romantic love be-
comes more prominent with the increasing affluence of a population. Eco-
nomically poorer groups show a greater preference, on average, for traditional
ideals of love and less interest than wealthier groups in ideals of self-fulfillment
in love.46 This may tell us something about one of the functions of romantic
love relationships. When romantic loves endure over time, they allow individ-
uals to pool their assets in order to cope with life’s difficulties and to face risks
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and uncertainties in a world of scarce resources. The fewer an individual’s own
resources for coping with life’s hazards, the more she needs an alliance with
others for sheer survival. And the more she has to worry about sheer survival,
the less important to her will be the living of a life that merely accords with her
specific identity and self-defining character. Since women of all social strata
earn lower incomes on average than similarly situated men, this effect will be
stronger for women than for men.

Nevertheless, even if people who are materially disadvantaged take less in-
terest in autonomy than those who are materially advantaged, this does not
tell us that autonomy is of no value. It does suggest that the value of autonomy
is secondary to other concerns, but this is hardly a surprising discovery. In any
case, according to Cancian, research shows that the twentieth-century trend
from role to self, to some degree or other, has occurred across all social strata
in the United States.47

Romantic merger is a dimension of love that can threaten the personal au-
tonomy of either partner in a heterosexual romance. We live, however, in a so-
cial context that still features lively traditional ideals pressuring women to a
greater extent than men to sacrifice their own distinctive and separate interests
for the sake of preserving love relationships. Traditions of love and gender still
hold women more responsible than men for sacrificing their independent
selves to sustain heterosexual love relationships. In such a context, romantic
merger threatens women’s personal autonomy more than that of men.

Of course, if a woman values her romantic love more than she does her
other concerns, then it defines who she is and she does not (necessarily) lose
autonomy by sacrificing her other concerns to preserve her love relationship.
(I shall return to this idea shortly.) The point is that some of our existing ideals
of love hold women more responsible than men for preserving love relation-
ships whether or not these values deeply define the women themselves. This
means that women experience more cultural pressure than men to change
what is deeply defining of who they are, for the sake of heterosexual love,
rather than simply being permitted to build their heterosexual relationships in
accord with whatever happens already to define their identities. (It’s the famil-
iar story: he remains whoever he was before marriage, Mr. Whoever, while she
becomes Mrs. Him.) It seems reasonable to expect that the lover whose pre-
existing independent selfhood is more highly socially valued will be able to ex-
ercise greater control over whatever romantic merger she might forge with an-
other. On my view, romantic heterosexual merger is dangerous for a woman
not inherently but rather contingently, at this historical period, because of lin-
gering norms of love and gender that undervalue both women’s personal au-
tonomy and those female aspirations that are not aimed at caring for others.

Possible Objections

I have suggested that because of traditional role pressures and expectations,
women are more vulnerable than men to the loss of personal autonomy in het-
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erosexual romantic love and that this difference is a moral problem. At least
four objections can be raised to my view.

Objection #1: I seem to be construing autonomy in love as a zero-sum
game, and this could be a mistake. One lover’s gain in autonomy might have
nothing to do with her partner’s loss of autonomy. Women who are not very
autonomous in love probably never were very autonomous outside of love, in
the ordinary situations of their lives.

I agree that autonomy in love is not always or necessarily a zero-sum game
overall. Often enough, however, it is.48 Two lovers have only limited time and
resources available for their joint projects and the life they build together.
Time and resources that are devoted to the needs, interests, and life goals of
one partner become unavailable for the needs, interests, and life goals of the
other insofar as those concerns diverge. When the perspective of one lover pre-
vails over that of the other in determining what they attend to and how they
evaluate it, then the perspective of the other lover, in that regard, is thereby ex-
cluded. To the extent that the needs, concerns, and perspectives of two lovers
harmonize, these conflicts will be avoided. If, however, harmony is achieved
because one lover gave up more of her preromance commitments than did her
partner, then once again autonomy within romantic love would exhibit a zero-
sum dimension.

Objection #2: Over time, romantic love might enhance someone’s capacity
for individual autonomy, and this could offset whatever loss of autonomy she
experiences in virtue of merging with the identity of her lover. Indeed, some-
times the loss of autonomy in the short run enables a gain in autonomy in the
long run.

I agree with these claims. For one thing, romantic love can promote self-
knowledge, a competency needed for autonomy. People often come to know
themselves better through love. My lover, for instance, may discern features
about me that I had never noticed, and communicate her insights to me—lov-
ingly, I would hope! Or I may observe myself responding and behaving, in the
course of love, in ways that teach me something about my deeper needs, ca-
pacities, or limitations.

As well, my sense of myself as a separate person may actually intensify in
the course of love. As my lover and I focus loving attention on each other, we
reinforce each other’s self-esteem and sense of self-worth. Love that affirms
me and conveys recognition of my virtues and talents inspires me to promote
them and to try to diminish my shortcomings. An affirming love can thus in-
crease the degree of my attentive focus on myself. In various ways, then, I may
become more aware of who or what I am, and this sort of self-reflection con-
tributes to personal autonomy apart from the effects of any merger of identity
with my beloved.

Love can also promote the growth of competencies for autonomy. In this re-
spect, even a merger of identity with someone who is more autonomous than
oneself might become the very vehicle by which one learns through emulation
and participation to become more autonomous. As I noted earlier, the compe-
tencies for autonomy include such skills as critical reflection, evaluation, and
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imagining alternatives. These skills are best learned from other persons who
already know how to engage in them and can teach us by example or by in-
struction. Contexts of joint agency provide particularly intimate and intense
opportunities for such learning. The shared activities and projects of love in
particular engage us jointly with our lovers over the whole trajectory of
agency: attending to situations, evaluating circumstances, making decisions,
expressing our concerns in action, and living with the consequences of our
choices. One’s more autonomous lover may be able show how to maintain
one’s commitments in the face of opposition from others or how to imagine al-
ternatives to them.

Thus, being for a while the less autonomous partner of a romantic merger
of identities does not by itself preclude one from ever growing more au-
tonomous. Indeed, the deference that is likely to arise in the less autonomous
partner might well be the sort of attitude that permits one to learn from an-
other. Whether or not love permits such growth in the less autonomous lover,
however, depends on many factors, not the least of which is the support and
encouragement of the more dominant or directive partner. My larger concern
is with individual, and particularly women’s, losses of autonomy over the
whole course of a romantic love relationship, not merely with isolated occa-
sions of it.

Objection #3: Autonomy may simply not be an important value for ro-
mantic love relationships. Thus, it might not be a moral problem when one
lover’s autonomy is diminished by the same romantic relationship that pro-
motes her partner’s autonomy. I acknowledged earlier that autonomy is not
the only good. Perhaps in the context of romantic love, becoming more au-
tonomous is beside the point. More important values may be at stake, values
that could be jeopardized if both lovers try too hard to grow in autonomy
competency. This objection questions whether autonomy is a value at all in ro-
mantic love, whether in the short run or the long run, and whether or not it in-
volves a zero-sum game.

Martha Nussbaum suggests that temporary “phases” of loss of autonomy
in intimate relationships can be all right, “even quite wonderful.” The emo-
tional and physical penetration of boundaries can, for example, be “a very
valuable part of sexual life.” Nussbaum, however, endorses the loss of auton-
omy only as an episode in the context of relationships otherwise featuring
“mutual regard.” She does not defend the persistent denial of one lover’s au-
tonomy by another.49

My account of autonomy, although socially grounded, is somewhat indi-
vidualistic, as I discussed earlier. Too much individualism in relationships,
however, may make relationships unworkable. Relationships define who we
are. We do not have identities, characters, or self-defining commitments apart
from relationships, although we might have mere desires and preferences. Re-
lationships are thus necessary conditions for the very having of a stable self-
identity. At the same time, in order to sustain these crucial, identity-conferring
relationships, we may have to sacrifice or submerge some of our own desires
and preferences, in particular those that would interfere with our efforts to
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preserve our relationships. As Objection #3 would have it, any desire or pref-
erence that interferes with our efforts to preserve our relationships should be
abandoned because it undermines the very factors that are necessary condi-
tions for our having, in the first place, stable identities worth acting on.

I grant, to this argument, that we do need social relationships in order to
have the sorts of identities that become touchstones for personal autonomy. It
does not follow, however, that we must derive these identities from any partic-
ular romantic love relationship. There are all sorts of relationships in our lives
that can and do serve the purpose of socializing and building our characters
and self-defining commitments. Whether or not one should make a particular
romantic love relationship an enduring part of one’s life and a deep self-
defining commitment for oneself depends on whether the relationship nur-
tures or stifles the self that one already is. There is nothing inherently sacred
about any one romantic love relationship, nothing that morally requires one
to modify one’s deeper self for the sake of entering it and merging (partly) with
one’s lover. The burden of proof is on those who insist otherwise, and espe-
cially on those who insist that women in particular are obligated to sacrifice
themselves to promote heterosexual union.

Our culture, as I noted earlier, harbors a variety of ideals of marriage.
Ideals of romantic love, especially of the traditional sort, have often seemed to
take their bearings from ideals of marriage. It has seemed as if romantic love
relationships have been viewed as testing grounds in which people’s charac-
ters are trained up toward what is considered normative for them as marital
partners. If marriage is viewed as a merger in which two identities become one
and that one is primarily his, especially in the public world, then it might be
reasonable for ideals of heterosexual romantic love to lead people toward de-
veloping the characters they will need for the marital state. Yet our culture no
longer unanimously accepts the ideal of marriage as a union that preserves
much of a man’s identity while submerging the identity of the women. Once
the male-dominant model of marriage is given up, there is no reason to derive
ideals of romantic love from it.

Objection #4: Women themselves simply do not value personal autonomy
as much as men do. What is more important for women, according to this
view, are human relationships and their preservation. If women do indeed sac-
rifice more personal autonomy in romantic love than do men, perhaps this is
no loss from their own subjective standpoints. Some women believe auton-
omy to be quite unimportant, perhaps a masculine preoccupation. There are
feminists and nonfeminists who concur in claiming that women do not value
individual autonomy as much as men do and instead place more value on
human relationships and their preservation.50 Women who lose more per-
sonal autonomy in romantic love than do men would not regard this loss as a
real sacrifice.

This is a crucial objection to consider. The challenge is to be clear about
the full nature of such an attitude. It seems to be a claim about women’s
deeper self-defining commitments and values. The claim is that women want
to have and sustain love relationships regardless of whether or not they have
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to sacrifice other interests or concerns to do so. When we examine this atti-
tude carefully, we shall see that, whether she knows it or not, a woman who
holds this attitude would nevertheless be worse off if her romantic relation-
ships diminished her autonomy than if they didn’t.

There is, first of all, the empirical question of whether women in general re-
ally care more about relationships then they do about their autonomy. Empir-
ical research does lend substantial support to this view. Much research shows
that females at all ages have more close relationships than men and maintain
them more closely that do men. Women are more likely that men at any age to
have someone to whom they confide personal experiences and feelings.
Women appear to be more competent than men at the emotional sensitivity
and intimate self-disclosure that cement close personal bonds. Some social
theorists have therefore argued that love and interpersonal relationships are
defining aspects of women’s, but not men’s, identities and personalities.51 If
love relationships were really a paramount self-defining concern to women,
then women would have little or no motivation to live a life built around any
other projects.

Research data, however, do not show that all women make love relation-
ships so central to their identities as to override all separate or conflicting con-
cerns. The data give us only statistical correlations between gender and the de-
gree of interest and personal investment in close relationships. Women who
do have self-defining commitments that override romantic love relationships
have no reason to sacrifice those commitments for the sake of love just be-
cause those commitments are unusual for their gender. In addition to leaving
the normative issue unresolved, the data also do not show that women would
unanimously reject personal autonomy as I have conceptualized it.

Even for women whose love relationships do define who they are—women
who think they have no interest in personal autonomy—the data do not tell us
that personal autonomy is unimportant. Let us then imagine a woman who
does not value her own autonomy, or does not value it very much by compar-
ison to other goods that she derives from personal relationships. In the course
of a love relationship, she willingly sacrifices her own independent values and
projects to sustain the relationship and to support her partner by investing her
efforts in the realization of his values and projects.

The first thing to notice about such a woman is that she does not com-
pletely devalue autonomy. Rather, although she devalues her own autonomy,
she actively promotes the autonomy of someone else, namely her lover. She
helps to build a shared life with him that realizes his deepest commitments.
Thus women in love who do not care about their own autonomy do not re-
gard autonomy as completely valueless.

In addition, there is something puzzling about devaluing one’s own auton-
omy but investing one’s life in helping someone else to realize his autonomy.
Perhaps such a woman finds herself to be personally fulfilled through success-
fully helping her lover to satisfy his needs and desires, attain his goals, and ful-
fill his commitments. If so, it seems that she lives vicariously through her
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lover’s autonomous pursuits. The interest in vicarious autonomy, however, is
not a complete disinterest in autonomy.

The vicarious pursuit of autonomy, however, raises its own problems. A
woman who gives up her own separate identity for the sake of vicariously par-
ticipating in the autonomy of some man exemplifies exactly Beauvoir’s de-
scription of the (pathetic) woman in love. In Beauvoir’s view, such a project is
doomed to fail. No man is divine enough to deserve such a sacrifice. A woman
will realize that fact soon enough, after which she will spend the rest of her life
trying to hide, from others and herself, the sad pointlessness of her sacrifice.52

Our relationally oriented woman, however, may not really care about her
lover’s autonomy. Suppose that, more than anything, she simply wants her ro-
mantic relationship to last, and she will do whatever is needed to maintain its
stability and harmony. One way to foster harmony in a love relationship is to
bring one’s needs, concerns, and values into concordance with those of one’s
beloved in order to minimize discord and conflict. She does this not to pro-
mote his autonomy but rather simply to preserve their relationship. She
changes the less important aspects of herself in order to diminish threats to the
relationship that might arise from value or viewpoint conflicts with her lover.
Granted, the woman who does this is doing more sex/affective work than her
partner (to borrow Ann Ferguson’s phrase).53 However, the relationship is
supremely important to her. What she is sacrificing, perhaps her own former
career goal, was never (in this example) so important for her as the love rela-
tionship has become.

Notice, however, that this example no longer clearly challenges my view
that a woman’s own autonomy is important within her love relationships. The
relationship is now, by definition, the woman’s overriding concern for which
she will sacrifice other important values. The quest for close human relation-
ships can certainly define a person’s deep character, so that seeking to foster
and sustain relationships could easily be the autonomous expression of such a
person’s deep sense of who she is and how she most wants to live her life. As
such, it is a self-defining commitment for her. By acting in accord with that
commitment, a woman does not actually give up autonomy; instead she
shows a significant degree of it. Thus a woman who values her relationships
more than she values autonomy, and who acts to maintain her romantic rela-
tionship, becomes autonomous after all.

It matters not that such a woman might have no self-conscious commit-
ment to autonomy. On my view, someone can be autonomous without self-
consciously seeking or even caring about autonomy itself as a value. Thus, the
research data which show that women care less about personal autonomy and
more about preserving close relationships than do men fail to show either that
the personal autonomy of women in love is unimportant or that it is unreal-
ized in their heterosexual relationships. Someone can achieve autonomy and
maintain an intimate romantic relationship simultaneously so long as main-
taining the relationship is something she really cares about and so long as her
efforts to maintain it do not themselves involve sacrifices of her autonomy in
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other ways.Indeed, someone who really values close relationships may well be
unable to preserve them if she lacks personal autonomy.

Thus, imagine again a woman who works to sustain a close, harmonious
relationship by bringing her needs and concerns into concordance with those
of her partner. Suppose now that her partner begins to neglect his relationship
to the woman. He takes on projects and commitments that conflict with it: he
stays late at the office every workday, he goes drinking with his buddies sev-
eral nights a week, he takes up solitary hobbies, he schedules out-of-town
business trips on her birthdays, he commits adultery. Our imaginary woman
now faces a serious dilemma.

If she wants to preserve the relationship, she appears to have two basic
choices. First, she could do what she usually does to maintain harmony in
their relationship, namely, try to promote her lover’s interests and to bring her
own needs and concerns into concordance with his. Under the circumstances,
that adaptation would necessitate giving up her deep concern to sustain their
relationship for she would now be trying to promote the relationship-
threatening concerns of her lover. In that case, however, the relationship
would surely deteriorate. She would now be working for the very loss of that
which we have defined her as wanting above all else—the maintenance of the
relationship. It thus seems that her commitment to maintaining a love rela-
tionship could undermine itself if it involved deferring to her lover at all times,
including supporting his tendencies to neglect or damage the relationship.
This is surely an unwelcome outcome to those who celebrate women’s sup-
posedly greater concern for relationships than for autonomy.

The relationally oriented woman has another option, however. She could
work to modify those of her lover’s commitments that conflict with the main-
tenance of their relationship. Doing so, however, would amount to trying to
direct the course of affairs for them as a couple in accordance with her own
deepest self-defining values, and opposing his concerns in the process. This
seems to be the only option available to her, given her aim of salvaging the re-
lationship that we have defined her as caring about more than her own auton-
omy. A woman acting in this manner, however, would not exactly be forgoing
her own direct personal autonomy. She would be promoting her commitment
to relationships in the face of relationally threatening behavior by her lover.
She would indeed be acting autonomously within their relationship.

A woman committed to maintaining relationships faces an additional diffi-
culty, however—one that bolsters even further the argument that she needs to
be significantly autonomous. Someone who has not acquired or practiced the
competencies for autonomy will not be able to conjure up those skills simply
for the occasion on which she might need them to preserve her relationships.
In order to be ready to be autonomous when she needs to be (to protect the re-
lationships that she values), a woman must have previously acquired the skills
to do so. She could only have acquired those skills through sufficient practice.
Like many other skills, she must occasionally exercise them in order to keep
them from getting rusty.
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Thus, in order to be truly capable of acting to sustain the relationships that
matter most to her, a woman must be prepared to ward off threats to those re-
lationships, including threats arising from the concerns and behaviors of her
relational partners. She must have the ability to persist in the pursuit of what
she cares about even in the face of some opposition by others, including her
own partners. That is, in order to sustain the relationships she deeply cares
about, she must possess some minimal level of autonomy competency that she
is actively capable of deploying at least for its instrumental value, however
much she might think that autonomy does not matter to her.

In this chapter, I explored some ways in which merged identity in romantic
love can affect the personal autonomy of lovers. I surveyed a recent cultural
ideal of love that places value on personal autonomy in romantic relation-
ships, and I sketched out some persistent gender asymmetries that compro-
mise those trends. Finally, I argued that even women who place overriding im-
portance on romantic relationships need some degree of autonomy in love.

In the next chapter, I consider the breakdown of heterosexual intimacy in
the form of woman battering, and I try to determine which cultural responses
to these situations will preserve the personal autonomy of the affected
women.
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7

Domestic Violence against

Women and Autonomy

Women who are abused by their intimate partners have often sought help
from the legal system and from professional caregiving services. In the past,
the legal system virtually ignored the problem, leaving women to fend for
themselves against violent partners. In recent years, partly as a result of femi-
nist outcry and partly as a result of lawsuits against them, various legal juris-
dictions have made efforts to respond more effectively to women’s calls for
help against abusive partners. While these efforts still need improvement, the
legal response is generally better now than it was a few decades ago.

Certain types of cases, however, continue to pose legal challenges. These
are cases in which the abused women1 themselves act in ways that make it
harder for the law to seek justice. Women may, for example, refuse to press
charges against their abusers, making it difficult for prosecutors to gain con-
victions. Or women may return to live with their abusers, making it more dif-
ficult for police to protect them against future violence by those same abusers.
Thus, some abused women act in ways that hinder even the still-inadequate ef-
forts of the state to protect them or punish the offenders.

Suppose, fantastically, that the law had the resources, capacity, and will to
provide full protection and justice to every abused woman who leaves her
abuser or who cooperates in bringing him to justice. It would still not be clear
how the law should respond to women who do not leave their abusers and
who do not cooperate with the state in punishing them. Should the law con-
tinue to try to protect such women and to punish the offenders against the
wishes of the women? Or should the law simply refrain from punishing of-
fenders when that is what the victims want?

A related but different question is this: How should professional caregivers
respond to women who seek help from them in coping with abusive relation-
ships but who nevertheless choose to remain in those relationships? The aim
of this chapter is to explore these two related issues. First, how should the law
respond to women who are being abused by intimate partners but who do not
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leave their abusers? Second, how should professional caregivers respond to
women in those circumstances?

To anticipate, I shall argue that legal responses should lean toward penaliz-
ing abusers even when the abused women in question fail to cooperate with
the law. Professional caregivers, however, should lean toward providing sup-
port for abused women who remain in abusive relationships, even if this ham-
pers efforts by all concerned to control the abusers—with exceptions in case
there is a risk of serious future abuse. That is, the law should tend to try to pre-
vent domestic abuse with or without the cooperation of the victim while pro-
fessional caregiving services should tend to support the victim even though
this might hamper efforts by outsiders to help prevent her future abuse. Re-
spect for the autonomy of abused women, and the different forms such respect
can take, will constitute important considerations in exploring these issues.

The following discussion focuses only on women as abuse victims and only
on those who are abused by intimate male partners. This is overwhelmingly
the most reported sort of domestic violence, and there are good reasons to be-
lieve that it is the most commonly occurring sort. In 1994, according to statis-
tics from the Department of Justice, as reported by social theorists Susan L.
Miller and Charles F. Wellford, women experienced violence from an intimate
partner at a rate almost ten times that experienced by men.2

Before answering my two main questions, we should first consider three
other issues: How exactly does domestic violence diminish a woman’s auton-
omy? Why do some women stay in abusive relationships they could safely
leave? Is there anything wrong with asking why some women stay?

How Intimate Partner Abuse Diminishes Autonomy

Intimate relationships affect us in our very homes, our “havens in a heartless
world” (to recycle a contemporary cliché),3 the places where we are supposed
to be safe, nurtured, and protected. In intimate relationships, we expose our
bodies and bare our souls, making ourselves vulnerable at the very core of our
beings. When one’s haven is a heartless world, there is no further place of
refuge, no sanctuary in which one can rest secure from the violence that
threatens one’s exposed and vulnerable core self.

Abuse by an intimate partner can include: (1) physical battering, ranging
from shoving and hitting to attacks with lethal weapons; (2) emotional and
psychological abuse, such as humiliation, isolation, threats to take the chil-
dren away, or the killing of beloved pets; (3) financial control, such as with-
holding support money or stealing the abused person’s own money; and (4)
sexual abuse, such as rape or other forced sex acts.4

Autonomy, to reiterate, involves reflecting on one’s deeper values and con-
cerns and acting in accordance with them. It involves some capacity to persist
in acting according to one’s deeper concerns in the face of a minimum of op-
position by others. One’s reflections should, furthermore, have been made
without undue manipulation or coercion.
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Intimate partner abuse undermines autonomy in at least three related
ways. First, intimate partner abuse is coercive; it threatens an abused woman’s
survival and safety. Intimate partner abuse denies to the abused person, in her
very home life and her intimate bodily existence, the safety and security she
needs to try to live her life as she thinks she ought to do. Instead of being able
to live according to her values and commitments, an abused woman is reduced
to seeking bare survival and security. Some philosophers have argued that a
person cannot live an autonomous life unless she lives under circumstances
that afford her a plurality of acceptable options and do not reduce her to the
level of being governed by her basic needs, such as those of survival or secu-
rity.5 Basic survival and security are not commitments or self-conceptions that
define us as particular persons; they are universal needs of all living beings.
Merely to survive, even against great odds, is not (yet) to exemplify self-
determination in any significant sense. I argued in chapter 1 that someone
could still exemplify autonomy, when facing dangerous or tragic circum-
stances, by nevertheless acting, admittedly at great risk to herself, to preserve
and protect what she cares about. Autonomy is thus not eliminated by dangers
such as domestic abuse. It is certainly, however, much more difficult to achieve
under those conditions and is, in that sense, undermined.

Intimate partner abuse undermines autonomy in a second way as a conse-
quence of the threat it poses to an abused person’s survival. This threat focuses
an abused woman’s attention constantly on the desires and demands of her
abuser. An abused woman tends to develop a heightened awareness of what
her partner wants and needs as she tries to accommodate his wishes and
whims, all this as a way to minimize his violent reactions.6 Such focused at-
tention on what another person wants distracts someone from the task of un-
derstanding herself or being guided by her own self-defining concerns.7 Her
goals are survival and security, which are not, as such, autonomy-conferring
goals. And her means of pursuing those goals involve mere deferential or het-
eronomous reactions to the abuser’s actual or anticipated desires or moods.

Third, abusers are people who attempt in general to exercise inordinate
control over their intimate partners. One significance of autonomy is that of
not being consistently or deeply subjected to the will of other persons.
Chronic abuse, however, is precisely a form of willful control by another per-
son.8 According to Angela Browne, the “early warning signs” of an abusive
personality include possessiveness, excessive jealousy, quickness to anger, an
insistence on knowing a woman’s whereabouts and activities at all times, and
a tendency to discourage the woman from maintaining relationships with oth-
ers.9 It is much harder for a woman to avoid subjection to the will of another
if that other is an intimate partner with substantial access to her at private and
vulnerable moments who tries continually to exert control over her.

Over the past several decades, professional caregivers and feminist activists
have worked hard to reform the legal system and social support services so
that these agencies will help abused women more effectively to avoid or end
abuse.10 Many counseling programs, for example, have emerged to rehabili-
tate batterers. Studies of the effectiveness of these programs suggest some de-
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gree of success, but the studies have been criticized for methodological weak-
nesses.11 In the absence of programs with confirmably high or widespread
success rates at rehabilitating abusers, much effort continues to be directed to-
ward empowering abused women so that they can improve their own lives.12

Some studies suggest that the only sure way for most women to stop being
abused is to end their relationships with their abusers.13 What professional
caregivers and legal personnel often find, however, is that some women keep
returning to their abusive relationships even after receiving the support of so-
cial services and finding out about opportunities to leave their relationships
with relative safety. The question of how best to respond to abused women
arises most acutely in such cases. To answer the question carefully, we need to
know why some women stay in abusive relationships.

Why Ask, “Why Do Women Stay?”?

Some social theorists have argued that we should stop asking why women stay
in abusive relationships. This question seems to blame the victim for the abuse
she experiences and perhaps even to excuse the abuser. Instead of this ques-
tion, it is argued, we should ask, “Why do men abuse women?”14

We should certainly ask why some men batter and abuse women, and we
should continue to support the important research addressing this question.
At the same time, there is value in asking the question why women stay—pro-
vided it is asked in the right way. The question is ambiguous in its presupposi-
tions. It could be meant as a rhetorical question intended to blame an abused
woman for the abuse she suffers. On this mistaken view, the abused woman’s
action of staying in the relationship is what enables the abuser to continue
abusing her, and, for that reason, she is somehow morally responsible for the
abuse.

The questions “Why do women stay?” or “Why does she stay?” could be
meant, on the other hand, as sincere attempts to understand women’s motiva-
tions. We assume, with good reason, that human beings tend to be self-
protective. When someone defends herself against attack, this is understand-
able on the face of it. It requires no further explanation. Against this
background expectation, it is reasonable to be perplexed when a competent
adult seems to take no action to protect herself against attack and even know-
ingly remains in a situation that exposes herself to further danger. Such behav-
ior does not make sense in those terms. Some further explanation is needed:
more information, perhaps, about the behavior in question or the conditions
under which it occurs.

It seems furthermore that there is indeed something wrong with the choice
to stay in an abusive relationship. Exactly what kind of wrong is involved,
however, must be specified precisely. Staying in an abusive relationship is not
a moral wrong—unless it is morally wrong to endure mistreatment. This no-
tion would require a self-regarding morality, a morality of duties to oneself.
Even in the context of a self-regarding morality, it is not obvious that enduring
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mistreatment would be as wrong as inflicting mistreatment or that it would
deserve the same degree of reproach. Without the backing of a self-regarding
morality, we should say only that staying in an abusive relationship is at most
a prudential mistake. It would be, furthermore, only a prima facie prudential
mistake; the action in question could be justified if there were good enough
reasons for it. The assumption to which we are entitled, then, in the absence of
a self-regarding morality, is that a woman who stays in an abusive relation-
ship that she could have safely left is imprudent if she thereby knowingly risks
future abuse for no good reason.

To be sure, one should not belabor even this qualified point to a woman
who has just entered the emergency ward with life-threatening wounds. In a
more contemplative and detached context, however, we can certainly enter-
tain the abstract, defeasible assumption that physically capable women
should act to protect themselves (to the extent that they can do so) against
foreseeable and unnecessary dangers. Many women stay in abusive relation-
ships for understandable reasons, given the constraints under which they live
(more on this below). The prima facie presumption that women do something
prudentially wrong by remaining with their abusers can thus be rebutted by
evidence in most cases. However, the possibility of rebuttal does not make the
request for explanation wrongheaded.15

Taking responsibility for one’s own well-being does not mean never being
dependent on others. Indeed, in a world of scarce resources and human limi-
tations, one’s well-being requires depending on others for at least some things
most of the time. Depending on others, however, should not lead someone
who could defend herself to become utterly defenseless in her own right.
There is something amiss about a person who could act to protect herself
from a harm she is suffering but fails to do so. Such a failure calls for some
explanation.

There might, furthermore, be value in a culturewide expectation that
women as women, so far as they are able, should try to protect themselves
against foreseeable and unnecessary dangers. According to traditional gender
norms, women are relatively weak and defenseless and need men to protect
them. Expecting or encouraging this dependence in women is part of the same
gender role framework that celebrates dominant and controlling tendencies in
men, the very tendencies that are at the root of most intimate partner abuse.
When we assume that women should try to protect themselves to the best of
their abilities, and when we go on to raise our daughters to do so, we are help-
ing in part to reverse the very gender traditions that give rise in the first place
to the problem of intimate partner abuse.16

So Why Do Women Stay?

Years ago, some psychoanalysts and psychological theorists argued that
women stayed in abusive relationships because they were masochists. They
enjoyed the abuse. This explanation has, thankfully, lost credibility in recent
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years due to mounting contradictory evidence.17 Women rarely submit to
abuse as something desired for its own sake. Nor are women typically mere
passive victims of abuse. In general, they try to resist in some way. Even
Lenore Walker’s famous thesis of the early 1980s that abused women suffer
from “learned helplessness”18 has come under recent criticism. Edward W.
Gondolf and Ellen R. Fisher, among others, argue that battered women are
not passive or helpless and should not even be thought of as victims. Instead,
they should be regarded as survivors, as people who try to resist abuse but en-
counter obstacles when doing so. Studies show, for example, that many
abused women contact professional services for help in coping with their
abuser but find these services to be either unresponsive or ineffective. Gondolf
and Fisher suggest that professional caregivers may be the ones suffering from
learned helplessness!19

Empirical research in the past few decades has revealed that many women
stay in abusive relationships because leaving the relationships would impose
even greater hardships on them. Many abused women, for example, are finan-
cially dependent on their abusers; leaving the relationship would risk the loss
of financial support.20 Some women stay with their abusers in order to protect
their children. A woman may feel that her children are simply better off for
having a father in the home; perhaps the man is not abusive toward the chil-
dren. Or an abuser may frighten a woman into staying with him by warning
that he will get custody of the children in case she leaves.21

Finally, some abusers threaten to retaliate violently against their female
partners for leaving. Sociologist Martha Mahoney calls this sort of abuse
“separation assault.” Separation assault consists of threats and violence that a
batterer inflicts on his partner when she tries to leave, precisely in order to in-
timidate her into staying.22

Some women who leave violent men are pursued and harassed for months
or even years afterward. Some abusive men murder their ex-partners. The first
few months after leaving are especially dangerous. An abusive man may stalk
his former partner, telephoning her family and friends repeatedly, showing up
at her place of employment, hanging out at playgrounds and other places that
she frequents. Some women who leave such vindictive men go into hiding, but
the women’s anxieties continue. They may worry constantly, afraid to enter
their apartments, afraid to approach their own cars in parking lots, afraid of
headlights that pull up behind them at night. These women sometimes report
that living or hiding in fear of reprisal or death seems worse than remaining
with the abuser.23 Some women report that their abusers attempted to main-
tain a coercive tie for years after the actual relationship ended.24

Lack of financial means, worries about children’s welfare, and fear of sepa-
ration assault all provide indisputably legitimate, prima facie reasons for
someone to stay in an abusive relationship. A woman who stays under such
conditions has good reason to do so. She may have no better alternative. A
professional caregiver trying to respect a woman’s capacity for autonomy in
such a case has a clear responsibility: support the woman’s (rational) choice
uncritically and, perhaps, try to help her to alter the circumstances that so
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constrict her life as to make staying in a dangerous relationship the optimal
thing for her to do.

There are some other cases, however, that are less clear-cut, cases in which,
to outsiders at any rate, the women seem somehow to be misguided. Abused
women might, for example, misunderstand what is happening to them, a mis-
understanding that can be perplexing to outsiders to whom the existence and
nature of the abuse seems obvious. According to Kathleen Ferraro and John
Johnson, many abused women deny that the abuse they suffered was really in-
jurious. Or they deny that their partner was to blame for the abuse, perhaps by
blaming alcohol or by blaming themselves for not being conciliatory enough.
Abused women may also underestimate their abilities to survive on their
own.25

Women may also be motivated to stay in abusive relationships by question-
able normative commitments. Women may have what Ferraro and Johnson
call “higher loyalties” to religious or moral norms that require, for instance,
that a woman keep her marriage together despite high personal costs to her-
self. Or women may have what Ferraro and Johnson call a “salvation ethic,”
an outlook according to which a woman holds herself responsible for trying
to “save” or “redeem” her abusive husband or partner from the “sickness” of
abusiveness that “afflicts” him.26

Women who stay for these sorts of reasons are living their lives in accord
with norms that are evidently very important to them. The women are, after
all, risking their safety and security to adhere to those norms. On content-
neutral accounts of autonomy, these women might well qualify as autono-
mous. Content-neutral accounts, as discussed in chapter 1, take no account of
the substance of what someone chooses. On these accounts, someone is au-
tonomous so long as her choice meets certain nonsubstantive criteria, such as
being the result of reflection on her deeper values and commitments.27 An
abusive relationship is, of course, coercive. Someone’s self-reflections and
choices under those conditions are less likely than otherwise to be reliable re-
flections of what she really cares about. Yet it is not impossible to discern or
act according to one’s deeper concerns under coercive conditions. This possi-
bility makes it imperative that a woman’s “own” choices, even to continue en-
during domestic abuse, should carry some weight in her interactions with the
array of social agents who can become involved in domestic violence cases.
The question is: What weight should her choices carry and which social agents
in particular are best suited to take account of what the abused woman herself
wants to do?

Earlier Feminist Legal Responses

In the 1970s and 1980s, feminists began arguing and litigating to make the
criminal justice system abandon its previously shameful neglect of domestic
violence against women. These efforts were successful, and, as a result, juris-
dictions around the country began to improve their police and court practices
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to respond more effectively to domestic violence. The improved policies did
not seem to help, however, in cases in which an abused woman asks police
not to arrest her abuser or refuses to press charges against him once he has
been arrested. When first reflecting on these sorts of cases, feminists assumed
that these women really wanted to leave their abusers or press charges
against them but refrained from doing so because the women lacked infor-
mation about their legal rights or were pressured into backing down, perhaps
by law enforcement personnel who discouraged them or by their own fears of
retaliation from their abusers. Requiring law enforcement personnel to take
the initiative in arresting and prosecuting batterers promised to solve these
problems.

This view was supported by a landmark Minneapolis study, published in
1984, that suggested that arrest was more effective in deterring subsequent
violence by domestic abusers than either of the two alternatives with which it
was compared: mediation or removing the abuser from the premises for eight
hours. Nationwide legal reform followed the publication of this study, and by
1996 all fifty states permitted a police officer to arrest someone without a war-
rant whenever the officer has probable cause to believe the person has com-
mitted a misdemeanor or violated a restraining order.28

In addition to police practices, legal reformers focused on the problem of
inadequate prosecution efforts. Prosecutors had often been lax in pursuing
criminal prosecution in domestic violence cases. Domestic violence advocacy
groups argued that woman-battering was a crime and that it should be prose-
cuted like any other crime.29 A crime is, in some sense, a harm to society, and
“the state itself [is supposed to] bring . . . criminal proceedings” against those
accused of crime.30 Victims themselves do not have to press charges.31 In
recent years, in an effort to ensure that domestic violence is treated as a crime,
“no-drop” prosecution policies have been implemented in many jurisdic-
tions.32 Essentially, these policies require prosecutors to make serious efforts
to follow through with the prosecution of domestic violence cases that come
to their offices.

The most stringent, and also the most controversial, sorts of no-drop poli-
cies call for prosecutors to go forward with a case “regardless of the victim’s
wishes,” so long as there is enough evidence to do so. Stringent no-drop poli-
cies mandate some degree of participation by the victim, requiring, for exam-
ple, that she be photographed to document injuries or provide the state with
other evidence or information. Under these policies, a victim may also be
forced to testify if the case proceeds to trial. Victims who fail to cooperate
might be penalized. Cheryl Hanna notes that forced testimony is “unlikely
given that 90% to 95% of all criminal cases end in plea bargains,” but, in
cases that do go to trial, this “extreme measure” may well be employed under
a stringent no-drop policy.33

What are the success rates of no-drop prosecution policies? A stringent no-
drop policy in San Diego is credited with lowering the annual number of hom-
icides connected with domestic violence there from thirty to seven in the
decade from 1985 to 1994. A stringent no-drop policy in Duluth, Minnesota,
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is credited with lowering the recidivism rate there. And programs in Seattle, In-
dianapolis, and Quincy, Massachusetts, have also been hailed as successes.34

For the rest of this discussion, I am going to assume that these findings are
reliable and generalizable and that mandated legal procedures do tend to re-
duce the overall level of woman battering.35 On that assumption, the original
victims might benefit from less future violence from their abusers, and other
women would benefit from a generalized deterrent effect. The primary argu-
ment for mandated procedures is thus that they tend overall to reduce the level
of woman abuse. So what’s the problem?

Reasons for and against Mandated Proceedings

One of the major arguments against mandatory arrest and no-drop prosecu-
tions is that they may impose hardships and risks on an abused woman while
at the same time undermining her autonomous capacity to choose or control
the legal process that does so. The process proceeds without the woman’s
agency and possibly against her wishes. As an assistant prosecutor in Balti-
more, Cheryl Hanna found that abused women want the abuse to stop but
usually prefer the batterer to go into counseling than to be punished.36 Pun-
ishment, if it occurs, would typically consist of jail time. Jailing the abuser
would impose hardships on a financially dependent abused woman and her
children. In addition, a trial itself can be a harrowing experience for a victim.
Attorneys defending the accused batterer may cross-examine the woman
about such embarrassing matters as her sexual preferences, in order to try to
show that she “likes it rough.”37 And mandatory proceedings do not neces-
sarily prevent abusers from retaliating against victims. The assumption that
he won’t retaliate against her for mandated legal proceedings against him may
credit him with more rationality and integrity than he actually possesses.

A woman’s loss of control over the legal process mimics in a way the dis-
empowerment that the violence itself inflicted on her, so the loss of autonomy
amounts to her “revictimization,” this time by the law enforcement system. In
addition, since the legal procedures are portrayed as being for her own good,
imposing them on her amounts to paternalism. This interlocking set of hard-
ships for the victim—disempowerment, revictimization, and paternalistic
treatment—all stem from the way in which mandated procedures, by defini-
tion, largely ignore the victim’s preferences and thereby seem to undermine
her autonomy.38 This is the major argument against mandated proceedings.

So on the face of it, we confront a dilemma: If the law respects the auton-
omy of abused women who don’t want to cooperate and does not mandate
their participation, it will be less effective in reducing woman abuse overall.
On the other hand, if the law mandates the participation of reluctant abuse
victims, it will fail to respect the autonomy of those particular women and
may impose additional hardships on them. What should the law do?

The harms and risks that may befall an abused woman during criminal
proceedings against her abuser are substantial and deserve serious considera-
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tion. I think, however, that they do not outweigh the major reason for man-
dated legal procedures, namely, a reduction in the level of woman abuse. Let
us look more closely at the risks of financial hardship and retaliatory violence.

First, financial hardship. It is true that if an abusive man is put into prison,
his family will suffer financially from the loss of any income that he con-
tributed to the household. A family always suffers financially, however, when
one of its adult, wage-earning members goes to prison for the commission of a
crime. This problem is not unique to the families of domestic batterers, and it
is not sufficient by itself to entail that no one ought ever to be imprisoned for
harming others. We need some sort of policy to deter people from beating each
other up. If imprisonment is successful as a deterrent (admittedly, a big “if”),
then its value in deterring harmful acts may well outweigh the costs it imposes
on the families of offenders. At any rate, there is no special argument based on
family need for keeping woman batterers in particular out of prison—no more
than there would be for any other offender whose family was financially de-
pendent on him or her.

What about the problem of retaliatory violence? This problem is unique to
domestic violence cases. The crime in this case is that of beating up an intimate
partner, an action that is typically part of a pattern of behavior in which an
abuser tends to blame his partner and “punish” her for things that go wrong
in his life. It is certainly possible that the threat of being prosecuted might
stimulate an abuser to be more abusive. Yet Cheryl Hanna argues plausibly
that abusers might actually be more motivated to retaliate against their vic-
tims under a system in which the criminal law did not mandate victim cooper-
ation. If an abuser knew that the victim’s cooperation would not be mandated,
then he would have a powerful incentive to try to scare her into dropping the
charges against him, and this could increase the risk of retaliatory violence in
nonmandated proceedings.39

Another argument against mandated legal proceedings is that they show
disrespect, in the Kantian sense, to the abused women who are directly af-
fected by those proceedings. An abused woman whose preference not to press
charges was disregarded by the law would be used by the law as a mere means
to gain criminal convictions for the sake of deterring future woman battering.
We could try to argue that no individual woman should ever be used merely as
a means to a social welfare end, even that of protecting other women.

It seems to me, however, that such “usage” cannot be avoided in these diffi-
cult cases. Respecting the preferences of current victims of domestic abuse and
failing to prosecute their abusers would increase the risk of future abuse of
both those current victims and other women. In that case, future potential vic-
tims would, in a sense, be “used” as a means to promoting respect for the pref-
erences of current reluctant abuse victims. Whichever policy is adopted, some
woman or women would be used as a means to the end of protecting or re-
specting some other woman or women. Trade-offs of this sort are unavoidable.

In any case, does the law even have a particular duty to respect the auton-
omy of those whom it affects? Even if it did, that requirement would not by it-
self tell us whether mandated legal proceedings are right or wrong, good or
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bad. The difference between autonomy in the short run and autonomy in the
long run must be considered. Domestic violence, as I noted earlier, itself pro-
foundly undermines a woman’s autonomy. Anything that succeeds in deter-
ring an abuser’s future abusiveness promotes his victim’s long-run autonomy.
Thus, the short-run interference with an abused woman’s autonomy that
comes from a legal process over which she has no control may well be out-
weighed by her long-run gain in autonomy if the mandatory legal processes
are successful in deterring her future abuse.

In addition, the law’s treatment of each particular abused woman is a pub-
lic matter with potential impact on many other women. The impact is at once
both material and symbolic. Materially, the legal treatment of each individual
domestic violence case has an impact on the level of domestic violence in the
future. The best reason for mandated legal proceedings in domestic violence
cases is their apparent effectiveness in reducing the level of domestic violence
in a community.

Symbolically, the legal response to each case makes a public statement
about how society regards the seriousness of domestic violence. Legal policies
deal with whole populations. Feminists have long argued that woman abuse is
the sort of harmful moral wrong that should be treated as a crime by society at
large. Domestic violence is a public crime, not simply a private family matter,
and this imposes a duty on the state to intervene with the full power of crimi-
nal law.40 By “going public,” we bring domestic life, where relevant, into the
public sphere and make domestic violence an offense against the state, not
simply against the abused woman. We thereby gain the right to legal protec-
tion against woman battering.

If feminists have been right that domestic violence is a public, political mat-
ter, then these acts should receive the same treatment under the criminal law as
other crimes. The framework of the criminal law, however, changes the con-
ception of a violent act. It is no longer merely an injury to a private woman. As
legal theorists have argued, the overriding aims of the criminal justice system
are to deter crime, to punish or rehabilitate criminals, and to seek justice. As
Wayne LaFave and Austin Scott Jr. write in their textbook on criminal law,
“The broad aim of the criminal law is . . . to prevent harm to society” and “to
protect the public interest.”41 Respecting the autonomy of victims is not a par-
ticular aim of criminal law.

The status of citizen is the status of being a full member of the community.
Citizenship transforms violence to oneself into an injury to the community of
which one is a member. The community, organized as a state with a formal
system of criminal law, may act to punish those who are found guilty of com-
mitting the violent acts. The advantage of the public criminalization of do-
mestic woman battering is that the full power of the state may now be enlisted
in protecting women against domestic tyranny. As Cheryl Hanna puts it,
“One of the most important ways to curb domestic violence is to ensure that
abusers understand that society will not tolerate their behavior.”42 In her
view, it would be paternalistic and sexist to dismiss domestic violence cases
based on victim reluctance while not doing so in other areas of criminal law.43
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This incremental move toward full citizenship status for women, however,
does carry a cost. One of the things we may have to give up is private control
over the response to domestic violence done to us. Gaining respect for our au-
tonomous—and our nonautonomous—preferences about how our abusers
are to be treated ceases to be an overriding concern. It is important that in
seeking to deter future crime, the criminal law does aim at promoting some of
the conditions, such as personal safety and security, that happen to undergird
the possibility of future autonomy for abuse victims. In any case, it was pre-
cisely because women alone couldn’t control domestic violence that we
needed legal protection in the first place.

To be sure, some feminists have recently argued in favor of retaining the
public-private distinction on the grounds that it sometimes benefits women. In
women’s reproductive activities, for example, and in those consensual rela-
tionships in which consent and freedom are genuine, we should want the state
to refrain from interfering in our lives.44 As Laura Stein writes, there is more
to the realm of privacy than simply individual men being “left alone to op-
press women.”45 Surely, however, domestic violence is not an area in which
women benefit from privacy. Left to our own devices, as we were for centuries,
we were not able to stop woman battering. To combat it, women need sup-
portive networks and institutions, including the criminal law. This protection,
however, comes at a price. Part of the price is a loss of control over the legal
consequences that follow domestic violence.

Granted, the criminal law may need to adjust its proceedings so as to re-
spond more sensitively to the needs of crime victims in general. Women know
this well from the area of rape law. A victims’ rights movement in recent
decades has called for such responsiveness across the board. This is not an
issue that is peculiar to the crime of woman battering. If there were a good
general argument against mandating the participation of crime victims, this
would cover the case of domestic violence as well. I do not rule out that possi-
bility. Cases of woman battering by themselves, however, do not seem to pro-
vide distinctive overriding reasons against mandated victim participation.

I therefore conclude that the deterrent and citizenship benefits to women in
general of mandated criminal law proceedings in domestic violence cases out-
weigh the risks, hardships, and loss of autonomy experienced by those abused
women who prefer not to cooperate with such proceedings. Criminal law pro-
cedures that genuinely reduced the level of woman abuse would incidentally
also promote the (merely) content-neutral autonomy of women in the long
run. The law should therefore do what it can to prevent men from abusing
their intimate female partners, even if it must do so against the wishes of the
victims and by mandating the victims’ cooperation.

This does not mean that our society should disregard altogether the con-
cerns of reluctant abuse victims. In the following sections of this chapter, I ex-
plore how professional caregivers (therapists, social workers, and so on)
should respond to women who choose to remain in abusive relationships. We
may find that the domain of caregiving, especially that of professional caregiv-
ing, is the appropriate institutional domain in which a society can respect the
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preferences of particular women without having to consider the impact of that
respect on anonymous society at large.

Respecting the Autonomy of Women Who Stay

We now arrive at our second question: How should professional caregivers re-
spond to a woman who chooses to remain in an abusive relationship that she
may safely exit? I specifically focus on professional caregiving and not on non-
professional caregiving such as that by friends and family members. How
nonprofessionals should react to an abused woman who remains in an abu-
sive relationship will be affected by many nongeneralizable factors, such as
the caregiver’s knowledge of the abusive situation, the nature of the caregiver’s
relationship to the abuse victim, and the caregiver’s degree of readiness to sup-
port the abuse victim over the long haul.

Remaining in an abusive relationship is a self-endangering behavior. Pro-
fessional caregivers can respond in a variety of ways to the self-endangering
behavior of their clients. Broadly speaking, a caregiver can try to influence a
client to avoid self-endangering behaviors or may refrain from trying to exert
such influence. Influence can take the form of appeals to the reasoning and
decision-making capacities of the client, or it can bypass those capacities and
involve, for example, coercion or manipulation.

In the debate over how professional caregivers should respond to clients
who endanger themselves, philosophers generally think that coercion and
manipulation are inappropriate means for professional caregivers to use.
Philosophers generally agree that caregivers may try reasoning with clients to
persuade them to end their self-endangering behaviors. Indeed, some philoso-
phers think that rational persuasion is the only morally permissible response
by professional caregivers toward clients who act to endanger themselves. The
typical objection to manipulation and coercion is that they fail to respect a
competent adult’s capacity for personal autonomy. The typical defense of
rational appeals to the self-harming client is that such appeals do respect her
capacity for personal autonomy.46

Some professional caregivers who work with female victims of domestic
violence, however, have a different view of the matter. These caregivers do not
try to influence, rationally or otherwise, the decisions of abused women who
have chosen to remain in abusive relationships they could safely leave. Instead
these caregivers support the women in whatever choices they make.47 If this
sort of intervention (which I shall call the “uncritical-support” approach) is at
all sound, it suggests that the rational persuasion approach needs more de-
fense. It must be defended not only against the usual alternatives of manipula-
tive and coercive intervention, but also against the alternative of not trying to
change the client’s mind at all.

Earlier, when addressing the legal question, I sought a policy approach to
these special abuse cases that does not undermine the general goal of provid-
ing the full protection of the law to women who do leave their abusers or who
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do cooperate with the legal system in seeking punishment for their abusers.48

The legal response to particular abused women who remain in their abusive
relationships must at the same time instantiate a general policy for all abuse
victims, and this reduces the degree of flexibility and discretion that might be
otherwise appropriate from those who implement the policy. Professional
caregivers, by contrast, have more room for flexibility, since caregiving does
not have to conform to consistent and uniform patterns. Professional care-
givers have much more latitude and discretion to tailor their responses to spe-
cific needs of the client before them.

In general, there are good reasons both for supporting a woman who re-
mains in an abusive relationship and for intervening in the relationship,
against her wishes, to stop the abuse. I argued earlier that the law should be
guided overall by responsibilities to reduce harms such as domestic abuse in a
whole population. This consideration, along with certain empirical evidence,
supported the conclusion that the law should mandate legal proceedings in
domestic violence cases, even if this were to disregard, and thus fail to sup-
port, the preferences of particular abuse victims. Different social institutions,
however, may have different roles to play in reacting to abused women and
their situations. The role of the legal system need not be the same as that of
professional caregivers.

So what should professional caregivers in general do? The choices before
us are rational persuasion to try to change the woman’s mind and uncritical
support for whatever she decides to do about the relationship. The rational
persuasion approach, first of all, has the advantage of aiming to respect some-
one’s autonomy. It does so by appealing to her reasoning capacity and avoid-
ing coercive and manipulative interventions into her perspective and her
decision-making processes.

Second, rational persuasion can aim directly at trying to persuade an
abused woman to leave her abusive relationship. Doing so would rest squarely
on the assumption that there is something wrong with the content of her
choice to remain in the relationship. The obvious wrongness of the choice con-
sists in the facts that she thereby subjects herself to abuse and undermines her
own autonomy. She is choosing to subordinate herself to the coercive and un-
justified power of another party. When a woman’s choice to remain in an abu-
sive relationship is based on misguided norms that threaten to undermine the
conditions for her (future) autonomy, then her choice appears to lack substan-
tive autonomy. On a substantive conception of autonomy, substantive auton-
omy is the only sort of autonomy, so a choice to remain in an abusive relation-
ship for no good reason would be a nonautonomous choice. Perhaps a
professional caregiver should try to reason someone out of a nonautonomous
choice.

On my view, as argued in chapter 1, however, both substantive and
(merely) content-neutral autonomy are genuine forms of autonomy. A choice
to remain in an abusive relationship, even if substantively nonautonomous,
might manifest content-neutral autonomy. It might, that is, cohere with a
woman’s deeper values and commitments, such as her religious outlook, and,
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even under conditions of domestic abuse, it might be the product of a period
of uncoerced and unmanipulated self-reflection. Such choices, even if content-
neutrally autonomous, are, of course, not trouble free. Choices to live under
autonomy-undermining conditions may habituate a person to a mode of liv-
ing that diminishes her future content-neutral autonomy, for example, by pro-
moting submissiveness to others.

The philosophical interest in autonomy is not merely about what makes
particular choices autonomous in themselves but also about what makes for
an autonomous life.49 The substance of someone’s choices affects her
prospects for autonomy in the long run and is therefore important to auton-
omy somehow, whether as a constitutive part of someone’s current autonomy
or as a necessary condition for her future autonomy. So even if an abused
woman’s choice were content-neutrally autonomous, if it were not also sub-
stantively autonomous, then this would be a consideration in favor of giving
her reasons to change her mind.

This tentative conclusion, however, depends on certain assumptions. It as-
sumes certain things about the knowledge of the professional caregiver
who is working with the abused woman, and it depends on certain assump-
tions about how reasoning actually operates in practice. These assumptions
may be questioned in any given case. The problems with the reasoning strat-
egy in practice may well outweigh its theoretical advantage. To grasp this
point, let us explore the considerations that weigh against the strategy of ra-
tional persuasion and in favor of the more common professional caregiver
strategy of uncritically supporting abused women who return to their abu-
sive relationships.

First, professional caregivers in actual cases rarely have sufficient knowl-
edge or understanding to be warranted in believing that they know better
what an abused woman should do with her life than she does herself. A care-
giver rarely knows for certain that the woman really misunderstands her situ-
ation or has dubious normative commitments.50 If there is no strong contrary
evidence (an important and defeasible assumption), an abused woman’s own
perspective on her life should be treated as the most credible of available alter-
native perspectives and should be respected as such.

Notice that this epistemic caution depends on the circumstances of the par-
ticular case. It does not show that there is anything wrong in principle with
using rational persuasion to try to change an abused woman’s mind. It also
leaves open the empirical possibility that a very knowledgeable, very sensitive
professional caregiver might, on occasion, indeed know better than a particu-
lar client what that client should do with her life. Some social theorists claim
that abused women tend to minimize the extent of the abuse they suffer.51

They might accordingly misunderstand the nature of their own relationships.
A knowledgeable caregiver in a particular case might be better able than the
abused woman herself to grasp the futility of the woman’s relationship and to
see that the woman’s only hope for a decent life free of abuse is to leave it.52

This issue, however, does highlight the epistemic condition that must un-
derlie any practical intervention—rationally persuasive, uncritically support-
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ive, or otherwise—in the lives of abused women. No one in a professional
caregiving capacity should try to change the mind of an abused woman unless
the professional has good reason to believe that her understanding of the
abused woman’s situation is better than the woman’s own view of it. Rational
persuasion might be the right approach in those cases in which the epistemic
requirement is met, but the number of such cases may well be small.

One reason to allow for the rare use of rational persuasion to convince a
woman she should leave an abuser is that abusive men can become very vio-
lent. Abusive relationships can do much worse than undermine a woman’s fu-
ture autonomy; they can put a woman in mortal danger. Autonomy is not the
only value that we should respect or promote in each other’s lives. Helping to
preserve someone’s very life takes obvious precedence over respecting her
autonomy. When the caregiver has good reason to believe the woman risks
serious or fatal injury by staying with the abuser, even if in no other sorts of
cases, then it seems appropriate for her to try rationally to motivate the
woman to leave her abusive partner.

Professional caregivers agree that safety is a primary consideration, proba-
bly the primary consideration.53 Yet those who favor the uncritical-support
strategy tend to avoid rational persuasion even in pursuit of safety. Caregivers
will, for example, help an abused woman to develop a “crisis plan” for deal-
ing with future abusive incidents. The plan might well involve the woman’s
quitting the residence, but the departure is often conceptualized by the care-
giver not as leaving the relationship but only as, say, leaving the premises dur-
ing a dangerous incident.54 This sort of proposal thus offers an abused
woman a short-term plan for coping with immediate danger, not a long-term
plan for changing the course of her life.

Why are some professional caregivers so reluctant to give women reasons
to leave abusive relationships even when the caregivers have good reason to
believe that great danger is imminent in the relationships? What exactly is the
problem in such cases with trying to persuade someone rationally to change
her mind? This brings us to a second consideration in favor of uncritical sup-
port: its alternative, rational persuasion, may well be an ineffective or coun-
terproductive way to relate to victims of domestic violence. For someone to be
capable of engaging with others in a rational debate over how to live her own
life, she has to have supportive psychological conditions, for example, a mini-
mal level of self-esteem and a relative absence of the stresses and anxieties that
impair rational thought. How one’s life should be lived is a profoundly sensi-
tive topic for anyone to debate with professionals. For people in abusive rela-
tionships, the psychological wherewithal to engage in the debate may well be
entirely absent.

Sociologist Mary P. Koss and her collaborators recommend viewing an
abused woman as someone who is undergoing a severe, possibly life-
threatening, crisis or trauma. On this view, she is psychologically healthy “at
the core,” but nevertheless, as a consequence of her traumatic abuse, may ex-
hibit such ailments as depression.55 On this view, women undergoing the
trauma of abusive domestic relationships are in psychological distress and are
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not fully capable, at that time, of engaging in rational debates with profes-
sionals about such sensitive topics as their own future lives.56

Any suggestion to an abused woman, however tactfully formulated or cau-
tiously articulated, that she has made the wrong choice about how to live her
life might further diminish her self-esteem and undermine her confidence in
her own agency. It might seem just like the criticism, scorn, ridicule, and con-
tempt that her abuser already inflicts on her.57 In On Liberty, Mill worries
about the effects of censorship on those of “promising intellect” who happen
to have “timid characters.”58 Mill does not seem to appreciate that even well-
intended rational argument, in actual dialogue, can function to suppress the
rational capacities of people of timid—or injured—characters.59

The strategy of uncritically supporting abused women is a reaction by
many professional caregivers to years of victim blaming in family therapy and
social services. Older approaches in family therapy frequently blame the vic-
tim for the abuse she suffers, for example, by focusing on the supposed per-
sonality traits of abuse victims that occasion or provoke the abuse.60 Giving
an abused woman reasons to leave the relationship can seem to her like an-
other form of blaming; it can prompt her to have the thought that, because she
remains in the relationship, she will be morally at fault for any future abuse
she experiences.

To be sure, there is a difference, as I argued earlier, between being morally
at fault for something and being merely one among many causal factors con-
tributing to its occurrence. Domestic abuse cannot occur unless an abusive
person has access to a domestic partner. By remaining in a relationship with
her abuser, a woman makes herself accessible to her partner. This does not en-
tail, however, that she is morally to blame for the abuse he inflicts on her. Yet
this careful distinction might be one that an abused woman, in her trauma-
tized condition, lacks the rational detachment to appreciate. She may be so
overwhelmed by her trauma that she is incapable of grasping the subtleties of
the reasons that a professional caregiver is using to persuade her to leave.

What I have been suggesting is that attempts at rational persuasion, how-
ever judiciously articulated or well-intentioned, may be experienced by some-
one who is damaged by domestic abuse as coercive or manipulative intru-
sions. Notice that this point about the coercive impact of rational persuasion
is also an empirical consideration, like the previous point about the uncer-
tainty of the caregiver’s understanding. Whether or not rational persuasion
seems manipulative or coercive to abused women surely depends on the cir-
cumstances of each case—and perhaps on the argumentative skill and subtlety
of the particular caregiver.61 Even if most traumatized persons have some dif-
ficulty in handling rational persuasion to get them to change their minds, so
that rational persuasion under those conditions tends to be unduly intrusive,
there is no reason to think that this is always the case or that trauma will al-
ways be extremely rationally disabling. Thus, considerations of psychological
impact alone do not support the conclusion that it is wrong in principle to try
rationally to persuade a woman to leave an abusive relationship. Again, how-
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ever, the number of cases in practice in which attempts at rational persuasion
are not intrusive may well be small.

A third reason in defense of the uncritical support strategy is that even if an
abused woman’s ability to handle rational persuasion is not seriously im-
paired, nevertheless, uncritical support may promote her capacity for auton-
omy in ways that rational persuasion fails to achieve. The ability of abused
women to take control of their lives and cope successfully with abuse by an
intimate partner depends, in large part, on having confidence in their own
capacities for agency in the world. Whether abused women are able to view
themselves in this way may well depend, in turn, on how others view them. If
abused women are to cope effectively with abuse, they might first have to be
regarded as effective agents by others. Professional caregivers can boost an
abused woman’s self-esteem by believing her account of her relationship or
supporting her in choosing whatever is dictated even by her questionable nor-
mative commitments. Thus, uncritical support may be better than rational
persuasion at promoting the psychological conditions that are necessary for
someone’s autonomy in the long run. In this vein, as I noted earlier, some care-
givers insist that we should view abused women in general as active, not pas-
sive, survivors, not victims,62 and capable of coping with and deciding how to
live their lives.

The relationship between caregiver and abused woman is not merely an oc-
casion for the abstract interplay of impersonal reason giving. Instead it is a so-
cial encounter between two persons, an encounter that may contribute to the
ongoing development of the persons involved. The abused woman, as a trau-
matized person, is particularly vulnerable to the psychological impact of the
caregiving encounter.63 What uncritical support suggests to the abused
woman is that she is a competent, active, and effective agent whose own un-
derstanding of her situation and whose choice about how to live her life are
trustworthy.

To be sure, the aim of building the self-esteem of an abused woman is at
odds with the rationale behind the second reason I gave on behalf of the un-
critical support strategy. If abused women are so traumatized that they cannot
handle rational persuasion, how then could they be competent and reliable
agents? There is a tension between, on the one hand, arguing that abused
women are so vulnerable that mere rational persuasion affects them coer-
cively, and, on the other hand, insisting that abused women be viewed as ac-
tive, competent agents.

Yet this tension may be resolvable in practice. There are many ordinary sit-
uations in which it is appropriate to show trust in someone’s capacity for au-
tonomy even while believing them to be incapable of it, for example, when
giving young children some free rein to make decisions of their own. The op-
portunity to make their own decisions becomes, for children, a developmental
stepping-stone toward the maturation of autonomy competency. In many
cases, the trust given to the child’s developmental capacity does no harm and
even becomes a beneficial, self-fulfilling prophecy.
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Suppose a caregiver avoids reasoning with an abused woman about the
woman’s choices, and does so based on the belief that the abused woman lacks
the psychological wherewithal to engage in rational debate over how to live
her life. If the abused woman were to discern the caregiver’s underlying belief,
this knowledge would surely undermine the woman’s self-esteem rather than
bolster it. A victim of abuse might well be attuned to the slightest verbal or
nonverbal cues revealing someone’s lack of confidence in her abilities. Care-
givers who do not really believe that the abused women in their care are in-
deed capable of making reliable decisions thus might fail to inspire the
woman’s own self-confidence, even using the strategy of uncritical support.

Uncritical support that is carried off successfully and does not make an
abused woman suspicious that the caregiver distrusts her abilities may still not
promote the autonomy of an abused woman in all ways. As John Kultgen
notes, an intervention into someone’s life can promote some of the conditions
or capacities necessary for autonomy while diminishing others.64 The uncriti-
cal support strategy seems most respectful of a woman’s content-neutral
autonomy.65 At best, it treats an abused woman’s actual choices as respect-
worthy in themselves and avoids anything that might feel like coercion to an
abused woman at the time. Uncritical support, however, precisely disregards
the substantive content of her choices. Yet the content of her choices might di-
minish her future autonomy.

The rationally persuasive strategy, which I tend to reject, does admittedly
respect and aim at a woman’s substantive autonomy. It aims to change a
woman’s mind so that she will choose substantively to live in a manner that
will best promote her autonomy in the long run. Rational persuasion also re-
spects someone’s content-neutral autonomy by constituting an appeal to her
reasoning power. It does this, however, only on the assumption that the
woman at whom it is aimed has the psychological capacity to engage in debate
about the sensitive matter of how to live her life. This assumption does not
hold of all people under all conditions. Trauma victims, as I have been sug-
gesting, may experience rational persuasion as further (psychological) abuse,
and, thus, as the sort of manipulation or coercion that undermines content-
neutral autonomy.

Furthermore, reasoning might be effective, if at all, on the basis of its psy-
chological, rather than “logical” (in a broad sense) power. A caregiver’s rea-
soning might prompt a woman to leave her abusive partner not because she
grasps the rational force of the reasons for doing so but only because the care-
giver’s entreaties are psychologically manipulative. In that case, reasoning
would have promoted the long-run substantive autonomy of the woman’s
choices at the expense of her current content-neutral autonomy. Thus, reason-
ing may fail to respect an abused woman’s autonomy in the short run.
Whether the trade-off is worthwhile no doubt depends on the circumstances
of any given case. In addition, rational persuasion may prove counterproduc-
tive. Not only may it fail to motivate an abused woman to leave her abusive re-
lationship; it may also prompt her to remain in the abusive relationship out of,
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say, resentment against the intrusiveness of the caregiver.66 In that case, it will
have failed to promote any form of the abused woman’s autonomy.

Because it is hard to tell in any given case whether reasoning will be both
noncoercive and effective, the wisest general policy is to avoid attempting to
change abused women’s minds through rational persuasion unless there is
clear evidence in a given case that it would not adversely affect the woman’s
outlook. These occasions may well be rare. This is not to say that there is any-
thing wrong in principle with the goal of trying to persuade an abused
woman, using good reasons, to leave her abusive relationship—particularly in
those unusual cases in which it can be done without seeming to her like undue
pressure. The point is rather that reason-based appeals to change the minds of
abused women can constitute undue pressure in most cases. Once again, un-
critical support appears, on empirical grounds, to be preferable to rational
persuasion in most cases of domestic abuse, but there is no reason to reject
rational persuasion in principle.

My conclusion is thus that, mainly for practical reasons, professional care-
givers should usually provide uncritical support for abused women who
choose to remain in abusive relationships rather than trying rationally to per-
suade them to change their minds. The reasons are that: (1) professional care-
givers seldom know best how abused women should live their lives; (2) ra-
tional persuasion can seem inappropriately coercive or blaming to trauma
victims; and (3) uncritical support in the short run better tends to promote the
psychological capacities needed for autonomy competency. Rational persua-
sion may, however, be a better strategy when the caregiver knows that the re-
lationship threatens the woman with immediate and very serious danger.
Also, we have found no principled reason to reject rational persuasion for
those rare occasions on which a caregiver best understands an abused
woman’s life or the abused woman is strong enough to handle rational criti-
cism of her own choices.

By contrast, legal policy must treat individual cases with consideration for
the material and symbolic impact of that treatment on a whole population. I
have argued that legal policy should aim at reducing the harm of domestic
violence in a population even when this requires mandating the reluctant legal
cooperation of abuse victims. Legal policy does not have as much flexibility as
professional caregiving does to respond to each case based only on what is
good for the victim at hand. Fortunately, the law and professional caregiving
may take different approaches to the problems of domestic violence. Some-
where among the combined interventions of these two social practices, both
the capacity of abused women for autonomy and the actual choices they make
can gain respect.
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8

John Rawls and the Political Coercion of

Unreasonable People

Political power “is always coercive power,” writes John Rawls.1 Political Lib-
eralism is a study of how to justify the state’s use of that coercive power
against its citizens. Coercive state power is legitimate, for Rawls, so long as
reasonable and rational persons reasoning under certain constraints would
agree to its exercise.

More specifically, political coercion is justified so long as it accords with a
political conception of justice that free and equal citizens would endorse in
their capacity as reasonable and rational persons, in an overlapping consensus
that spans their diverse moral, religious, and philosophical commitments,
their “comprehensive doctrines.”2 Reasonable and rational persons consti-
tute, for Rawls, what I will call the “legitimation pool,” the pool of persons
whose endorsement would confirm the legitimacy of Rawls’s political liberal-
ism—or whose rejection would confirm its illegitimacy. In considering
whether or not to endorse a system of political power, citizens exercise their
personal autonomy with respect to political life.

Suppose that someone contends that she cannot accept Rawls’s conception
of political liberalism from the standpoint of her comprehensive doctrine.
Rawls’s response to this contention would differ substantially depending on
whether or not that person was reasonable. If the person was reasonable, then
her rejection of Rawls’s political liberalism would count for him as a serious
reason to consider revising it. If, however, the person was unreasonable, the
result would be quite different. Rawls’s description of his method of legitima-
tion takes no account of the possible rejection of his political conception by
unreasonable people. Their rejection appears to carry no theoretical weight.

If a state’s legitimacy depends only on the endorsement of reasonable and
rational persons, that means that a state that is endorsed only by its reason-
able citizens is thereby entitled to exercise its coercive power over unreason-
able citizens without their consent. In that case, how do those citizens remain
free and equal? And in what sense are they politically autonomous?
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The mere fact of someone’s unreasonableness does not by itself create this
tension for political liberalism since an unreasonable person might neverthe-
less endorse the system. Granted, her actual endorsement, on Rawlsian
grounds, would be irrelevant to the legitimacy of the liberal state. Neverthe-
less her political autonomy is, in some liberal sense, not violated by liberal-
ism’s exercise of its political power over her since she consents to it. My focus
of concern is directed to those unreasonable persons who withhold consent
from political liberalism. It is their political autonomy that seems to be vio-
lated by Rawls’s legitimation methods.

Rawls, of course, is not the only philosopher who seeks political legitimacy
in the consent of reasonable persons only. Thomas Scanlon and Thomas
Nagel, for example, also frame the problem in these terms.3 Rawls, however,
gives the concept of reasonableness a very elaborate explication. Thus his ex-
clusion of the unreasonable merits special attention.

It is crucial to be clear about what Rawls means by “reasonableness” since
he uses this word as a term of art. A fuller discussion follows shortly, but
briefly, for now: Reasonable persons are those who seek fair terms of social
cooperation with others and who think that reasonable people living under
free institutions will disagree about fundamental matters of religion, morality,
or philosophy. Unreasonable persons are those who lack one or both of these
attitudes. Not only are we not required by Rawls to take seriously the political
views of unreasonable persons. As well, he would have us impose on those
persons the coercive power of a state which they reject, provided only that
that state has been ratified in the right way by reasonable persons. Indeed, as I
shall point out below, the legitimate state may even infringe on some of the
basic rights and liberties of unreasonable persons. Such persons thus appear to
lose political autonomy in several ways. This is a foundational concern for
any theory that calls itself “liberal.”

To be sure, given the enormous diversity among human viewpoints, the ex-
clusion of unreasonable people from the legitimation pool makes the search
for legitimacy more manageable than it otherwise would be. This considera-
tion, however, is a practical one only. It is not a principled reason for exclud-
ing anyone. Rawls, by contrast, elevates the exclusion of the unreasonable
into a matter of principle in his quest for political legitimacy. The question is
whether Rawls’s principled exclusion of the unreasonable is inconsistent with
any of the aims or values of the system he seeks thereby to defend. Since Rawls
views a social contract as “a hypothetical agreement . . . between all rather
than some members of society,” the prospects for internal consistency here are
not promising.4 This problem will form my primary concern in this chapter.

Rawls on Reasonableness and Rationality

First, let us recall more fully what Rawls means by reasonableness and ration-
ality. In Rawls’s ideal society, citizens are both reasonable and rational. Ratio-
nal persons adapt means to their given ends and adjust their ends in light of
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their overall life plans. Rationality alone is not sufficient to make citizens just
since rational agents do not necessarily seek fair cooperation “as such” nor
“on terms that others as equals might reasonably be expected to endorse.”5

Those concerns are subsumed instead under the virtue of reasonableness.
Reasonable persons are willing to “propose and honor fair terms of coop-

eration,” and “to recognize the burdens of judgment and to accept their con-
sequences.”6 The “burdens of judgment” are the sources of possible limita-
tion and error involved in the exercise of human reason. These sources include
the variability and finitude of human experience, the ways in which those ex-
periences underdetermine our judgments about them and permit differing in-
terpretations, and the chance influence of divergent norms.7

Reasonableness is public in a way that rationality is not. Our reasonable-
ness is our readiness to participate in the public world and therein negotiate,
and abide by, the fair terms of social cooperation with others that will ground
our social relationships with them.8 The distinctive moral power of reason-
ableness is a sense of justice, and the distinctive moral power of rationality is a
conception of the good.9 “Someone who has not developed and cannot exer-
cise [those] moral powers to the minimum requisite degree,” writes Rawls,
“cannot be a normal and fully cooperating member of society over a complete
life.”10

Rawls’s method of political legitimation is developed with regard to his
idealized account of liberal society. Does it tell us anything about actual, im-
perfectly liberal societies? There may well be reasonable and rational people
in actual societies who reject their own would-be liberal systems because these
systems are unacceptable from the standpoints of their comprehensive doc-
trines. In an imperfectly liberal society, we might learn something about the
imperfections of the system from reasonable and rational persons who reject
it. Rawls apparently thinks, however, that the opinions of unreasonable per-
sons do not tell us anything informative about whether a system is legitimate
or not. It seems that regardless of whether an actual society is ideally liberal,
imperfectly liberal, or illiberal, the political opinions of unreasonable people
simply do not count.

In the real world, of course, people might be unreasonable because they
have grown up under unjust institutions rather than under the free institutions
postulated in Rawls’s ideal society. Real-world unreasonableness has a differ-
ent sociohistorical context than does the ideal-world variety. This surely di-
minishes the justification for excluding unreasonable persons from the legiti-
mation pool. People who become unreasonable as a result of growing up
under unfair institutions certainly constitute good evidence of the unfairness
of those institutions. This would still not entail, of course, that the content of
their opinions as such revealed anything reliable about what was wrong with
their imperfect institutions. If bad institutions made people fascists, this might
be good evidence that something was wrong with the institutions under which
they were raised but it would not confirm the truth of their fascism.

In this discussion, I will focus mainly on unreasonableness and only occa-
sionally on irrationality. I will also interpret Rawls’s view of reasonableness as
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requiring both of the attitudes that Rawls sets out, the quest for fair terms of
social cooperation and the belief that reasonable persons may disagree about
fundamental comprehensive matters. Someone is unreasonable if she rejects
either (or both) of these two attitudes.

The twofold nature of the notion of reasonableness does raise a curious
question of detail however. What if the two attitudes that make up reason-
ableness part company? What about those who are reasonable in one way but
not in the other? Could someone who seeks fair terms of social cooperation
nevertheless reject the idea that reasonable people can disagree about funda-
mental comprehensive matters? Alternatively, could someone who believes
that reasonable people can disagree about fundamental matters nevertheless
not seek fair terms of social cooperation? If these two variations are possible,
then we may need a ranking of these attitudes to determine which is more cen-
tral to the liberal concern for political legitimacy. Reasonableness is, in any
case, surely a matter of degree, and we should want to delineate the minimal
threshold level of reasonableness that entitles someone to be free of any state
coercion except that to which they would consent. I leave these questions
about degrees of reasonableness for another occasion.

Liberalism, Consent, and Political Autonomy

Our focus is on Rawls’s method of excluding unreasonable people from the le-
gitimation pool, that group of persons whose support, or its lack, tests Rawls’s
conception of political liberalism. It is useful to recall why anyone’s consent
matters to political legitimacy. In the liberal tradition, the legitimacy of state
power is linked to the value of the political autonomy of citizens. Liberalism,
in theory at any rate, considers its citizens to be free and equal. Free and equal
citizens have political autonomy, among other things, when they themselves
specify the fair terms of their own social cooperation.11

In real life, citizens rarely congregate to formulate from the ground up the
terms of their social cooperation. Mindful of this reality, liberalism settles for
the mere consent of the governed to arrangements that have been worked out
by a very few among them. In principle, these arrangements must still be justi-
fiable from the standpoint of each citizen. In the words of Jeremy Waldron,
liberalism requires “that all aspects of the social world should either be made
acceptable or be capable of being made acceptable to every last individual”
(emphasis mine).12 Waldron continues: “If there is some individual to whom a
justification cannot be given, then so far as he is concerned the social order
had better be replaced by other arrangements, for the status quo has made out
no claim to his allegiance.”13

In Thomas Nagel’s view, the quest for universal citizen consent to a politi-
cal system is definitive not simply of liberal political philosophy but of politi-
cal theory in general. The “ultimate aim of political theory,” writes Nagel, is
to find a way “to justify a political system to everyone who is required to live
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under it.”14 Thus liberalism in particular, and perhaps political theory in gen-
eral, seeks to make us an offer that no one can refuse.

Liberalism, however, aims not merely to win allegiance. The mere alle-
giance of citizens can be the product of compulsion or indoctrination. From a
liberal perspective, such consent does not by itself demonstrate or constitute
the legitimacy of a political order. The requisite allegiance must be warranted.
That warrant must furthermore be recognizable from the standpoint of the
consenting citizen. Each citizen must be able to consent to the social order in
virtue of her recognition of its justification. Thereby a citizen exercises gen-
uine political autonomy.15 Thus Nagel writes:

The pure ideal of political legitimacy is that the use of state power should be
capable of being authorized by each citizen—not in direct detail but through
acceptance of the principles, institutions, and procedures which determine
how that power will be used. This requires the possibility of unanimous
agreement at some sufficiently high level, for if there are citizens who can le-
gitimately object to the way state power is used against them or in their
name, the state is not legitimate.16

The idea that all citizens of a large-scale political system would ever con-
sent to their system, however, is a hopeless nonstarter. Few people in the real
world have consented in any significant sense to the societies in which they
live. Even with the exponential growth of cybersociety and current technolo-
gies of communication, it would be a daunting prospect to get every adult cit-
izen in a large modern society to consider political liberalism (or any other
political philosophy) and express an opinion on it. (Let us not forget how
many people still lack computer literacy, not to mention old-fashioned read-
ing and writing literacy.) In practice, only the consent of some persons is a
realistic possibility.

As is well known, liberal theorists have devised various notions to cope
with this practical problem. The recent favorite is the notion of hypothetical
consent, its current popularity owing much to Rawls’s first book, A Theory of
Justice.17 Hypothetical consent is the consent someone would give to a politi-
cal order under appropriate, and specified, conditions. For Waldron, hypo-
thetical consent can decrease the wrongness of illegitimate state intervention
in someone’s life.18 Waldron argues that if someone, who happens not to have
consented to being treated in a certain manner, would have consented had she
been in a position to do so, then treating her in that manner is “less wrong”
than it would be if she would not, even hypothetically, have consented to it.19

For most modern liberals, hypothetical consent is construed in terms of the
reasons for accepting one political arrangement rather than another. As Wal-
dron notes, “Liberalism is also bound up in large part with respect for ration-
ality.”20 The idea of rationally reconstructed, hypothetical consent solves the
problem created by the practical impossibility of sampling the political opin-
ion of every adult citizen. The rational reconstruction need only be devised
and endorsed by a few intellectuals who take the liberty of determining on
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their own what an entire citizenry would endorse whose members, implausi-
bly, were all reasonable, rational, and had the leisure to enter the dialogue.

That last sentence is, of course, ironic. The strategy of imagining rationally
reconstructed hypothetical consent faces well-known difficulties. “Real peo-
ple,” suggests Waldron, “do not always act on the reasons we think they might
have for acting: the reasonableness of the actors in our hypothesis may not
match the reality of men and women in actual life.”21 That to which people ac-
tually consent may well not match that to which a handful of intellectuals
think it would be rational for them to consent. Waldron suggests, nevertheless,
that the liberal probably has to assume some minimum of “reasonableness”
on the parts of people “if the project of social justification is to get off the
ground at all.”22 This modified approach, we should note, is not a matter of
liberal principle but rather a pragmatic concession to the practical limitations
of our ability to test political conceptions.

Rawls’s conception of reasonableness, in particular, does not apply to every-
one. Some people, for example, do not accept the burdens of judgment and be-
lieve instead that “reasonable” people will not disagree on conceptions of the
good or other comprehensive moral, religious, or philosophical matters.23 Per-
haps concomitant with this view, some people believe that the one true faith
should be forcibly imposed on all persons as part of the political system itself,
even on those persons who do not accept its tenets. Rush Limbaugh, for exam-
ple, urges the political enforcement of specifically Judeo-Christian values.24

Attitudes such as these pose a problem for liberals. Modern liberal democ-
racies are pluralistic. They contain persons with various political values. Some
citizens of liberal democracies believe that the system ought to be “acceptable
to every last individual” (to reiterate Waldron’s words). Others, by contrast,
believe that the system ought to impose certain values on all citizens, regard-
less of whether or not those values are acceptable to every last individual. One
and the same political doctrine is not likely to satisfy both of these groups
simultaneously.

Waldron recommends that liberals acknowledge that their “conception of
political judgment will be appealing only to those who hold their commit-
ments in a certain ‘liberal’ spirit.”25 Those who lack the liberal spirit are not
likely to find such a system acceptable. Such persons would consistently con-
sent to political liberalism only if they were to abandon what Rawls would
call their illiberal comprehensive doctrines. This creates a problem for liberal
theories that rely on a notion of hypothetical consent, even if rationally recon-
structed. It seems viciously circular to try to justify a liberal doctrine in terms
of the hypothetical consent of a citizenry, if the condition grounding that hy-
pothesis is that citizens do not hold the illiberal commitments they do in fact
hold. Such illiberal commitments can be deeply important to people, enough
so to shape their very identities. Disregarding those commitments in the ra-
tional reconstruction would be like saying that all citizens would consent to
political liberalism if only they were not the illiberals they actually are.

The quest for liberal legitimacy thus raises a problem analogous to other
liberal paradoxes. If one values liberal tolerance, for example, one must nev-
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ertheless not tolerate those expressions and modes of living that would under-
mine toleration itself as a social practice. If one values liberal free expression,
one must nevertheless withhold it from those whose expressions would under-
mine the very practice of free expression. It appears, similarly, that if one is
seeking fair terms of social cooperation among persons who are free and equal
and who are assumed to disagree reasonably on fundamental comprehensive
matters, then one must not allow persons who reject this goal or these as-
sumptions to hijack the legitimation process. In each case, a liberal principle
comes up against its limiting case: the freedom given readily to those who do
not threaten the system must be withheld from those who would use it to de-
stroy the system.

Yet this very necessity nevertheless seems inconsistent with the liberal goal
of resting on the consent of all the governed. In Rawls’s view, the legitimacy of
a political system is sufficiently established even if it is endorsed by only the
reasonable and rational among its citizens. Reasonableness, however, is de-
fined in terms of the very values and assumptions from which Rawls derives
his political liberalism. Yet, how satisfactory or meaningful is the consent of a
citizenry if the process of representing or obtaining consent excludes the opin-
ions of those persons who, because they start with nonliberal attitudes, are the
very ones who might vote “no”? By excluding from the legitimation pool ex-
actly those persons who do not accept the political values and basic tenets on
which Rawls grounds political liberalism, Rawls rigs the election in advance.

The exclusion of unreasonable persons from the legitimation pool thus
seems to beg important questions in the defense of liberalism. And the liberal
commitment to political autonomy appears to be undermined by withholding
political autonomy precisely from those persons who reject the system that
advocates it.

The Fate of Unreasonable People

Let us now clarify the fate that awaits those who are unreasonable in Rawls’s
political liberalism. There is more at stake than simply being excluded from
the legitimation pool.

Rawls distinguishes between “the fact of pluralism as such and the fact of
reasonable pluralism.”26 His emphasis is on the latter. Reasonable pluralism
is the diversity of reasonable views about fundamental matters of religion,
morality, and philosophy. Rawls is particularly concerned to exclude from the
legitimation pool those who hold unreasonable views. Under this heading,
Rawls includes “doctrines that reject one or more democratic freedoms.” In a
footnote that is crucial for our purposes, he suggests that the way to treat un-
reasonable doctrines is to contain them “like war and disease—so that they do
not overturn political justice.”27

How does one “contain” a doctrine? This requires regulating and control-
ling the media in which it is expressed and promulgated—books, magazines,
cyberspace, and so on. More significant, it requires suppressing those who
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hold the doctrine, in particular, suppressing their expression and/or enactment
of it. At the same time, however, Rawls contends that “it is unreasonable for
us to use political power . . . to repress comprehensive views that are not un-
reasonable” (emphasis mine).28 Rawls’s recommendation to “contain” the
unreasonable doctrines that reject democratic freedoms thus contrasts
markedly with the basic rights and liberties that his system accords to doc-
trines that are “not unreasonable.”

Thus, while supporters of reasonable doctrines will enjoy basic rights and
liberties, supporters of certain unreasonable doctrines, in particular those that
reject democratic freedoms, will be treated like the bearers of a pestilence.
Their political autonomy will be denied in two ways. First, they will be ex-
cluded from the legitimation pool, that collection of citizens whose consent to
the political system confirms its legitimacy. Second, in daily life, they will be
denied the full protection of its basic rights and liberties, particularly freedom
of expression.

Who Are the Unreasonable?

Mindful of what lies in store for unreasonable people, we may now attempt to
evaluate the full theoretical and practical significance of Rawls’s view. One
useful initial strategy is to try to determine who the unreasonable persons are.
There are at least two relevant possibilities here, and they foreshadow contra-
dictory intuitions.

First, we should worry about a liberalism that ignores, from the outset, the
political views of certain groups among a citizenry. Despite some manner of
commitment to the notion of free and equal persons, liberal democracies have
historically found specious grounds, such as race and sex, for excluding vari-
ous groups of adults from political participation and full civil rights. This
practical inconsistency in the history of the tradition should make us wary of
any seemingly principled reason for yet again excluding certain groups of per-
sons from something so important as the legitimation pool.

Second, however, we should also worry about those persons among a citi-
zenry who seek on their own, independently of the formal political process, to
dominate others or to impose a social order that degrades, marginalizes, or
oppresses others. There is no reason to suppose that all oppressive tendencies
in human relationships originate with bad government. We must also beware
of individuals who, as such, harbor their own oppressive tendencies or convic-
tions and for whom political freedom would provide an opportunity to act
oppressively. Indeed, part of the valuable potential of a formal political pro-
cess is its capacity both to curb any possible human proclivities toward domi-
nating or oppressing other persons and to deny political influence to those
who manifest such tendencies.29 And one important form of political influ-
ence is to count publicly as someone whose opinion helps to decide the legiti-
macy of a political system: in other words, to be a publicly recognized member
of a legitimation pool.
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To summarize these two initial concerns: it appears at the outset that there
are both bad and good reasons for excluding particular persons from the legit-
imation pool. Race and sex are bad reasons, and we want to make sure that no
one is excluded, either intentionally or inadvertently, on grounds such as
these. We must make sure that our legitimation strategy invokes only good
reasons, if any, for excluding people. On the other hand, being someone who
wants to dominate others looks like a good reason for being excluded from
the legitimation pool. We must also ensure that the application of those good
reasons is not overinclusive—that is, that it does not exclude by mistake any
persons who do belong in the legitimation pool.

How do Rawls’s legitimation methods apply to those groups that have his-
torically been excluded unjustly from real-world liberal political processes?
The category of “reasonableness” should alert us to possible dangers in such
application. Some of the groups historically denied the rights and privileges of
liberal citizenship were disenfranchised at least partly because they were re-
garded as irrational, as poor reasoners, and as people who could not achieve
the detached impartiality needed to reflect on the common good. Women, for
example, fell into this camp.

Does Rawls’s exclusion of unreasonable persons mean that women’s
voices once again count for little or nothing in the search for liberal legiti-
macy? Part of the answer depends on the extent to which the stereotypes of
women as poor reasoners persist today. Even if they do persist, the beginning
of the twenty-first century in the United States shows a marked improvement
in the public regard for women’s reasoning capacities. Compared to former
decades, the public now widely acknowledges a substantial level of female
achievement in many fields that are regarded as involving reason, for exam-
ple, the professions.

Recall that by “reasonableness” Rawls means two things: first, the willing-
ness to seek fair terms of social cooperation, and second, the acknowledgment
that reasonable people can disagree on fundamental matters of religion,
morality, and philosophy. Our question must be: Do these particular sorts of
attitudes have anything to do with the various public images and conceptions
of women?

The gender stereotypes studied by psychologists are rarely as specific as the
traits that constitute Rawls’s conception of reasonableness. As is well known,
men have been stereotyped in terms of agency and instrumentality; desirable
adjectives for men include independent, forceful, ambitious, aggressive, com-
petitive, dominant. Women have been stereotyped, by contrast, in terms of
emotionality and social relationships; desirable adjectives for women include
affectionate, compassionate, warm, gentle, understanding, and tender.30

These common feminine stereotypes do not obviously support the view that
women are unreasonable in either of Rawls’s senses.31

Indeed, rather than supporting the idea that women are unreasonable in
Rawls’s sense, conventional gender stereotypes seem instead to support the
idea that they are quite reasonable. Consider, for example, the stereotype of
women as sociable. This idea seems to suggest that women would cooperate
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with those to whom they relate socially and would want the forms of cooper-
ation to be acceptable to all concerned. In more specialized contexts such as
psychoanalysis and political theory, women have sometimes been stereotyped
as less conscience driven than men, as having a weaker sense of justice.32 This
suggests that they might be more capable of tolerating, and regarding as rea-
sonable, others who hold religious, moral, or philosophical doctrines differ-
ent from their own. This idea is reinforced by the stereotype of women as com-
passionate and understanding.

My suggestions about how women would fare under Rawls’s approach to
unreasonable people are based on mere associations of ideas. They are by no
means logically entailed by the stereotypes in question—not that stereotypes
are ever very logical in their operations. However, even if the common stereo-
types of women suggested that women were quite reasonable, this would not
directly tell us anything about real women. Stereotypes are hardly the best
guide to empirical truth.

Do real women deny the burdens of judgment any more than men? Do real
women, any more than men, think that reasonable people will not disagree
about fundamental matters of religion, morality, or philosophy? Do real
women reject fair terms of social cooperation any more than men? Doubtless,
there are individual women who avoid fair terms of social cooperation. It does
not seem, however, that women outnumber men in the ranks of savings and
loan swindlers, junk bond peddlers, fraudulent accountants, and so on. If any
gender group shows widespread tendencies to eschew fair terms of social co-
operation, it is not women.

There is still another way, however, in which women might be unreason-
able in Rawlsian terms. “Womankind,” according to one old school of philo-
sophical thought, is “the everlasting irony in the life of the community [who]
changes by intrigue the universal purpose of government into a private end . . .
and perverts the universal property of the state into a possession and orna-
ment for the family.”33 On this Hegelian view, women are incapable of impar-
tial political participation because they cannot rise above loyalty to their own
family members. Women simply favor “their own” and do not treat all citi-
zens as abstract equals. If women really are, to a great degree, guided politi-
cally by such partial loyalties, then they would scarcely seek fair terms of so-
cial cooperation with other citizens. They would try instead to promote the
welfare of their own loved ones through the political process. If women really
favored their “own” substantially more in the political process than men,
while men much more readily attained an impartial civic attitude, then
women might indeed be more unreasonable than men and might merit exclu-
sion from the legitimation pool.

What can be said about this possibility? Lacking empirical evidence on the
question, I will offer an unsystematic, uncontrolled personal observation. As
women now participate in the public political cultures of many nations, they
do not appear to do so with any more partiality then men. Though some
women have been involved in self-serving political scandals, anyone familiar
with such politicians as Chicago’s legendary first Mayor Richard Daley knows
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that many men have attained levels of nepotism and cronyism in public life
that are unrivaled by any woman.34 When it comes to self-serving partiality
and taking care of one’s own, the myth of men’s public impartiality should be
consigned to the ranks of the Tooth Fairy.

The overall relevance of gender to Rawls’s conception of reasonableness
thus seems to me to be as follows. There is no overt or covert gender bias built
into his conception. Nothing about the ways in which Rawls defines reason-
ableness excludes real women as a group from the legitimation pool—any
more or any less than it excludes men as a group. Granted, some persons
might misapply Rawls’s views because they mistakenly stereotype women as
unreasonable. The philosophical tradition, as Genevieve Lloyd has argued,
traditionally defined reason by excluding whatever were, or were considered
to be, feminine traits.35 Someone could, for example, interpret Rawls’s re-
quirement of cooperative fairness so as to exclude whatever it is that women
do when relating socially with others. Anyone who is predisposed to think
that all the interesting forms of fair social cooperation are the products of
male collaboration will simply find a way to interpret the interest in fair terms
of social cooperation in such a way that women’s cooperative endeavors have
nothing to do with it.36 In such cases, however, the fault would lie with the
mistaken gender stereotyper and not with Rawls’s method for confirming the
legitimacy of political liberalism.

Thus, the case of women does not give good reason to worry about Rawls’s
exclusion of unreasonable persons from the legitimation pool. Other exam-
ples are not so sanguine, however. According to a common attitude in tradi-
tional political theory, economically poorer classes are so absorbed with their
own plights that they cannot be trusted to consider the wider public good
when participating in the political process. The assumption has often been
made that wealthier classes are able to surmount self-interest and base their
political decisions on the common good. Although this line of reasoning could
easily support welfare rights and greater efforts to better the lot of the poor, it
has also been used as an excuse for excluding the poor from the political pro-
cess by establishing property qualifications as a requirement for participation.
This latter strand of thought in the liberal tradition simply dismisses the
poorer classes as incapable of the attitudes required by liberal citizenship.37

On this view, the poor seek only self-serving and unfair terms of social coop-
eration and are, therefore, by Rawls’s criteria, unreasonable.

Thus, Rawls’s conception of unreasonableness has, at best, mixed results
when applied to real groups of people. Women should not be excluded from
the legitimation pool under any sensible interpretation even of female stereo-
types. Yet at least one of the groups historically disenfranchised by liberal
democracies, namely, the poorest classes in a society, might qualify as unrea-
sonable in Rawls’s sense. Accordingly, they could be excluded from Rawls’s le-
gitimation pool. This is a disturbing outcome of his theory.

Let us turn to the other point I wish to raise about the sorts of real people
who might be excluded from Rawls’s legitimation pool. Suppose that Rawls’s
criteria of reasonableness excluded persons who want, as individuals, to
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dominate or oppress others. By contrast with the previous result, this would
be an intuitively welcome outcome of his exclusion of unreasonable people.
Let us see if Rawls’s views do have this implication.

Rawls’s criteria of reasonableness would exclude those persons in a liberal
democracy, for example, who (1) insist as part of the public culture that their
comprehensive beliefs are true; (2) want to impose their comprehensive doc-
trines on others; (3) reject the basic, liberal democratic political values, such as
the liberal ideal of persons as free and equal; and (4) do not believe that the
fundamentals of the political system need to be justified to all. In more Rawl-
sian terms, these latter persons in particular would lack a full sense of justice;
they would lack the willingness “to act in relation to others on terms that
[those others] can endorse.” Such persons would lack a sense of justice suffi-
cient to make them “fully cooperating members of society.”38

What about people with comprehensive doctrines that devalue women and
subordinate them to men? Such doctrines do not construe all persons as free
and equal. Some of those doctrines, as interpreted by some of their supporters,
would deny to women the same measure of political freedom and equality that
is granted to men. According to Rawls’s criteria, the adherents of such doc-
trines appear to be unreasonable and should accordingly be excluded from the
legitimation pool. Rawls himself, however, does not spell out these implica-
tions of his views and he does not apply them consistently. Susan Moller Okin
argues that Rawls actually vacillates in his reaction to such groups in those
cases in which the doctrine in question is a familiar religion.39 Thus, despite
his strong statement about the containment of doctrines that themselves
would deny basic freedoms, he appears willing to include the real-world ad-
herents of some of those doctrines in his legitimation pool.

Despite Rawls’s vacillation on this issue, his principles, in the context of his
ideal theory at least, do appear to call for excluding the believers, for example,
of male-dominant religions from the legitimation pool. Such doctrines conflict
with the idea of persons—all persons, women as well as men—as free and
equal. The same would apply to those who hold comprehensive doctrines that
privilege some racial, ethnic, or religious group above others. Rawls does note
that comprehensive doctrines that require the “repression or degradation of
certain persons on . . . racial or ethnic” grounds conflict directly with the prin-
ciples of justice and are apparently unreasonable.40 If it is unreasonable, on
Rawlsian grounds, to believe in racial inequality, then it is surely also unrea-
sonable to believe in gender inequality. By holding Rawls to his own princi-
ples, we would be able to exclude sexists (along with racists) from the legiti-
mation pool.

These various thoughts about who the unreasonable persons are thus yield
mixed results. On the one hand, we face the happy prospect that persons com-
mitted to certain systems of social domination will be excluded from the legit-
imation pool. On the other hand, we also face the worrisome risk that Rawls’s
principles in combination with long-standing stereotypes about groups such
as the poor would lead to the exclusion of some of the very sorts of persons
who have historically been unjustifiably disenfranchised by liberalism. Intu-
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itively, it is therefore not clear whether the impact of Rawls’s exclusion of un-
reasonable people would be benign or malign overall.

In addition, these thoughts about application do not settle fully the ques-
tion of whether or not any unreasonable persons should be excluded from the
legitimation pool. Even if the rubric of “unreasonable people” did turn out to
fit the right-wing religious fundamentalists who worry many philosophers,41

this by itself does not show that denying political autonomy to the unreason-
able ones is internally consistent with politically liberal principles. It is to that
problem that I now turn.

The Main Problem

In a nutshell, the problem is this. The unreasonable persons who are excluded
from Rawls’s legitimation pool are defined as such by their rejection of certain
ideas and attitudes. These ideas are themselves basic conceptions and values
that define a liberal democratic tradition. They include, to reiterate, first, the
view that reasonable persons are affected by the burdens of judgment and will
therefore disagree over fundamental comprehensive matters, and, second, the
concern to seek fair terms of social cooperation. The problem is that anyone
lacking these ideas or political values is not merely unreasonable; more specif-
ically, they are also illiberal.

Thus Rawls’s legitimation pool for political liberalism is defined precisely
in such a way as to exclude those whose prior (illiberal) commitments would
lead them to reject political liberalism. As Samuel Scheffler has noted, this at-
tempt to justify liberal principles “appears to presuppose a society in which
liberal values are already well entrenched. It is not clear that political liberal-
ism provides any reason for establishing liberal institutions in societies that do
not already have liberal traditions.”42

If Rawls is not to engage in serious question-begging, he needs a conception
of reasonableness that is politically neutral, one that is not defined in terms of
the politically liberal values he seeks to defend. The challenge for Rawls is to
find good but politically independent reasons for eliminating so-called unrea-
sonable people from the legitimation pool. Can this be done?

Let us consider more closely one of the defining attitudes of a reasonable
person, the quest for fair terms of social cooperation. What exactly does this
rule out? Rather obviously, it rules out seeking unfair terms of social coopera-
tion. More specifically, it rules out seeking terms of cooperation that give
some persons undeserved advantages while others are made to bear unde-
served burdens.

The problem is that matters of fairness and deservedness are themselves
political notions. Few people would admit that they wanted social systems
that gave them unfair or undeserved advantages. Most people would charac-
terize the terms of social cooperation they seek as fair. Most of the people who
believe that women should be subordinated to men either believe that men are
smarter and stronger than women and therefore deserve to rule, or they
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believe that the traditional female social roles that many of us regard as so-
cially subordinated to men’s traditional social roles are equally valued within
these traditions and not subordinated at all.43 When I describe these views as
aiming at women’s (undeserved) subordination, I am using my terms, not
those of their exponents. Thus, the terms of social cooperation that I regard as
inegalitarian or hierarchical might well seem, to some other persons, as quite
fair indeed.

These differences of opinion precisely exemplify the sorts of diversity out of
which Political Liberalism seeks the emergence of an overlapping political
consensus. Persons raised under the so-called free institutions of actual liberal
democracies find themselves manifesting not only moral or religious diversity
but political diversity as well. Many religious, moral, and philosophical doc-
trines themselves harbor political content. (Political philosophy is, after all, a
type of philosophy.) Indeed, most of the important and intractable cultural
battles of recent years have emerged from the clash of incommensurable politi-
cal views entailed by diverse moral, religious, and philosophical doctrines.

Rawls recognizes that comprehensive doctrines often have political impli-
cations. Indeed, he discusses the comprehensive doctrines that would be dis-
couraged or excluded altogether within his ideal society.44 It seems, however,
that he does not recognize how this insight undermines the very legitimacy of
his legitimation method. It does so, to repeat, in two ways: first, it reveals that
Rawls’s conception of unreasonableness, which is used to exclude certain per-
sons from the legitimation pool, is question-begging because it is already bi-
ased in favor of persons with basic liberal values; and, second, it reveals that
one of the very features making a doctrine “unreasonable” in Rawls’s concep-
tion of it, namely, that it is coercively imposed on persons who reject it, turns
out to be a feature of the very political liberalism that is supposedly legit-
imized using Rawls’s methods.

To be sure, for those of us steeped in the political culture of liberalism, the
people who reject some of its basic political values are an unsavory lot indeed.
I myself distrust people who insist dogmatically that their religious “truths”
apply to my life contrary to my own convictions. I fear people who seek terms
of social cooperation that simply enhance their prospects at my expense. I,
frankly, would be overjoyed to find good reasons for keeping these sorts of
people out of my legitimation pool. Unfortunately, I cannot find principled
but politically neutral reasons for doing so.

In Rawls’s view, the public culture of a liberal democratic society lacks any
“public and shared basis of justification” that could establish for all citizens
the truth of any particular comprehensive doctrine. Accordingly, in liberal
public culture, no one can make good the claim that her comprehensive beliefs
are true. Thus when someone attempts to impose her beliefs on others in the
public sphere of a liberal pluralist society, she is thereby attempting to impose
them on at least some persons for whom those beliefs are not publicly justifi-
able. Those who are reasonable, according to Rawls, must count anyone who
would attempt to do this as unreasonable.45 Thus, another trait that indicates
unreasonableness is the readiness to impose one’s comprehensive beliefs on
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others to whom those beliefs are unjustified and unjustifiable, given the avail-
able, publicly shared resources for justifying doctrines.

It is ironic, however, that if we substituted the word “political” for that of
“comprehensive” in the description of the trait that I have just given, we
would have a description of what Rawls himself is trying to do on behalf of
political liberalism. That is, Rawls’s ideal society would impose its coercive
power consensually only on reasonable persons at best, while for unreason-
able people, including all those with illiberal prior commitments, political lib-
eralism would be an unjustifiable and nonconsensual imposition. Unreason-
able persons are to feel the coercive power of the liberal state despite their
possible lack of consent, since its legitimacy is for Rawls established without
their consent or even their participation in the legitimation dialogue.

Rawls’s approach is therefore similar in one respect to the very viewpoints
that he regards as unreasonable, namely, in that he seeks to justify the use of
coercive (liberal) power over some of the individuals who reject its tenets.
From their points of view, it is Rawls who appears, by analogy with his own
characterization of it, to be unreasonable.

Rawls imagines an ideal society with genuinely free institutions, such that
persons growing up under them would come to endorse the political values
and principles that underlie those institutions. Rawls’s ideal society aims for
political stability and the stable perpetuation of its distinctive sorts of institu-
tions. The dream of political stability has long attracted political philosophers
who long for a better social world. In most cases, however, political philoso-
phers have recognized that no society could achieve stability without noble
lies and not-so-noble forms of censorship or coercion that would impede the
destabilizing influence of dissident ideas and social movements.

Liberalism promised to surmount those restrictive tendencies by grounding
itself on a political philosophy that no one could refuse—not because they
were coerced into endorsing it but rather because they were convinced of its
justification. Unfortunately, most of the methods for showing that liberal
principles are indeed convincing seem hedged with provisos that precisely ex-
clude from the outset exactly those persons whose prior convictions would
lead them to refuse.

Let us be thoroughly clear about the nature of this outcome. On my inter-
pretation of it, one appealing implication of Rawls’s conception of unreason-
ableness is the exclusion from the legitimation pool of some of the very sorts
of people whose comprehensive doctrines should trouble those of us commit-
ted to equalities of gender, race, and so on. This heartening outcome, however,
rests precisely on starting points that contradict the political conception that
the method is supposed to justify. The political autonomy that liberalism
promises to all persons, and the social contract that Rawls wants, namely a
“hypothetical agreement . . . between all rather than some members of soci-
ety,”46 are both restricted in the end to those who begin with liberal political
values.

There is no Archimedean point, as we all know, from which to begin the
search for political legitimacy. We begin this endeavor as persons defined by
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commitments that are often religious, moral, or philosophical and political.
Political liberalism wins consent only by excluding from the outset those very
persons whose illiberal convictions would lead them to reject the system.
Political liberalism, furthermore, would impose its coercive power on the non-
liberal persons who reject its legitimacy—just as those persons, if they had the
chance, might seek to impose their own political conceptions on their own dis-
senters, including liberals.

Nor can political liberalism claim that one of its distinctive values is a re-
spect for the political autonomy of all its citizens. Each political doctrine, in-
cluding political liberalism, would suppress the political autonomy of some of
the citizens who lived under it, in particular, all those whose opposition
threatened to destabilize the system. Political liberalism would do so in part by
excluding those dissidents from the legitimation pool and in part by suppress-
ing their free expression in daily life. In Rawls’s political liberalism, the sup-
pressed persons are the “unreasonable” ones who seem to deserve their fate.
Yet this dishonorific term masks the fundamentally political and contested na-
ture of this very notion.

It is hard to avoid the conclusion that political liberalism is simply one more
political doctrine among many, with no greater politically independent claim
to anyone’s allegiance than its political rivals. If I myself continue to defend lib-
eralism, it is because I reason in the manner acknowledged by Rawls, that is,
from the standpoint of my own historic tradition and also because I have not
abandoned hope of a wider moral liberalism as a final court of appeal.
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9

Cultural Minorities and Women’s Rights

What should a liberal democratic government do when the traditions and
practices of a cultural minority within the society violate the rights of female
members of that minority, in particular, such rights as would warrant protec-
tion by the government of the larger liberal society?

In recent decades, many voices have called for liberal governments to stay
out of the internal lives of their cultural minorities. Even many liberals them-
selves lend support to this view by arguing that the supposedly individualistic
liberal tradition actually tolerates to a certain degree group rights and special
protections for cultural minorities within liberal societies.1 On this view, a cul-
tural minority is sometimes entitled to practice its cultural traditions without
interference from the overarching liberal government even when those tradi-
tions violate rights that are recognized and protected in the larger society. The
difficulty, of course, is to determine how far this doctrine may be carried and
where to draw the line that separates what liberals should tolerate from what
they should not or need not tolerate.

The situations of women and girls are important areas of concern for all
cultures, so it is no surprise that they are especially affected by cultural minor-
ity practices. Cultural minorities that reside within liberal democratic states
featuring powerful capitalist economies may find that the only areas of life in
which they can hope to exercise some communal control over their lives and
practice their cultural traditions unimpeded are areas commonly treated as
matters of “privacy” by the surrounding liberal society. Thus, as Susan Moller
Okin notes, the practices of many cultural minorities tend to focus on mar-
riage, sexuality, family, and reproduction—aspects of life that affect women
extensively.2 Minority cultural traditions, however, do more than simply have
a strong affect on women and girls. Okin writes that “[M]ost cultures have as
one of their principal aims the control of women by men” and that “many . . .
of the cultural minorities that claim group rights [in liberal societies] are more
patriarchal than the surrounding [liberal] cultures.”3
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Ayelet Shachar observes that women’s reproductive role is crucial to the
survival of cultural communities because most cultural groups “acquire mem-
bers first and foremost by birth” rather than by voluntary participation.4 Cul-
tural groups, accordingly, have a variety of practices by which they control
women’s “personal status” and reproductive activity. Shachar suggests that
the central aim of these practices is to determine “how, when, and with whom
women can give birth to children who will become full and legitimate mem-
bers of the community.”5 While this particular function may well be what best
explains the existence of cultural traditions concerning personal status, mar-
riage, sexuality, and reproduction, the actual scope of those traditions often
exceeds the precise aim of simply determining new members to the commu-
nity. Minority cultural traditions often seem to impose a wide-ranging set of
constraints on women’s lives.

In the United States, for example, many men from cultural minorities have
been prosecuted for crimes against women or girls from their own communi-
ties, and have benefited by using what Okin calls “cultural defenses.” That is,
they have defended their behavior on the grounds that it was the accepted
practice of their respective cultural communities. Thus, Hmong men, when
tried for kidnap and rape, claimed that their actions exemplified their tradi-
tion of “marriage by capture.” And some Asian and Middle Eastern men,
when charged with murdering their own wives, used a cultural defense that
justified those actions on the grounds that their wives had either committed
adultery or treated the husbands badly. Cultural defenses have also been used
successfully in cases in which mothers of Japanese or Chinese background
murdered their own children and subsequently claimed to have been attempt-
ing to carry out the practice of mother-child suicide as a culturally condoned
response to their shame at the marital infidelities of their husbands. In Okin’s
view, these cases all reveal minority cultural practices that embody the attitude
that women’s worth lies in their sexual and domestic service to men. In all the
cases that Okin cites, the defense used expert testimony about the defendant’s
cultural background, as a result of which the charges were either dropped or
reduced, or the sentences were reduced.6

In such cases, writes Okin, the women and girls in question “might be
much better off if the culture into which they were born were either to become
extinct (so that its members would become integrated into the less sexist sur-
rounding culture) or, preferably, to be encouraged to alter itself so as to re-
inforce the equality of women—at least to the degree to which this is upheld in
the majority culture.”7

Okin does not think that women are treated splendidly in Western culture
either. Far from it. As Okin points out in response to critics, she has spent
much of her academic career “critiquing Western political thought and prac-
tice, including much of liberalism.”8 She does believe, however, that Western
liberal cultures protect the rights of women and girls better than do many of
the cultural minorities living in their midst. And she rejects the idea that
women from cultural minorities should be less well protected than women
from the cultural majority against such problems as male violence.9
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Katha Pollitt agrees with Okin. Pollitt is disturbed by the way in which the
cultural rights movement in liberal societies often centers on preserving prac-
tices that subordinate women and girls; it is often these sorts of practices that
liberals are asked to tolerate for the sake of sustaining cultural minorities. Pol-
litt wonders: “How far would an Algerian immigrant get if he refused to pay
the interest on his Visa bill on the grounds that Islam forbids interest on bor-
rowed money?” No one in mainstream U.S. society would allow money or
profit to be sacrificed to the interests of cultural minorities. It appears, how-
ever, that the women and children of those minority groups “are another
story.”10

The principal aim of this chapter is to identify a common ground between
liberals and defenders of cultural minorities that can serve as the basis for a
mutually acceptable, yet still liberal, policy toward the treatment of women
and girls by the cultural minority groups to which they belong. A secondary
aim is to defend the very project of a liberal policy by responding to some of
the criticisms that Okin and others have received for defending women’s
rights in apparent opposition to some minority cultural traditions.

Why Expect Common Ground?

To some people, a search for common ground between liberalism and cultural
minorities may seem hopeless, given that multiculturalists often vehemently
reject liberalism and liberal values. Not everyone, however, will be pessimistic
about this strategy. Jeffrey Reiman, for one, has argued that multiculturalist
critics of Western liberalism do in fact rely, in their criticisms, on central values
of the very same liberal tradition they criticize.11 One of those values is what
Reiman calls “individual sovereignty.” This is the capacity to live one’s life
free of the domination of others. Reiman’s “individual sovereignty” is akin to
autonomy, the key value of my later argument.

In an analogous vein, Uma Narayan has observed that critics of Western
liberalism appeal in their arguments to the ideals of equality and rights, just as
do Western liberals. Yet these are ideals which both liberals and multicultural-
ists concur in regarding as quintessentially Western liberal values. Narayan
and Reiman construe this concurrence of values differently, however. Whereas
Reiman might agree that such values are both distinctively Western and dis-
tinctively liberal, Narayan regards them as having a more cross-cultural pedi-
gree.12 Western societies, as we all know, historically denied the liberal values
of equality, rights, and autonomy to various groups, most notably white
women, all blacks, poor people, and colonized peoples. These disenfranchised
peoples had to struggle against liberal governments in order to win in practice
the equality, rights, and autonomy to which those systems were committed in
principle. The length of historic time these struggles took and the degree of
resistance put up by supposedly liberal governments to granting those rights
suggests that equality and human rights might not be inherent or essential fea-
tures of the historic tradition of Western liberalism in practice.
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It is also useful to remind ourselves that liberals disagree profoundly over
the question of how to elaborate and defend the values that liberals typically
champion. There is not merely one liberalism; rather there are many liber-
alisms. Equality, rights, autonomy, justice, and liberty are all variously inter-
preted by liberals themselves. Liberalism is no more monolithic or homoge-
neous than are the minority cultures that sometimes challenge the authority of
liberal governments. What are called “liberal values and principles,” then, are
simply values and principles that happen to figure prominently in many ver-
sions of liberal ideology today, but that could be defended from any number of
philosophical points of view. This even includes the liberal legitimacy principle
that I emphasized in chapter 3, the principle that a system of political power is
legitimate only if those who live under it consent to it. What counts as consent,
among other things, is subject to numerous conflicting interpretations.

Rights constitute another liberal value that is widely debated among liberals
themselves. Rights in general are entitlements to specified forms of treatment
by others. What rights there are, what grounds justify attributing them and to
whom, and what value they afford those who bear them are among the many
questions about rights that rights-based political and moral philosophies seek
to answer. Liberalism, however, offers no univocal set of answers to questions
about rights. There are, however, common tendencies that differentiate liberal
approaches to rights from others that might be taken up. Rights may be borne
by individuals or by groups. Liberalism, however, has historically tended to at-
tribute rights to human individuals. Thus, individual rights predominate in and
epitomize the liberal tradition. One profoundly important sort of right borne
by human individuals consists of human rights. Human rights are entitlements
to specified forms of treatment by others that the rights bearers each have sim-
ply by virtue of being a human person. In principle, one does not have to earn
human rights; one merely has to be a human person. Among those individual
rights are rights against unwarranted bodily harm and abuse.13

Thus, quintessential “liberal” norms and values such as rights, equality,
and the idea that legitimacy is grounded in popular consent are subject to de-
bate and varying interpretation among liberals themselves. In addition, ver-
sions of these concepts may be found in other cultural traditions not specifi-
cally known as liberal.14 Thus, there are some values and principles that
liberals tend to share with some multiculturalists, values and principles that
provide common ground on the basis of which we can try to resolve dilemmas
about how liberal societies should treat cultural minorities in their midst that
violate women’s rights.

One such shared value is revealed by a line of argument, primarily multi-
cultural in inspiration, that is used against liberals by defenders of those cul-
tural minority practices that seem to violate women’s human rights. To antici-
pate, the cultural minority defense is this: Cultural practices that violate
women’s rights are nevertheless justified when the women in question want to
live under those practices and choose to do so voluntarily. I shall explore this
argument in detail below. At present, a word on the liberal significance of the
argument is in order.
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The above argument evokes clearly liberal ideas. For one thing, it evokes the
liberal principle of political legitimacy. In chapter 3, I recommended that we de-
construct that principle into a list of statements about all the significant groups
living under any particular political system. On this approach, a political
regime is legitimate only if all significant groups that live under it consent to it.

John Stuart Mill’s famous liberal principle of legitimate state authority al-
lows it to reach as far as, and no further than, human behavior that causes or
threatens harm to others, with harm understood as the violation of rights.15

Although the realm of liberal privacy, in historical practice, has been associ-
ated with certain social domains such as that of the family, there is no princi-
pled liberal reason why this should be so. In terms of Mill’s principle, the legit-
imate sphere of governmental activity is any human behavior that causes or
threatens harm to others by violating their rights. Such behavior can certainly
occur in the context of family life, as well as in the related contexts of mar-
riage, sexuality, and reproduction, and can pertain to all matters of personal
status associated with these forms of human activity. Thus, it makes sense,
from a liberal point of view, to extend the liberal conception of legitimacy to
all these social institutions, as well as any others in which human beings can
violate each other’s rights.

Combining that extended understanding of the liberal legitimacy principle
with my earlier suggestion to consider the perspectives of each significant
group living under a political regime, we get the following result: No social in-
stitution or practice in which people can violate each other’s rights is legiti-
mate unless all significant groups that have to live under it consent to it. The
opinions of the women who must live with each cultural minority practice
that has to do with personal status, marriage, sexuality, and reproduction thus
become crucial to determining the legitimacy of those practices.

To be sure, a number of issues of detail would have to be specified before
this guideline could be applied in practice. For one thing, we would need a
clear idea of what constitutes acceptance as legitimate by a group. Is it enough
that a simple majority of the group’s members regard the practice as legiti-
mate? Or should the number be larger than a simple majority? Should only ac-
tual consent count? Or is rationally reconstructed hypothetical consent ade-
quate? In other words, the usual problems with consent arise as questions
about our proposal for determining the legitimacy of social practices. The
general standard I have articulated is thus far an abstract ideal that could
ground an ethical stance that, in turn, could become the basis of liberal politi-
cal policy toward cultural minority practices. The challenge is to make this
standard acceptable to non-liberal cultural minorities.

Clarifying the Question

Before I elaborate on the shared value that seems to provide common ground
between liberal and nonliberal cultures on the question of violating women’s
rights, it will be useful to consider a different line of argument that, if suc-
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cessful, could obviate the need for finding any common ground for deciding
the issue.

Will Kymlicka argues that cultural minorities which are voluntary immi-
grant groups are obligated to comply with the liberal principles of a host lib-
eral state so long as they understood before immigrating that this compliance
would be expected and they nevertheless voluntarily chose to immigrate.16

There is a great deal to be said for this argument. It illuminates the back-
ground framework of the question about what a liberal democratic govern-
ment should do regarding the illiberal practices of cultural minorities in its
midst. At first glance, it might seem that this question arrogantly presumes
that the liberalism of the larger culture needs no defense. The question, how-
ever, does not inherently presuppose such an assumption. In the overall and
ongoing human project of comparing and evaluating political ideologies and
systems, liberalism needs as much defense as any other approach. What is pre-
supposed instead is the liberal democratic background framework; it is simply
taken as a given. The point is that the scope of general laws in an established
and stable political system extends to everyone residing in the system in ques-
tion. In the context of a liberal democratic political system, the practices of
cultural minorities that become controversial are precisely those that, in some
respect or other, violate general laws applicable, in principle, to everyone in
the society. Exemptions from general laws must be justified, and the presump-
tive terms of justification are those that define the established and stable politi-
cal culture of the larger society.

The reasons for granting exemptions from general laws have to be intelligi-
ble and reasonable from the standpoint of the system that makes and enforces
the law, or else it will not be rational for that system to grant exemptions to its
general laws. Of course, the laws themselves must also be intelligible and jus-
tifiable in the very same system or they should not have been enacted in the
first place. Should liberal societies enact general laws that prohibit capture
and rape, behaviors that lead to Hmong marriages? Should liberal societies
enact general laws that prohibit girls under, say, sixteen years of age from
being married off by their parents? Should liberal societies enact general laws
that prohibit parents from arranging for the mutilation of their children’s bod-
ies? While the relevant concepts need specification (What counts as mutila-
tion? Does male circumcision count?) and proposed specifications will be de-
bated, the questions nevertheless have to be answered somehow. Without
legal restrictions of these sorts, there will be no limits to what cultural groups
may do to their female members (nor to their male members, for that matter).
However fuzzy the borders between what is permitted and what is prohibited,
it does not seem unreasonable to have general laws against rape, capture (kid-
napping), forced childhood marriage, or the mutilation of children.

At any rate, it is also possible to separate the question of whether a particu-
lar, general law is justifiable in a liberal system from the question of whether,
assuming its justifiability, there should be exemptions made for any popula-
tion groups. The latter question need not be confined to liberal political sys-
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tems. It may be asked of any political system that contains minority groups
whose cultures differ in important ways from that of the majority. Thus, for
any society, one may ask: “What should an X government do (where “X” is
some nonliberal political ideology) regarding the non-X practices of cultural
minorities in its midst that violate an X law that is otherwise generally appli-
cable?” In the case of a nonliberal host society, this question would be an-
swered in accord with the nonliberal traditions and legitimate reasoning
based upon it that were part of the political culture of that host society.

The question with which I began this chapter is thus an internal question; it
presupposes an existing political framework that is not being challenged at the
time of the question. This omission may, although it need not, represent a
background presumption that the political culture of the host society is ulti-
mately defensible. Even such a presumption would not mean that the host
society’s political system is never to be put into question. When it comes to
something as important as political ideologies and systems, every contender
merits strict scrutiny, and the more powerful the contender, the more exten-
sively it should be scrutinized. If the answer as to how to treat a cultural mi-
nority depends in any way on the taken-for-granted ideology of the host soci-
ety, then the answer is a contingent one; it’s ultimate defensibility depends on
whether or not that host ideology can ultimately be justified. This is true
whether the host society is Islamic, Hindu, Marxist, socialist, or of any other
ideological persuasion—including liberal.

In the world today, liberal societies attract large numbers of voluntary im-
migrants. It is therefore commonplace worldwide for the problem of justify-
ing cultural minority practices as exemptions from general laws to arise in
cases in which the background political culture is liberal. Actual cases calling
for the limited internal justification of exemptions to general laws will there-
fore often take liberal political frameworks for granted. However, this is not
always the case.17

When a cultural minority remains voluntarily in a host society with a
political culture different from its own, this fact may lend support to the idea
that the host political culture is ultimately defensible. After all, if the members
of a cultural minority who disagree on some matters of social life with a par-
ticular host society nevertheless choose voluntarily to remain in that society
despite significant options to live elsewhere, the minority group seems to say-
ing by its behavior that it continues to regard the host political culture as legit-
imate. In such a case, voluntary (past) immigration combined with voluntary
continued residence would stand as a kind of minority endorsement of the
host political culture. Thus, it is not unreasonable for Kymlicka to argue that
voluntary immigrant minorities should not be exempted from having to obey
general liberal laws that enforce liberal rights.

Unfortunately, the argument based on voluntary immigration has its limits.
Kymlicka recognizes that there are several types of minority groups to which it
does not apply without qualification. Prominent among these are national
minorities, that is, indigenous peoples and other institutionally complete com-
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munities that have been overtaken by conquest, colonization, or federation.
The argument also does not apply without qualification to nonvoluntary
immigrant groups such as slaves and their descendants, nor does it apply read-
ily to political refugees. In Kymlicka’s view, it also does not apply to immi-
grant groups that have had long-standing legal permission to maintain nonlib-
eral practices within liberal societies.18

Kymlicka’s voluntary immigrant argument has other difficulties. For one
thing, it may be difficult to apply in practice because voluntariness can be a
matter of degree. Immigrant groups may have fled economic hardship or
political suppression, or both. They also may not have been able to find other
nations willing to admit them in sufficient numbers for them to reconstitute a
viable community. Since immigration may be only partly voluntary, it is rea-
sonable to ask what degree of voluntariness is enough to make one obligated
to obey the laws of a host society? As well, immigrants often migrate together
in families, whose decision to migrate may have been made by some but not all
family members, and perhaps by only a single adult family member. The other
family members, children most obviously and often wives as well, may have
had no other choice but to stay with their family units. Thus, involuntariness
of immigration may be real and substantial yet be unrecognizable to outsiders
who would therefore misapply Kymlicka’s guideline in those cases.

More important for my purposes, if voluntary immigrant groups were to
be covered by general liberal laws governing the treatment of women and girls
while certain other cultural minorities were exempted from compliance with
those laws, the result would be a two-tiered system of protection for women
and girls in the liberal society as a whole. Women and girls who were fortu-
nate enough to be members of voluntary immigrant groups in a liberal society
would be eligible for protection of their liberal rights under the host state,
while women and girls who were members of national minorities or other ex-
ceptional groups would lose this protection. Why should the degree of protec-
tion received by particular women and girls depend on the random outcomes
of the ethnocultural lottery?

Moreover, the voluntary immigrant argument rests not on values of the
cultural minority itself, but on something more like a presumption of state
sovereignty. Because a liberal state forms the larger host culture (in the cases
we are considering), its laws are the ones with which voluntary immigrant mi-
norities should comply. The burden of proof lies on those who would justify
an exemption from general laws, and they must make their case in terms ac-
ceptable to the sovereign host political culture. This is not the only way in
which the justification of minority cultural practices can proceed. It is also
possible, and perhaps politically more respectful, to see whether the case for
exemption—or for minority compliance—can be made in terms acceptable to
the cultural minority as well as to the cultural majority. Plumbing the depths
of thought between both cultures may reveal, as I observed earlier, value con-
vergences at a deeper level, convergences that can be the basis for some sort of
compromise.
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Common Ground: Women’s Choices

My proposal, then, is that both nonliberal and liberal cultures defend social
practices with arguments based on the consent of those who have to live under
and with the practices in question. In the context of a liberal society, it is par-
ticularly the consent of those women and girls whose legal rights are violated
by some cultural practice that I urge as the paramount standard for determin-
ing the legitimacy, and legal permissibility, of that practice. The reason for
thinking that this clearly liberal standard expresses common ground between
liberalism and cultural minorities within liberal societies is that defenders of
cultural minority practices frequently already treat the favorable choices of
women and girls in the community in question as a justification for minority
cultural practices.

This argument has been used to defend minority cultural practices as they
occur within liberal societies and it has been used to defend those same prac-
tices in their indigenous homelands, especially in the face of postcolonial and
globalizing threats. Leila Ahmed and Anouar Majid, for example, each illus-
trate this line of argument by emphasizing that many younger Islamic women
choose to wear the veil voluntarily. They do so, according to Ahmed and
Majid, to symbolize their repudiation of both colonialism and secular nation-
alist postcolonial elites. This voluntary wearing of the veil is, in Majid’s
words, a “recuperation and affirmation” of a “heretofore marginalized iden-
tity.”19 Ahmed and Majid both thus give normative significance to Islamic
women’s own choices to wear the veil. Ahmed and Majid discuss veiling as it
occurs within Islamic societies and their argument displays the emphasis given
to women’s choices by defenders of Islamic, and not liberal, traditions.

Bhikhu Parekh offers another example of the argument. He agrees that cli-
toridectomy should not be practiced on children, who are “helpless victims,”
but argues that it is quite acceptable when chosen by “adult, sane, and edu-
cated women” who might opt for the surgery because of commitments to their
religion or their mothering roles. Parekh also refers to “well-educated white
liberal women” in Britain who converted to Islam or returned to traditional
Judaism as well as examples of Muslim girls in France and the Netherlands
who “freely” chose to wear head scarves for various reasons, all as a way of
defending the respective practices in question. Finally, he suggests that
polygamy does not violate “any central liberal values” to the extent that it is
based on “uncoerced choice” by both the women and men involved.20

Western anthropologists Sandra Lane and Robert Rubinstein offer an-
other example of the argument. Although Lane and Rubinstein are Western-
ers themselves, they urge Westerners to adopt a more tolerant attitude to-
ward “traditional female genital surgeries,” such as clitoridectomy, to which
they refer in controversial fashion as “female circumcision.” One of their
contentions is that many, if not most, of the women in the communities that
practice this surgery do voluntarily and often wholeheartedly embrace the
practice. Lane and Rubinstein interviewed many Egyptian women who
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expressed no anger whatsoever over having had genital surgery performed on
them. These women planned to have it performed on their daughters. They
thought that natural adult female genitalia were disgusting and could not
imagine that a man would want to marry a woman who had not undergone
the surgery.21 Lane and Rubinstein also claim that even feminist groups in
Egypt are generally not particularly concerned about female genital surgery
as an issue and tend to focus on other issues instead. Accordingly, Lane and
Rubinstein chastise “Western feminists [who] make female circumcision a
preeminent concern, with little or no regard for the priorities of Arab and
African feminists.”22

Apart from the question of feminist priorities around the world, a crucial
source of common ground between liberals and defenders of nonliberal cul-
tural practices is thus revealed by the argument that cultural practices that vi-
olate women’s rights are nevertheless permissible if the women in question ac-
cept them. The common ground in question involves an important sort of
respect for women, in particular, respect for women’s choices and perspec-
tives. From a liberal standpoint, respect for people’s actual choices is relevant
to the principle of respect for their personal autonomy. While many liberals
base the respect for people’s choices on the rationality that is presumed to lie
behind those choices, this is not true of all liberals. Martha Nussbaum, for ex-
ample, finds importance in the mere fact that people are “active and striving
beings” whose strivings have “some importance, some dignity,” and thus de-
serve respect as such.23 Thus, many liberals and at least some defenders of
what could be minority cultural practices within liberal societies concur in
thinking that the attitudes of female participants, whether rational or not, to-
ward those cultural practices are important touchstones for evaluating the
practices.

What are the presuppositions and implications of this common ground of
respecting women’s actual choices and perspectives? One possibility is that it
presupposes a minimal level of confidence that women’s decision-making ca-
pacities will lead them to live decent lives. If someone’s underlying capacities
for making choices were not minimally capable of guiding her to live a decent
life, then, in the view of many, there would be no good reason for others to
consider her choices or preferences when designing the legal or policy arrange-
ments under which she is to live.

However—and this is the point at which my argument becomes more con-
troversial—women would have the capacities for making choices that were, in
general, reliable, only if at least two conditions were met. First, women’s
choices would have to be made under conditions that promoted the general re-
liability of their choices. This would require that women be able to choose
among a significant and morally acceptable array of alternatives and that they
be able to make their choices relatively free of coercion, manipulation, and de-
ception. Second, women must have been able to develop, earlier in life, the ca-
pacities needed to reflect on their situations and make decisions about them.
The right sorts of opportunities and guidance must have occurred in order for
women to have developed these general skills of practical reflection.
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In liberal philosophy, respect for people’s actual choices serves a crucial
value, the value of personal autonomy. Personal autonomy, to reiterate yet
again, is the capacity to reflect on one’s deeper values and commitments and to
act and live one’s life accordingly. The reflection must be relatively free of co-
ercion and manipulation, and the agent must have a capacity to persist in act-
ing according to her deeper concerns even in the face of some minimum of op-
position by others. The ideal of autonomy thus requires both certain personal
competencies and certain “external” conditions among which those compe-
tencies can develop and manifest themselves.

The ideal of autonomy is a debatable requirement for a good human life.
As I noted earlier, many of the world’s peoples do not explicitly subscribe to
this conception of the good, and some explicitly reject it. Some multicultural-
ists would resist my claim that their arguments invoke the value of personal
autonomy. In some multicultural quarters, autonomy has been stigmatized as
a distinctive vice of liberal individualism. How can the ideal of autonomy
function as a common ground between liberals and cultural minorities if those
minorities reject the value of autonomy?

Yet why else base the legitimacy of cultural practices on the choices of those
who must live with and under them? If those choices are important as such, it
must be because there is something important about how people choose to
order their own lives. This something is what gives value to people’s own per-
spectives as a basis for shaping their own social arrangements. As Nussbaum
puts it, a respect for people’s choices credits their own strivings for themselves
with importance and dignity, and accords respect to the persons in question.
Without defending autonomy by name, the multicultural insistence that
women’s own choices to live by their cultural traditions counts toward justify-
ing those traditions implicitly relies on a commitment to autonomy nonethe-
less. It thus appears that, disclaimers aside, not all defenders of cultural mi-
norities really reject autonomy in all possible ways.

This finding gains support from the observations of Sawitri Saharso re-
garding South Asian cultures. Saharso notes that South Asian cultures do not
particularly esteem individual autonomy and do not socialize females for au-
tonomous behavior within social relationships. Nevertheless, according to Sa-
harso, the child-rearing practices of these cultures do in fact promote what Sa-
harso, borrowing from Katherine Ewing, calls “intrapsychic autonomy.”24

This encompasses the mental capacities for autonomy and, in particular, for
an awareness of one’s own feelings and thoughts, one’s “inner world of self,”
especially when these thoughts have a socially unacceptable character and are
difficult to act on.25 Reflecting on and understanding one’s values and com-
mitments is a necessary condition for autonomy on my account. If Saharso is
right, South Asian cultures are indeed socializing females for some of the re-
quirements of autonomy competency despite lacking the public acknowledg-
ment of this cultural practice.

The defense of cultural practices in terms of women’s choices to live under
them seems to rest on a content-neutral conception of autonomy in particular.
Content-neutral conceptions of autonomy, to reiterate, are those that define
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autonomy in terms of either the manner by which a person makes choices or
the internal integration or structure of her choosing self. She must reflect on
her choices and commitments in light of her deeper values and concerns, and
she must be relatively free of coercion, manipulation, and deception when
making her choices. On a content-neutral conception of autonomy, if a per-
son’s choices manifest her deeper cares and concerns under these appropriate
conditions, then the person’s choices are autonomous.

A substantive conception of autonomy adds to this content-neutral con-
ception a requirement pertaining to the contents of what a person chooses.
According to the substantive conception, someone realizes autonomy only if
she makes choices which, in their substance or contents, are consistent with
the value of autonomy itself. A choice, for example, to live in a thoroughly
subordinated, servile, or slavish manner is, on this approach, a choice that
fails substantively to accord with the value of autonomy and is, therefore, not
genuinely autonomous even if it meets all content-neutral criteria. So-called
content-neutral autonomy is, on the substantive view, not genuine autonomy
after all.

Both content-neutral and substantive ideals of autonomy may be used to
support the idea that people’s actual choices deserve respect. In the absence of
further information, people’s actual choices may, for all we know, exemplify
autonomy, either in a merely content-neutral sense or also in a substantive
sense, and therefore merit the respect due to autonomous choice. However,
the content-neutral view supports this conclusion more easily, since, on the
content-neutral view of autonomy, fewer conditions have to be met for some-
one to be autonomous. If the default position is to assume that someone’s
choices are autonomous until proven otherwise, it will be easier to prove oth-
erwise on a substantive view of autonomy since there are more ways in which
choices may fail to be substantively autonomous than they may fail to be
content-neutrally autonomous. This point is of special relevance in regard to
minority cultural traditions that seem to harm women.

When a woman voluntarily accepts, say, the practice of female genital sur-
gery because she thinks it makes females more attractive to men, as did the
Egyptian women interviewed by Lane and Rubenstein, the content of her
choice seems on its face to lack substantive autonomy. Her choice defers to
what pleases men and is a choice that would permanently eliminate from a
woman’s life the option of certain sorts of pleasurable and satisfying experi-
ences. Whether such choices do lack substantive autonomy is debatable. My
point, however, is that even if a woman lacks substantive autonomy, it does
not follow that she lacks content-neutral autonomy. She may wholeheartedly
prefer the practice of female genital surgery to the alternative of not having the
surgery, in accord with her own deepest values and concerns, and may have
reached that conclusion through careful reflection devoid of undue coercion
or manipulation by others.

In chapter 1, I argue that content-neutral autonomy is sufficient to deserve
the name of genuine autonomy; it crosses the threshold marking the minimal
conditions for autonomy. One does not have to endorse the content of some-
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one’s choice in any way, let alone think it consistent with the value of auton-
omy itself, to regard it as deserving the default respect due to any choice not
yet known to be nonautonomous. The consent of women in a minority culture
to their own cultural practices that seem to violate their rights provides, on the
face of it, a significant degree of justification for the cultural practices in ques-
tion, so long as that consent is content-neutrally autonomous. If women in a
cultural minority consent to practices that violate their liberal rights, and do
so under conditions promoting content-neutral autonomy, then the liberal so-
ciety at large has at least one good reason to permit the practices to continue,
namely, respect for the content-neutral autonomy of the women in question.
And this line of thought is harmonious with a liberal perspective whether or
not it is uniquely distinctive to liberalism.

There is, of course, the usual limit to liberal respect for consent, even con-
sent that has occurred under conditions promoting content-neutral auton-
omy. Liberalism, at least in principle today, does not recognize literal slavery
and would not uphold a contract or other formal decision by anyone to enter
a condition of servitude. This liberal restriction leaves ample room for the ar-
gument that the oppressive conditions under which some must now live make
those persons de facto slaves to particular others who are able to dominate
them. Liberal political systems in practice do not weed out all oppressive so-
cial arrangements. However, if anyone “chooses” de facto slavery under op-
pressive conditions, then she has not made her choice under conditions pro-
moting content-neutral autonomy. Her choice would therefore not command
respect for its own sake under liberal conceptions of what is required by re-
spect for autonomy. Would anyone think it ought to command such respect? It
seems safe ground to assert that, from both liberal and nonliberal perspec-
tives, the choices of women that deserve default respect are those made under
conditions promoting the women’s content-neutral autonomy.

Recall that, within liberalism, personal autonomy contributes to justifying
political authority. Jeremy Waldron expresses this view when he claims that
liberalism is “fundamentally” a theory that views consent by “all those who
have to live under” a “social and political order” as a necessary condition for
its moral legitimacy.26 Liberalism, in principle even if not always in practice, is
committed to the idea that major social institutions and practices should be
acceptable to those who are its sustaining participants. Any institutions and
practices that are legitimately regulated by law and public policy come under
the scope of this ideal of political legitimacy. Thus, the ideal of political legiti-
macy, now linked to women’s consent in particular, emerges as another aspect
of what is at stake in the common ground that, I argue, obtains between cer-
tain defenders of cultural minorities and liberals over the question of women’s
rights within cultural minority traditions.

The next important question is: Where does this common ground lead us?
It allows us, for one thing, to pursue the following line of thought: If we find
ourselves valuing and respecting women’s capacities for making choices, then
it seems reasonable to care whether the conditions under which women are
developing their capacities and making their choices are the right sorts of
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conditions. In accordance with the ideal of autonomy, choices deserve the re-
spect due to autonomy only if they are genuinely autonomous. More modestly
for practical purposes, we should say that people’s choices deserve respect and
consideration if there is no positive reason to think those choices are not
content-neutrally autonomous. The default position is to presume autonomy
unless there is good reason to think otherwise. (There might be some reason
for respecting nonautonomous choices but it would not be that they deserved
the respect due to autonomy. Such respect would have to be defended on some
other basis.)

If a group of women consistently choose to live in ways that violate their
own rights, we should first try to assess the conditions under which the
women are making their choices. As noted in the first chapter, there are at least
two sorts of conditions required for autonomy: those that promote au-
tonomous choices by persons already possessing autonomy competencies,
and those that foster autonomy competencies in the first place. When seeking
to determine whether the women of a community live under those two sorts of
conditions, we should ask questions such as these: Do the women have gen-
uine alternatives among which to make important choices? Are their choices
subject to coercion, manipulation, or deception? Were the women culturally
enabled to develop the capacities that the exercise of autonomy competency
requires? Extreme poverty, malnutrition, violence and abuse, lack of educa-
tional opportunities, and forced childhood marriages to adult men are condi-
tions that tend to undermine or destroy the women’s capacities and opportu-
nities for the exercise of autonomy.

What should a liberal society do when such autonomy-disabling condi-
tions affect the women of cultural minorities? Kymlicka suggests that liberal
societies may impose certain limitations on the protections they grant to cul-
tural minorities.27 One requirement is that minority groups not restrict the
“basic civil or political liberties” of their own members—in particular for this
discussion, the rights of women and girls in the minority groups. Kymlicka’s
guideline has the effect, therefore, of allowing the liberal state to suppress any
minority cultural practices that violate women’s rights.

To this guideline delineating the limits of liberal toleration, I add the
amendment mentioned earlier, which was designed to accommodate the view-
points of women in cultural minorities. Cultural minorities should not be al-
lowed to engage in practices that violate women’s rights or general laws unless
the women themselves consent to those violations. This amendment may now
be specified still further. The consent of the women in minority cultures within
liberal societies must occur under conditions of genuine content-neutral au-
tonomy. If positive evidence reveals cultural conditions that impede the devel-
opment of autonomy competencies in women or that prevent its exercise, then
the consent of women living under those conditions does not justify the rights-
violating practices. Whether particular conditions count as autonomy-
impeding is, of course, open to debate. The possibility of such debate over
what promotes or impedes autonomy in practice, however, does not under-
mine the abstract point.
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Possible Objections

I have argued that one common ground between liberals and defenders of cul-
tural minorities within liberal societies is revealed by the argument that
women’s consent helps to justify practices in which the women are involved,
even practices that appear to violate the women’s own rights. Although I have
drawn attention to examples of this argument in the writings of those who de-
fend cultural practices that are not specifically liberal in origin, it may still
seem that my presentation has been constructed from a liberal perspective and
is biased against non-Western views that might diverge from or compete with
liberalism. Many Third World, or Southern, and postcolonial writers fre-
quently charge that Western liberals arrogantly presume the value and univer-
sal appropriateness of liberalism. Parekh, for example, criticizes Okin for
displaying this sort of attitude in her discussion of the dangers of multicultur-
alism for women; he calls for Okin to show that liberal values are worth ac-
cepting. Parekh argues that Okin misses the deeper importance of multicultur-
alism by focusing only on the relatively minor issue of minority group rights
within liberal societies. Multiculturalism, claims Parekh, is “a revolt against
liberal hegemony and self-righteousness” and a challenge to the universal ra-
tionality and validity claimed by the liberal tradition.28

Azizah Y. al-Hibri accuses Okin of writing “from the perspective of the
dominant cultural ‘I’” which presumes the universality of its principles, re-
duces the “inessential other” to an Orientalist stereotype, and struggles with
the “burden” of “immigrant problems.”29 Bonnie Honig suggests that Okin
views the issues through a “liberal feminist lens” which equates feminism
with “liberal brands of equality and individualism,” thereby occluding other
forms of feminism. As well, writes Honig, Okin displays a “faith” that West-
ern liberal regimes are more “progressive” than other regimes in their treat-
ment of women, a faith that prevents Okin from understanding other cultures
at the level of detail that might reveal the limits of “liberal ways of life.”30

Abdullahi An-Na‘im hears the “sense” of an “ultimatum” in Okin’s sugges-
tion that women might be better off if cultures which cannot change so as to
promote the equality of women were to “become extinct” (Okin’s terms).31

Complaining in general about liberals who “have a way of occupying the high
moral ground,” Homi K. Bhabha criticizes Okin for emphasizing selective
data that yield “patronizing and stereotyping” portraits of minority cultures.
Okin, he writes, gazes down on non-Western cultures “from above and else-
where” and portrays them as existing “in a time warp,” ignoring the com-
plexities of their own indigenous traditions of feminism and protest as well as
the hardships they suffer from their legacies of postcolonialism and the forces
of globalism.32

Western feminists in general, many of whom are not liberals, are sometimes
accused of exhibiting stereotypical liberal vices such as those attributed to
Okin. Ofelia Schutte suggests that Western feminists, though more sensitive
than they were some years ago to cultural differences, nevertheless still speak
about women’s emancipation with universalist aspirations.33 And liberals in

CULTURAL MINORITIES AND WOMEN’S RIGHTS 193



general, many of whom are not feminists, are frequently charged with inordi-
nate hubris. Bhabha refers to the “way in which the norms of Western liberal-
ism become at once the measure and mentor of minority cultures—Western
liberalism, warts and all, as a salvage operation, if not salvation itself. With a
zealousness not unlike the colonial civilizing mission, the “liberal” agenda is
articulated without a shadow of self-doubt.”34 It is also articulated, Bhabha
continues, without any acknowledgment of either the feminist and reformist
strands that exist within nonliberal cultures or the internal debates going on
within those cultures over how to “translate” “gender and sexual politics in
the world of migration and resettlement.”35

What is the significance of these charges for the debate about minority cul-
tures within liberal societies? Most superficially, there is an issue of political
effectiveness. Okin might be right that some minority cultural traditions in
liberal societies egregiously violate the rights of female members of their own
communities. Yet even accurate messages can lose political struggles by failing
to win the support of those they aim to benefit. Okin’s message could fail to
win the support of cultural minority women and girls if it exudes a colonial ar-
rogance that offends those women and girls. An-Na‘im captures this point
well when he suggests that Okin’s proposal might be “resented as hegemonic
imposition, whether among minorities in the West or in non-Western soci-
eties, thereby becoming counterproductive for gender equality in practice.”36

Beyond the question of political effectiveness, Okin’s critics raise a variety
of issues distinct from her original question regarding cultural minority prac-
tices within liberal political systems. Some of these issues pertain to the gen-
eral moral evaluation of cultural practices while others pertain to the sorts of
attitudes that Western liberals show in dialogue with those who are either not
Western, not liberal, or neither. We can differentiate at least three distinct
questions: First, there is the specific question which Okin focuses on and with
which I began this chapter, namely, what should a liberal society (or any other
sort of society, for that matter) do, in law and public policy, when a cultural
minority within it seeks exemption from compliance with general laws or con-
stitutional principles, particularly those that protect women’s rights? Second,
how can liberal (or any other) laws, policies, practices, or systems be evalu-
ated or justified either politically or morally? Third, what attitudes should
people from one culture show to those in another culture when discussing the
evaluation of cultural practices (or any topic), given the international histories
of colonization, political and economic domination, and severe global eco-
nomic inequality?

Okin begins her discussion with the first question, asking what the law or
public policy of a liberal society should be when a cultural minority seeks ex-
emption from general laws for practices that violate the rights of its female
members. As asked by Okin (and myself), this question presupposes a liberal
framework. As I suggested earlier, however, the question could be asked in re-
gard to any political system. Someone might, for example, wonder what an Is-
lamic state should do when a cultural minority within it seeks exemption from
compliance with general laws in order to engage in practices that violate such
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women’s rights as are generally protected in the Islamic society at large. One
legitimate way to answer this question is to presuppose an Islamic political
framework and to derive an answer from the legal, political, and other nor-
mative resources available in the society’s Islamic traditions. There is nothing
wrong in principle with asking, about any political system, the limited ques-
tion of how to deal with subcommunities that seek exemptions from its gen-
eral requirements. Those communities which seek exemptions for themselves
are not, as such, challenging the ideology of the larger political system. They
are simply seeking to make exceptions of themselves. Construed in that way,
the question takes for granted that the political system in question is sovereign
and legitimate in the territory in question and merely seeks a policy for poten-
tial exceptional cases.

Because the first question does not force debate over whether a host politi-
cal system is legitimate, it could seem that asking this question from the stand-
point of a liberal system expresses an arrogant presumption that liberalism is
the best political system for everyone and is beyond reproach. The first ques-
tion, however, to repeat, does not carry these presumptions. This is not to say
that people who in fact ask that question are not assuming the value of liberal-
ism. The point is that the question itself does not presuppose it. It may be
asked of any political system how that system should treat internal cultural
minorities who want exemptions from general laws in order to practice their
minority cultural traditions.

I suggested earlier that a more culturally respectful way to answer the ques-
tion is to seek common ground with cultural minorities and find a normative
basis that all parties could accept from which an answer could be generated.
I argued that cultural practices that violated the rights of women and girls
should be tolerated by a liberal political system in case the women and girls
who have to live with the practices in question choose to do so under condi-
tions that promote female autonomy. I thus urge that the answer be based, as
far as possible, on values that are acceptable to cultural minorities. This strat-
egy is meant to embody and express respect by a liberal system for nonliberal
cultures in its midst.

At the same time, the answer must also be based on liberal values. My aim is
to find a principle for dealing with minority cultural traditions violating
women’s rights that is acceptable both to liberals and to members of cultural
minorities. Why should the answer be acceptable to liberals? Because the ques-
tion I am raising pertains particularly to cultural minorities living in liberal
political systems. If the system of general law in question is a liberal system,
then so long as that system remains sovereign and is treated as legitimate by
most of those who have to live under it—including the cultural minority in
question—then the choice of what to do about illegal minority traditions must
be acceptable in terms of the values of the larger liberal system in which the law
and any exceptions to it take place. To say this is not to presume arrogantly
that liberal values and rights are universally applicable and need no defense.

It is possible to opt for a different strategy in responding to the first ques-
tion. It is possible to challenge either the law or liberal right that the minority
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cultural tradition violates, or the liberal political system as a whole that un-
derlies the law or right. Nothing bars this response. It may be that no one
should comply with the law in question. It may be that the political system as
a whole is fundamentally unjust. This line of thought needs, however, to be de-
veloped. It requires either a critique of the particular law in question or a
wholesale critique of liberalism, or both. Without that additional argument,
the challenge is incomplete. The burden of proof does not lie only with those
who would defend liberal rights and laws. In the context of a sovereign liberal
state, any minority group that seeks exemption from general laws on nonlib-
eral grounds must also make its own case.

Notice that the claim that a particular liberal law, or that liberalism itself,
needs defense in its own right does not actually answer the first question. The
first question narrowly asks how a political system with a liberal character
should respond to a cultural minority practice that violates the liberally recog-
nized rights of female members of the minority group. To challenge either the
rights in question, the general law that is being violated, or the liberal charac-
ter of the whole system is to change the subject. It shifts debate from the first to
the second question listed above, the question of how to justify liberal laws
and principles. These alternative issues are critically important ones. They are
different issues, however, from the question of what a liberal system should do
when cultural minority practices violate the rights of females in the minority.
In the same way, one would also change the subject if one were to claim that
an Islamic law, or Islam itself, needs defense when the question is, narrowly,
what an Islamic society should do regarding minority traditions that are ille-
gal in that society.

Thus, the first question (what should a liberal society do regarding illegal
or rights-violating minority cultural traditions?) does not, in itself, force de-
bate about whether the larger liberal framework is legitimate. On the other
hand, it also does not call for an overall moral evaluation of cultural minori-
ties. The first question pertains only to those cultural minority practices that
violate general laws or constitutional principles. In the United States, to take a
counterexample, public school children are seldom required to wear uni-
forms, and when they are not, no legal or constitutional issue is raised by the
head scarves that Muslim girls might wear to public school. No U.S. law bars
women or girls—or men or boys!—from wearing either the Muslim head scarf
or the full veil.37 The question of how a liberal society should treat cultural
minorities that violate female rights is simply not raised by cultural traditions
such as full or partial personal veiling when they involve no legal violations. In
these cases, cultural minorities are legally free to do as they wish.

The second question, asking how cultural practices should be evaluated or
justified, differs from the first question in various ways. For one thing, it does
not presuppose any particular sort of political system as the sovereign con-
text of the practices being evaluated. The second question is open to cross-
cultural evaluation and there are no types of political terms that have any
claim to priority in the cross-cultural, moral evaluation of cultural practices.
Moreover, any cultural practices may be held up for this sort of evaluation.
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Whereas the first question is limited to cultural practices that violate general
laws or rights upheld by a larger society, the second question is of potentially
unlimited scope. The Islamic practice of veiling, for example, is of no legal or
policy concern to a liberal society that lacks dress codes for public schools or
other public places; however it is a legitimate subject of cross-cultural moral
analysis.

In the cross-cultural moral evaluation of cultural practices, liberal princi-
ples should not be presupposed. They have no necessary cross-cultural
authority. They require as much defense as any other moral, religious, or ide-
ological terms that might be invoked in such discussions. And liberal cultural
practices may, and should, be morally evaluated no less than any other cul-
tural practices. When assessing the views of someone such as Okin on cultural
practices, it is necessary to know what sort of question she is trying to answer.
If her focus of attention is on how a particular political system should deal
with minority cultural practices that violate general laws, then she is answer-
ing the first question and is not arguing unreasonably by limiting her argu-
ments to the terms and principles of the system involved in the case at hand. By
contrast, if her focus of attention is on a moral assessment of cultural minority
practices, then she is answering the second question and arguing unreason-
ably by limiting her arguments to liberal terms.

The third question shifts attention from the assessment of practices or laws
to the attitudes people from one culture show to people from another culture
when they engage together in the evaluation of cultural practices. Some of
Okin’s critics are objecting more to what they regard as Okin’s attitude in
cross-cultural dialogue than they are to the content of her views. Liberal arro-
gance, as well as arrogance on behalf of anything Western, capitalist, and Eu-
ropean-derived, is of special concern because it has historically played a role in
rationalizing the one-way history of global colonization and economic domi-
nation by certain Western liberal democracies.

Cross-cultural discussions about cultural practices are complex and multi-
faceted. They are not simply intellectual engagements in which scholars forge
third-person-observer, theoretical accounts of cultures from which they are all
equally detached. Such discussions are also, at the same time, cross-cultural
encounters among individuals with cultural identities, encounters that are
themselves parts of the cross-cultural relations that are in process in the world
today. Someone’s attitude in dialogue is an important facet of her overall en-
gagement with people of other cultures when discussing cultural practices. To
promote thoughtful understanding of the issues, however, it is crucial to keep
the issue of cross-cultural attitudes distinct from those of the political or moral
evaluation of cultural practices. For someone to argue that the principles of
political system X require that system to prohibit minority cultural practice Y
is not, in itself, to show arrogance toward the minority culture in question. As
well, the argument for prohibition is not undermined even if the arguer fails to
defend political system X and shows arrogance in presenting her argument.
The defense of the larger political system, in this case, liberalism, and the atti-
tude of a discussant who is a member of that system are crucially important
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issues, but they are different issues from the question of whether the larger
political system should permit minority cultural practice Y.

Of course, the question of liberalism’s legitimacy may itself be posed as the
primary issue, as it is in the second question. It goes without saying that liberal
laws and liberal cultural practices should be subjected to critical scrutiny, both
on political grounds and on general moral grounds. Indeed such scrutiny al-
ready occurs. One particular focus of concern, in scrutinizing liberal laws and
practices, should be the quality of life of women and girls who live with those
practices. As I suggested earlier and numerous others have suggested before
me, there is no reason to presume that the actual practices of a liberal society
necessarily provide for all its members the values to which liberalism is com-
mitted in principle. Thus, Bhabha points to the high rate of domestic violence
in Britain to show that Western liberal culture is not as superior as he thinks
Okin suggests.38 And An-Na‘im reminds us that the fullest dialogue about
human rights will address issues of equality regarding race, religion, language,
and national origin as well as that of gender. Majority liberal cultures are
hardly exemplary in the areas of race and class relations.39

Widening the discussion to include the topic of the legitimacy of liberalism
provides us with a context for appreciating al-Hibri’s question to Okin, “Why
is it oppressive to wear a head-scarf but liberating to wear a miniskirt?”40

Superficially the question is irrelevant to Okin’s discussion of how a liberal so-
ciety should deal with minority cultural traditions that violate women’s rights.
Furthermore, no one in the dialogue over cultural traditions, least of all Okin,
has ever seriously said that miniskirts are liberating. Al-Hibri’s question is rel-
evant, however, to the wider dialogue we should all be having about the treat-
ment of women and girls in all cultural traditions. It is a form of respect by
Western liberals toward non-Westerners or nonliberals to make sure we en-
gage in that wider dialogue.

The wider dialogue is particularly a response to the second question: How
should we evaluate political systems and cultural traditions? That dialogue
should not presume liberal principles; all principles must be defended. To en-
sure that this dialogue about cultural practices is a genuine and mutual dia-
logue, liberals must acknowledge their willingness to entertain criticisms
about their own social and political institutions.

Even in the context of a liberal society, if government regulation of minor-
ity cultural practices is legitimate from a liberal point of view, then there is no
reason to limit this regulation to the practices of cultural minorities. All cul-
tural practices, both minority and majority, should be vulnerable to regulation
if they violate the rights of those who are affected by them. In addition, all
members of a society, both majority and minority, must somehow consent to
such regulation. Otherwise, on core liberal grounds, it is not acceptable. There
is no reason why cultural minorities should accept government regulation of
their cultural practices if majority cultural practices are not being equally
monitored for rights violations. Concern for the well-being of women and
girls living in a liberal society should apply to women from all cultures: Third
World, postcolonial, Southern hemisphere, Eastern tradition, First World,
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postcolonist, Northern hemisphere, Western tradition, and so on. Indeed, no
cultural tradition anywhere is, or should be, exempt from attempts by insiders
or outsiders to understand or assess the place of women and girls within it—or
that of men and boys, for that matter.

I have argued that liberalism shares with certain defenders of cultural mi-
norities a key value: respect for women’s perspectives and thereby for
women’s autonomy. I have also argued that this common ground opens up
fruitful lines of further thought. But what about those defenders of cultural
minorities who fail to give any normative weight to women’s choices or per-
spectives and who defend cultural minority practices on entirely different
grounds? Is there no possibility of dialogue there?

There is, I believe, the possibility of dialogue, but it occurs at a more basic
or foundational level. This is the level at which one asks the question: Why
should women’s perspectives not matter in the defense of cultural practices?
Remember that we are talking about the women who have to live under those
practices. Why should it not matter what those women think or feel about the
practices that determine the course of their lives? Why should any group of
women have to live under social conditions they have no opportunity to revise
or reject?

A complete disregard for women’s perspectives is demeaning and deeply
disrespectful to women. On this view, either the women would be regarded as
somehow incapable of making generally worthwhile choices or the women
would be regarded as irrelevant to moral community, as beings whose per-
spectives made no normative difference. Neither of these attitudes should es-
cape the demand for justification. There is no reason for liberals to be embar-
rassed in calling for justification of such attitudes across what seem to be
cultural barriers. If my earlier arguments are correct, there are many defenders
of nonliberal practices who agree that women’s perspectives are critical when
justifying cultural practices.

As I noted earlier, Jerome Schneewind’s historical account of the devel-
opment of the ideal of autonomy41 shows that it emerged in the West as an
antiauthoritarian notion. A conception of morality as autonomy, or self-
governance, came increasingly over the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries
to replace the previous conception of morality as obedience. According to the
view of morality as obedience, human persons are not equally capable of
grasping what morality requires or moving themselves to act accordingly and,
indeed, most are not capable of this at all. On this view, to be assured of acting
morally, most people need to submit to the authority of certain others, such as
kings, priests, husbands, or fathers, who are the privileged interpreters of
morality for those beneath them on the moral hierarchy. By the end of the
eighteenth century, however, the idea had taken hold among some Western
thinkers (although it was still a very long way from full implementation) that
all normal individuals are equally capable of grasping what morality calls for
and of moving themselves to act accordingly.

Moral knowledge and motivational capacities of individuals are at stake in
this debate. The conception of morality as autonomy, or self-governance,
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enlarges the social space within which each person is thought capable of ade-
quately directing her own moral behavior without having to be dominated by
others. The idea that people are capable of doing so supports the idea that it is
desirable to allow them to do so, and perhaps, more strongly, that they are en-
titled to do so.

It seems plausible to consider the ideal of personal autonomy in the same
light as that of moral autonomy in this respect. According to the ideal of per-
sonal autonomy, typical or average adults are entitled to act and live their
own lives without being dominated by others in major areas of their lives.
Major areas of life include and are not limited to matters of sexuality, mar-
riage, and reproduction. Thus, to say that autonomy is not ideal for a cultural
group, or a cultural subgroup, such as the women in the group, seems to pre-
suppose either that the members of that group are not capable of discerning
how best to live their lives or they are not capable of motivating themselves
accordingly.

The conversation between liberals and those who defend cultural minority
practices must start at the foundational level of identifying the members of the
moral community whose perspectives are to count in legitimating whatever
practices a culture would sustain. All (or nearly all) cultures of any substantial
size or complexity have social hierarchies that organize various important as-
pects of social life. These hierarchies are the social means by which conflicts
between persons are resolved and people are moved toward socially produc-
tive activity that preserves the communal life. All hierarchies involve elites,
that is, persons who have positions of privilege in the possession of knowledge
(or the assumption of it) and power. Elites within any social hierarchy are
those with the power to shape, in accord with their own beliefs and values, the
lives of whole communities of people affected by the hierarchy in question.

Members of elites are those with de facto access to the benefits and privi-
leges that rights tend to confer. They have great leeway to shape and imple-
ment normative values and requirements in their communities. Their choices
and commitments, made for the whole community, determine key aspects of
the normative lives of their groups. Social, political, and economic elites in-
clude spokespersons for the group whose articulations on behalf of the group
are accepted as authoritative expressions of what the group as a whole be-
lieves or values. Thus, elites get to exercise substantial autonomy in practice,
even if this trait is not idealized for the culture as a whole. That is, even where
autonomy is not recognized as a culturewide value, the elite, decision-making
members of the community still enjoy the practical equivalent of autonomy,
and the cultural protection of its embodiment in them. At the same time, these
same protections are denied or unavailable to other members of the commu-
nity. The practical significance of the autonomy enjoyed by elites is that they
get to control important dimensions of the lives of other members of the
group. The status of elites in a community manifests the community’s reliance
on the moral competence of those elites, on their capacity to discern what
morality requires and to act accordingly. Subordinated members of the com-
munity, by contrast, lack communal recognition of their moral competence.
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Okin worries, for example, about all cultural groups that accord less concern,
respect, and freedom to their women and girls than to their men and boys.42

A cultural group that subordinates some of its members is treating those
subordinates as prima facie incapable of grasping how to live their lives (in-
cluding their moral lives) and of motivating themselves accordingly. To the ex-
tent that women are subordinated to men in the traditions and practices of a
community, a community expresses its collective view that women are inca-
pable of this achievement—or less capable, at any rate, than men. Around the
world, women are generally subordinated to men, not only in the political and
economic spheres in which women’s lesser participation alone might render
them less capable on average of directing their own lives, but also in the
spheres of sexuality, marriage, reproduction, and family—spheres of life in
which women specialize. This subordination, we should note emphatically, is
hardly absent from U.S. culture, as witness the recent convention of Southern
Baptist messengers who made it an explicit point of their doctrine that wives
should “submit graciously” to their husbands.43

Of course there might be other issues on which liberals could find common
ground with multiculturalists who disregard women’s perspectives. Liberals
might, for example, share with multiculturalists a belief that, as a matter of
justice, some cultural minorities deserve protection from the larger society as
compensation for a past history of unjust treatment by the larger society. Lib-
erals might also share the common multiculturalist worry that small, fragile
cultural minorities will disappear if their ways of life are not shielded from
regulation by a vastly more powerful surrounding liberal state. To a liberal,
these concerns need not be morally irrelevant.

At the same time, however, liberals should not forget to consider the per-
spectives of minority women. Why should a culture’s survival or its compen-
sation by the larger society come at the price of the rights and autonomy of its
female members? For a liberal, to ignore the perspectives of minority women
would be to fall far short of liberalism’s own philosophical commitments to
respect the perspectives of all persons. It would be to regress back to the
shameful period of liberalism’s own illiberal past practices.

Thus, a liberal culture should respect and tolerate the practices of cultural
minorities in its midst even when those practices violate the rights of females
in those minority groups, but only so long as the females themselves choose to
participate in those practices and do so under conditions that facilitate auton-
omy. Those conditions must include the presence of genuine alternatives for
the women’s choosing, the absence of coercive and manipulative interferences
with the women’s reflections on their cultural practices, and socialization that
is capable of developing in the women real autonomy competency. Without
these background conditions to enable the women’s choices to be au-
tonomous, liberals are not required to respect those choices on grounds of the
autonomous nature of the choices (although they might be required to respect
them for other reasons).

Two final issues must be addressed. First, my recommendation does not
consider the complexities involved when cultural practices violate the rights
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of its girl children, its female members below the age of majority. Many cul-
tural practices are imposed on females well before they are adults. Female gen-
ital surgery and very early forced marriage are two such examples. There is
good reason to doubt that females (or males, for that matter) at these preteen
ages could make genuinely autonomous choices. They would not have suffi-
ciently developed their capacities for self-reflection, for understanding their
alternative options, or for being able to make choices on the basis of their own
values and concerns. They might not be free of manipulation or coercion, and
they would hardly be able to persist in pursuing what they care about in the
face of a minimum of opposition from others. How should liberalism deal
with minority cultural practices that violate the human rights of female (or
male) minority children?44

One possibility is that the attitudes of adult women in a cultural minority
could function to represent the attitudes of the girl children regarding the cul-
tural practices that violate the human rights of those children. On my individ-
ualistic account of personal autonomy, however, this view is precluded. Some-
one’s autonomous choice could be represented by another party only if that
other party had been “authorized” by the original person to represent the
original person’s position. If children are incapable of autonomy, they cer-
tainly are also incapable of authorizing anyone to represent their autonomous
choices. There are reasons to entrust the care and social representation of chil-
dren’s interests to certain adults, usually their parents, but these reasons are
not based on the presumed autonomy of, or authorization by, the children.
There seems to be no way around the conclusion that in the case of cultural
minority practices that seem to violate the human rights of girls in the minor-
ity group, the surrounding liberal society must decide whether to tolerate
those practices based on considerations other than the (present) autonomy of
the girls or the autonomy of the women in the culture who may endorse the
practices. The case of children is a continual challenge to liberal notions of
political legitimacy, rights, and autonomy; it is an issue that will have to be ad-
dressed elsewhere.

The second final point to consider is a seeming inconsistency between my
recommendation in this chapter that liberal systems tolerate some cultural mi-
nority practices that violate women’s rights and my defense, in chapter 7, of
the use of mandatory domestic violence legal procedures even in the face of re-
jection of those procedures by abused women. Why should it be all right for a
liberal political system to be swayed by the choices of women in cultural mi-
norities to live with rights-violating practices but not be swayed in the culture
at large (as I argued in chapter 7) by the choices of women who choose to con-
tinue living with their abusers and to shield them from legal sanctions?

My answer is twofold. First, while woman abuse may indeed be a wide-
spread practice in a particular culture, it is not the sort of practice that consti-
tutes a tradition in the honorific sense of the term. By “tradition in the hon-
orific sense of the term,” I mean practices that are ritualized or ceremonial in
nature, that involve people engaging together in shared and repeated patterns
of complementary activity, or that partly define a culture or gives it its distinc-
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tive identity. Woman abuse, to be sure, is a tolerated practice in many, if not
most, cultures. This is not, however, sufficient to warrant protection from a
larger liberal system as a cultural tradition in the honorific sense. Thus, my
recommendations regarding the legal treatment of woman abusers are meant
to apply to liberal societies at large across all their internal cultural barriers
and are not affected by the arguments in this chapter, which pertain to cultural
traditions in the honorific sense.

Second, I assume that woman abuse is not a practice that the women of any
culture would choose to uphold. At most, I expect, many individual women
are resigned in the face of it and feel that they must endure it, that there are no
alternatives. As I suggested in chapter 7, individual women may have prudent
reasons, under constrained circumstances, for acquiescing in domestic abuse
from their male partners, for example, financial dependence, worries about
children, and fears of retaliatory violence should they leave their abusers.
None of these attitudes suggest that women, under conditions that promoted
their autonomy competency and provided genuine alternative options they
could actually choose, would choose to be treated abusively. Thus, the re-
quirement I defend in this chapter as a justification for tolerating cultural mi-
nority practices by a liberal society, namely, that the women of the minority
group choose under autonomy-promoting conditions to live with those prac-
tices, would hardly be met by the practices of woman abuse, whether these
practices took place in cultural minorities or in the larger liberal society.

In this book, I have presented a conception of autonomy based on a core idea
of self-reflection. I defended that conception against a variety of objections
that could be raised against it and explored its significance in a number of con-
texts ranging from romantic love and intimacy to large-scale political prac-
tice. I paid particular attention to the significance of autonomy for women and
I aimed especially to show how a socially embedded yet individualized ideal of
autonomy could be of great value to women struggling finally to end gender
domination.
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Notes

Chapter 1

1. For stylistic reasons, I shall not always use both terms, “choice” and “ac-
tion,” and I shall interchange the terms “actions” and “behavior” as if they were
equivalent. Choices may be autonomous, even if someone is blocked by circum-
stances from carrying out her choice effectively in action. As I use the term “be-
havior,” it may pick out actions collectively or choices and actions collectively.
What makes any of these autonomous are, I maintain, the same sorts of features.
The distinctions between these notions are, therefore, not significant to my ac-
count of what autonomy is.

2. See, for example, Harry Frankfurt, “Freedom of the Will and the Concept of
a Person,” Journal of Philosophy 68 (1971): 5–20; Harry Frankfurt, The Impor-
tance of What We Care About: Philosophical Essays (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1988); Gerald Dworkin, The Theory and Practice of Autonomy
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988); various of the essays in John
Christman, ed., The Inner Citadel: Essays on Individual Autonomy (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1989); and John Christman, “Autonomy and Personal
History,” Canadian Journal of Philosophy 21 (1991): 1–24.

3. Charles Taylor has attempted to articulate the sort of autonomy that is pos-
sible when we choose how to cope with momentous life choices for which our
prior articulated commitments give us inadequate guidance. See, for example,
Charles Taylor, “What Is Human Agency?” in Human Agency and Language, Vol.
1 of Charles Taylor, Philosophical Papers (New York: Cambridge University
Press, 1985), pp. 15–44. The novelty in such choices is different from choices in
which our prior commitments, concerns, or sense of self give us adequate but rou-
tine guidance.

4. John Christman, “Autonomy and Personal History.”
5. I myself once asked this same question of similar accounts by Frankfurt and

Dworkin; Marilyn Friedman, “Autonomy and the Split-Level Self,” Southern
Journal of Philosophy 24, 1 (1986): 19–35.

6. Joseph Raz, Engaging Reason: On the Theory of Value and Action (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1999), pp. 22–23.
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7. Harry Frankfurt, by contrast, construes the requisite reflection as a matter
of volition. See Harry Frankfurt, Necessity, Volition, and Love (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1998).

8. Richard Rorty expresses and addresses these concerns in Contingency,
Irony, and Solidarity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989).

9. Rosalind Hursthouse, “Arational Action,” Journal of Philosophy 88, 2
(February 1991): 57–68.

10. Bennett W. Helm, “Integration and Fragmentation of the Self,” Southern
Journal of Philosophy 34 (1996): 43–63; and Bennett W. Helm, “Freedom of the
Heart,” Pacific Philosophical Quarterly 77 (1996): 71–87.

11. See, for example, Catriona Mackenzie, “Imagining Oneself Otherwise,”
Relational Autonomy: Feminist Perspectives on Autonomy, Agency, and the Social
Self (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), pp. 124–50.

12. The classic sources on this subject are Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue,
2nd ed. (South Bend, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 1987); and Michael
Sandel, Liberalism and the Limits of Justice (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1982).

13. MacIntyre, After Virtue, pp. 220–21.
14. Michael Sandel, Liberalism and the Limits of Justice, p. 179.
15. I borrow the term “autonomy competency” from Diana Meyers, Self, So-

ciety, and Personal Choice (New York: Columbia University Press, 1989). My ac-
count differs somewhat from hers, however.

16. See chapter 4 for a fuller discussion of the social reconceptualization of au-
tonomy and for references to relevant literature.

17. My account of autonomy does not construe autonomy competency in
terms of the ability to give an account of oneself to others. For an excellent exam-
ple of this last view, however, see Joel Anderson, “A Social Conception of Personal
Autonomy: Volitional Identities, Strong Evaluation, and Intersubjective Account-
ability” (Ph.D. diss., Northwestern University, 1996). For an analysis of theories
of autonomy that require accountability to others, see Margaret Walker, Moral
Understandings: A Feminist Study in Ethics (New York: Routledge, 1998),
pp. 150–52.

18. See Steven Lukes, “The Meanings of Individualism,” in Figures on the
Horizon, ed. Jerrold Siegal (Rochester, N.Y.: University of Rochester Press, 1993),
pp. 1–22.

19. See chapter 3 for the argument that nonselfish individualistic dimensions
of autonomy are part of what makes autonomy advantageous as an ideal for mem-
bers of subordinated and oppressed social groups.

20. Joseph Raz construes autonomous persons as “part creators of their own
moral world”; Joseph Raz, The Morality of Freedom (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1986), p. 154.

21. Marina Oshana’s discussion of this issue is very helpful; see Marina Os-
hana, “Personal Autonomy and Society,” Journal of Social Philosophy 29 (spring
1998): 94–95.

22. See Jon Elster, “Sour Grapes—Utilitarianism and the Genesis of Wants,” in
The Inner Citadel: Essays on Individual Autonomy, ed. John Christman (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1989), pp. 170–88.

23. For defenses of substantive conceptions of autonomy, see Paul Benson,
“Feminist Second Thoughts about Free Agency,” Hypatia 3 (1990): 47–64; Paul
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Benson, “Autonomy and Oppressive Socialization,” Social Theory and Practice
17 (1991): 385–408; Sarah Buss, “Autonomy Reconsidered,” Midwest Studies in
Philosophy 19 (1994): 95–121; and Sigurdur Kristinsson, “The Limits of Neutral-
ity: Toward a Weekly Substantive Account of Autonomy,” Canadian Journal of
Philosophy 30, 2 (June 2000): 257–86.

24. John Kultgen, Autonomy and Intervention: Parentalism in the Caring Life
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1995).

25. This caution is presumptive but not necessarily decisive. Whether it is the
last word on how to treat someone under specific conditions depends on the na-
ture of the conditions and on the full meaning and consequences of the treatment.
In chapter 7, I will argue for an important exception to this presumption for con-
texts of domestic violence.

26. Perhaps no form of respect should require manifest autonomy. I postpone
this issue for another time.

27. Natalie Stoljar, “Autonomy and the Feminist Intuition,” in Relational Au-
tonomy: Feminist Perspectives on Autonomy, Agency, and the Social Self, ed.
Catriona Mackenzie and Natalie Stoljar (New York: Oxford, 2000), p. 95.

28. Raz, The Morality of Freedom, pp. 373–74.
29. Hannah Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil

(New York: Viking Press, 1964), p. 233.
30. Charles Taylor, “Responsibility for Self,” in The Identities of Persons, ed.

Amelie Oksenberg Rorty (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1976),
pp. 281–99.

31. These thoughts are indebted to Claudia Card’s work on evil; see Claudia
Card, “Complicity and Gray Zones” (unpublished ms., 1999).

Chapter 2

1. Daniel C. Dennett, Consciousness Explained (Boston: Little, Brown, 1991),
esp. chap. 13, “The Reality of Selves.”

2. Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity
(New York: Routledge, 1990).

3. Obviously this consideration is not sufficient to warrant the assumption
that there are selves.

4. Of course, they need not be attributable to her alone. They should, however,
be attributable to her separately from their attribution to other persons.

5. Dennett, Consciousness, p. 418. Italics mine.
6. Ibid., pp. 428–29. Italics mine except for “representation.”
7. Ibid., p. 418.
8. Ibid., p. 413.
9. Ibid., p. 76.
10. Butler, Gender Trouble, p. 144.
11. Ibid., p. 145.
12. Ibid.
13. Dennett, Consciousness, p. 418.
14. Ibid., p. 241.
15. The degree of emphasis on selves can, of course, vary and individual

human identity can incorporate some degree of emphasis on interrelationships
with other human beings.
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16. There is no problem in my continuing to use “we” language to describe
how selves are constructed, since I do not advocate or rely on the assumption that
selves are merely discursive or narrative constructs.

17. The other version of this argument is that selves in themselves lack capaci-
ties for doing what autonomy requires, in particular for accurately understanding
themselves. I take up this objection next.

18. I discuss the social reconceptualization of autonomy in chapters 4 and 5. I
argue, for one thing, that the required social context or antecedents of autonomy
do not preclude the role of individuation in autonomy.

19. See John Christman, “Autonomy and Personal History,” Canadian Jour-
nal of Philosophy 21 (March 1991): 1–24.

20. Jean Grimshaw, “Autonomy and Identity in Feminist Thinking,” in Femi-
nist Perspectives in Philosophy, ed. Morwenna Griffiths and Margaret Whitford
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1988), pp. 90–108. See also Axel Hon-
neth, “Decentered Autonomy: The Subject after the Fall,” trans. John Farrell, in
Axel Honneth, The Fragmented World of the Social, ed. Charles W. Wright (Al-
bany: SUNY Press, 1995), pp. 261–71.

21. Lee Ross and Richard E. Nisbett, The Person and the Situation: Perspec-
tives of Social Psychology (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1991),
pp. 139, 8–9, and 4. I am grateful to Eddy Nahmias for bringing this literature to
my attention.

22. Ibid., pp. 79–81.
23. Ibid., pp. 138–39, 150.
24. Ibid., pp. 79–81.
25. Ibid., pp. 11–13, 163–67, 19.
26. It is not clear why Ross and Nisbett think that attributing goals and prefer-

ences does not commit the fundamental attribution error while attributing (other)
personality traits does do so; this may be an inconsistency in their account.

27. Lorraine Code, “The Perversion of Autonomy and the Subjection of
Women: Discourses of Social Advocacy at Century’s End,” in Relational Auton-
omy: Feminist Perspectives on Autonomy, Agency, and the Social Self, ed. Catri-
ona Mackenzie and Natalie Stoljar (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000),
pp. 181–209.

28. In chapter 4, I contest this interpretation of mainstream autonomy theory.
Citations to the critical literature and to mainstream literature are given there.

29. Code, “Perversion of Autonomy,” p. 200.
30. The philosophers that Walker mentions are Charles Taylor, Bernard

Williams, and John Rawls; Moral Understandings, p. 132.
31. For a challenging example of one that does, see Joel Anderson, “A Social

Conception of Personal Autonomy: Volitional Identity, Strong Evaluation, and In-
tersubjective Accountability” (Ph.D. diss., Northwestern University, 1996).

32. An exception must be noted for moral autonomy. Moral autonomy relies
on moral understanding, which, in turn, depends crucially on taking account of
others, their wants, needs, values, commitments, and so on. Taking account of oth-
ers morally, however, is not a pejorative sort of “accountability” to them. Because
moral autonomy is about being able to recognize on one’s own how to treat others,
those others are owed an account of one’s moral perspective and reflections.

33. For black and white perspectives on whether the American dream is acces-
sible to African Americans, see Jennifer Hochschild, Facing Up to the American
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Dream: Race, Class, and the Soul of the Nation (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton Uni-
versity Press, 1995).

34. Margaret Walker calls this model of autonomy the “career self”; see Mar-
garet Walker, Moral Understandings: A Feminist Study in Ethics (New York:
Routledge, 1998), chap. 6.

35. This sometimes seems to be the message of Code’s “Perversion of Auton-
omy.”

36. Michael J. Sandel, Democracy’s Discontent: America in Search of a Public
Philosophy (Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press, 1996).

37. Nancy Fraser and Linda Gordon, “A Genealogy of Dependency: Tracing a
Keyword of the U.S. Welfare State,” Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Soci-
ety 19, 2 (1994): 309–36.

38. Ibid., pp. 194–97.
39. See Iris Marion Young, “Mothers, Citizenship, and Independence: A Cri-

tique of Pure Family Values,” in Iris Marion Young, Intersecting Voices: Dilem-
mas of Gender, Political Philosophy, and Policy (Princeton N.J.: Princeton Univer-
sity Press, 1997), pp. 114–33.

40. Ibid., pp. 200–201.
41. Many theorists have argued that it is crucial to women’s well-being to have

their own sources of income. This is not, in any sense, a denigration of women
who lack their own sources of income. It is a view about the social conditions
under which women are more able and likely to live lives that accord with their
own values and in which they will thrive. See Susan Moller Okin, Justice, Gender,
and the Family (New York: Basic Books, 1989).

42. The problems with welfare cutbacks have to be argued in terms of the na-
ture and impact of those programs themselves and the values that the cuts actually
embody.

43. Cf. Abraham Maslow, Motivation and Personality, 2nd ed. (New York:
Harper & Row, 1970); Carl Rogers, Carl Rogers on Personal Power: Inner
Strength and Its Revolutionary Impact (London: Constable, 1978); and a discus-
sion by Jean Grimshaw, Philosophy and Feminist Thinking (Minneapolis: Univer-
sity of Minnesota Press, 1986), chap. 5.

44. Whether or not my survival takes priority over my moral autonomy is a
very different question, and I do not discuss it here.

45. Rawls, Theory of Justice; Raz, Morality of Freedom. For a discussion crit-
ical of the liberal emphasis on autonomy, see John Kekes, Against Liberalism
(Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1997).

46. Audre Lorde, “The Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantle the Master’s
House,” Sister Outsider (Freedom, Calif.: Crossing Press, 1984), pp. 110–13.

47. Niccolo Machiavelli, The Prince, reprinted in Modern Moral and Political
Philosophy, ed. Robert C. Cummins and Thomas D. Christiano (London: May-
field, 1999), pp. 25–28.

Chapter 3

1. Of course, the actor could not be thinking this thought or else the yielding of
control would be intended for a reason and would thereby reflect the actor’s inten-
tions, and not really be nonautonomous after all.

2. I expand the ideas of this section in chapter 5.
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3. John Stuart Mill, On Liberty, ed. Elizabeth Rapaport (Indianapolis: Hack-
ett, 1978).

4. I argue in chapter 5 and elsewhere that autonomy as a tool or means of so-
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5. Henry David Thoreau, “On Civil Disobedience,” in Social and Political
Philosophy: Readings from Plato to Gandhi, ed. John Somerville and Ronald E.
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p. 287.
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Moral Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998).
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and Government (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997).
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with an autonomous perspective might take up the challenge. I do not do so be-
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10. This point is one of the general themes of Margaret Walker, Moral Under-
standings: A Feminist Study in Ethics (New York: Routledge, 1998).

11. See Leslie Pickering Francis, “Decisionmaking at the End of Life: Patients
with Alzheimer’s or Other Dementias,” Georgia Law Review 35, no. 2 (winter
2001), esp. pp. 542–46.

12. See the citations at the beginning of chapter 4.
13. There is an enlarged sense of “need” in which we all need all these things to

end. Here, however, I use the term “need” in a sense more narrowly attached to di-
rect self-interest.

14. The importance of communal ties to social movements is brought out in
Sara M. Evans and Harry C. Boyte, Free Spaces: The Sources of Democratic
Change in America (New York: Harper & Row, 1986).

15. Claudia Card has made this point in colloquium presentations and private
correspondence.

16. Sometimes a person wants to act or to be treated in ways that would un-
dermine her autonomy. Respecting and abiding by her actual preferences on
those sorts of occasions would diminish her future autonomy. This poses a
dilemma for content-neutral accounts of autonomy. In chapters 7 and 9, I discuss
examples of this sort of situation dealing with domestic violence and minority
cultural traditions, respectively. In both cases, my recommendation is to try as far
as possible to respect and abide by women’s autonomy-undermining preferences
unless this approach threatens serious harm to the woman herself or to third
parties.

17. For a helpful discussion of this principle, see Jeremy Waldron, Liberal
Rights: Collected Papers 1981–1991 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1993), chap. 2.

18. The obvious source on this topic is John Rawls, Political Liberalism (New
York: Columbia University Press, 1996).

19. I discuss this in more detail in chapter 8.
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20. Most liberal theorists presume an adult population when discussing legiti-
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Chapter 4
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versity Press, 1989), pp. 188–206; Code, What Can She Know?; Trudy Govier,
“Self-Trust, Autonomy, and Self-Esteem,” Hypatia 8 (winter 1993): 99–120; Jo-
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the Sociology of Gender (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1978); Nancy
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tion,” in The Future of Difference, ed. Eisenstein and Jardine, pp. 41–70.
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34. Benhabib, “The Generalized and the Concrete Other,” p. 155.
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ceptions of autonomy can be thought of as “converging” on the same view.
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in Ethical Theory,” in Reconstructing Individualism: Autonomy, Individuality,
and the Self in Western Theory, ed. Thomas C. Heller, Morton Sosna, and David E.
Wellberry (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1986), pp. 64–75; Thomas
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pp. 31–43; reprinted from Joel Feinberg, Harm to Self (New York: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1986).
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53. Ibid., p. 126.
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55. Ibid., pp. 129–30.
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tional Judgments: Papers in the Philosophy of Education, ed. James F. Doyle (Lon-
don: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1973), pp. 129–30. As the title of the essay indi-
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time, the essay contributed to the tendency to think of (certain) males as the para-
digm exemplars of ideals such as autonomy. My point in the text still stands, how-
ever. The essay does show awareness of the social conditions needed for the emer-
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lational or intersubjective conception of autonomy includes: Meyers, Self, Society;
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ings—Their Autonomy, Knowledge, and Power (Boulder, Colo.: Westview, 1995),
p. 113.
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love relationship, provides substantially more care than she receives. I deal with
these issues below.

16. Delaney, “Romantic Love,” p. 347.
17. Nozick, Examined Life, p. 72.
18. Ibid., p. 71
19. Ibid., p. 72.
20. Solomon, “Virtue,” p. 511.
21. Nozick, Examined Life, p. 86.
22. Scruton, Sexual Desire, p. 239.
23. Delaney, “Romantic Love,” pp. 343–44. Delaney separates this feature of

romantic love from that of merged identity, but it seems to me that it constitutes an
element of merged identity. This feature invokes the Aristotelian idea that the best
sorts of intimate relationships involve character building as a joint project. They
bring out and promote the best in us through the approval and encouragement of
those whose attitudes we value because we love and respect them.

24. Bartky, Femininity, p. 111.
25. See William Blackstone, Commentaries on the Laws of England, 15th ed.

(1756; reprint, Oxfordshire: Professional Books, 1982), Vol. 1, pp. 442–45. See
the discussion of this view in Deborah L. Rhode, Justice and Gender (Cambridge,
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1989), p. 10.

26. In lesbian or gay relationships, power imbalances may well occur, of
course, but they do not arise simply from the gender identities of the parties.

27. Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, trans. and ed. H. M. Parshley (New
York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1952; New York: Vintage Books, 1989), pp. 643, 650, 653
(page citations are to the reprint edition).

28. Shulamith Firestone, The Dialectic of Sex: The Case for Feminist Revolu-
tion (Toronto: Bantam Books, 1970), p. 127.

29. Jessica Benjamin, The Bonds of Love: Psychoanalysis, Feminism, and the
Problem of Domination (New York: Pantheon Books, 1988), p. 7.

30. Nozick, Examined Life, pp. 73–74.
31. Soble, “Union,” pp. 74, 77.
32. Scruton, Sexual Desire, p. 240.
33. Francesca Cancian, Love in America: Gender and Self-Development

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), p. 24.
34. Most philosophers would merely qualify the point by insisting that equal-

ity, mutuality, and reciprocity should govern a love relationship overall and not as
mathematical obsessions.
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35. Several philosophers have explored these possibilities. See, for example,
Mike W. Martin, Love’s Virtues (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 1996); and
Keith Lehrer, Self-Trust: A Study of Reason, Knowledge, and Autonomy (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1997), esp. chap. 5.

36. Cancian, Love in America, p. 45.
37. Ibid., p. 42.
38. Ibid., pp. 39–41.
39. Michael Gordon, “From Unfortunate Necessity to a Cult of Mutual Or-

gasm: Sex in American Marital Education Literature, 1830–1940,” in The Sociol-
ogy of Sex, rev. ed., ed. J. Henslin and E. Sagarin (New York: Schocken, 1978),
pp. 59–84; cited by Cancian, Love in America, p. 48.

40. Lionel S. Lewis and Dennis Brisset, “Sex as Work: A Study of Avocational
Counseling,” Social Problems 15 (1967): 8–18; cited in Cancian, Love in America,
p. 175 n. 70.
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42. Ibid., p. 39.
43. In Habits of the Heart, Robert Bellah and his associates attribute this view

to certain groups of Christian fundamentalists. See Robert Bellah, Richard Mad-
sen, William M. Sullivan, Ann Swidler, and Steven M. Tipton, Habits of the Heart:
Individualism and Commitment in American Life (New York: Harper & Row,
1985), pp. 93–97.

44. Ibid., p. 94.
45. For this discussion, I omit all considerations arising from the presence of

children or other dependents whom lovers may have brought into their household.
The creation or inclusion of new dependents changes the situation entirely. My
text pertains to childless couples.

46. Cancian, Love in America, pp. 33, 36.
47. Ibid., p. 46.
48. See Bartky’s argument against the idea that the movement of power from a

woman to a man in a heterosexual relationship is a zero-sum game: Femininity,
pp. 107–108. On her view, there is a net loss of power in such transactions; women
are more disempowered than men are empowered by them.

49. Martha Nussbaum, “Objectification,” Philosophy and Public Affairs 24
(fall 1995): 290.
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dings, Caring: A Feminine Approach to Ethics & Moral Education (Berkeley: Uni-
versity of California Press, 1984). See the discussion of this view in Alison Weir,
Sacrificial Logics: Feminist Theory and the Critique of Identity (New York: Rout-
ledge, 1996), esp. chap. 2.

51. See Carol Gilligan, Different Voice; and the review of literature on these
topics by Cancian, Love in America, pp. 73–75.

52. Beauvoir, Second Sex, pp. 653–58.
53. Ann Ferguson, Blood at the Root: Motherhood, Sexuality, and Male Dom-

inance (London: Pandora, 1989).

Chapter 7

1. Some social theorists worry that terms such as “abused woman” and “bat-
tered woman” suggest the women in question are the problem; they are marred by
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the identity of being “abused” or “battered.” I share this worry, but to avoid un-
necessary complexity tangential to this chapter, I retain the common usage.

2. Susan L. Miller and Charles F. Wellford, “Patterns and Correlates of Inter-
personal Violence,” in Violence Between Intimate Partners: Patterns, Causes, and
Effects, ed. Albert P. Cardarelli (Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 1997), p. 17. The frac-
tion of this abuse of women that was inflicted by other women was negligible.

3. This contemporary cliché is of course the main title of Christopher Lasch’s
Haven in a Heartless World: The Family Beseiged (New York: Basic Books, 1977).

4. See, for example, Susan Schechter and Lisa T. Gray, “A Framework for Un-
derstanding and Empowering Battered Women,” in Abuse and Victimization
across the Life Span, ed. Martha B. Straus (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University
Press, 1988), p. 241.

In one Massachusetts study of women who sought court restraining orders
against their intimate male partners, it was found that the majority of incidents al-
leged by the women constituted clear-cut criminal offenses, in most cases assault
and battery; see James Ptacek, “The Tactics and Strategies of Men Who Batter:
Testimony from Women Seeking Restraining Orders,” in Violence Between Inti-
mate Partners: Patterns, Causes, and Effects, ed. Albert P. Cardarelli (Boston:
Allyn and Bacon, 1997), pp. 109–11.

5. See, for example, Joseph Raz, The Morality of Freedom (Oxford: Claren-
don Press, 1986), pp. 155–56.

6. See, for example, Lenore Walker, The Battered Woman Syndrome (New
York: Springer, 1984), p. 79; and Kathleen J. Ferraro, “Battered Women: Strate-
gies for Survival,” in Violence between Intimate Partners, ed. Albert P. Cardarelli
(Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 1997), pp. 128–29.

7. Ferraro, “Battered Women,” pp. 124–40. See also Dee L. R. Graham, Edna
Rawlings, and Nelly Rimini, “Survivors of Terror: Battered Women, Hostages,
and the Stockholm Syndrome,” in Feminist Perspectives on Wife Abuse, ed. Kersti
Yllö and Michele Bograd (Newbury Park, Calif: Sage, 1990), pp. 223–24.

8. This is the theme of Ann Jones and Susan Schechter, When Love Goes
Wrong: What to Do When You Can’t Do Anything Right (New York: Harper-
Collins, 1992). See also Martha Mahoney, “Legal Images of Battered Women: Re-
defining the Issue of Separation,” Michigan Law Review 90, 1 (October 1991),
esp. pp. 53–71.

9. Angela Browne, “Violence in Marriage: Until Death Do Us Part?” in Vio-
lence Between Intimate Partners, ed. Albert P. Cardarelli (Boston: Allyn and
Bacon, 1997), pp. 57–58. Unfortunately for women, our culture values control-
ling tendencies in men, including control exercised in intimate relationships. A
man’s jealousy and possessiveness, for example, are often regarded as endearing
signs that he loves a woman deeply. Browne, by contrast, emphasizes the “poten-
tial for violence” latent in such culturally sanctioned behavior.

10. More than twelve hundred battered women’s shelters, for example, were
created around the country between 1975 and 1995 as places of refuge for women
and their children who are endangered by domestic violence (Albert P. Cardarelli,
“Violence and Intimacy: An Overview,” in Violence Between Intimate Partners,
ed. Cardarelli [Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 1997], p. 7). I discuss recent legal inno-
vations later in this chapter.

11. See, for example, Nancy A. Crowell and Ann W. Burgess, eds., Under-
standing Violence Against Women (Washington, D.C.: National Academy Press,
1996), 130–33.
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12. “Empowerment” is the key word in the treatment of abused women; see,
for example, M. A. Dutton, Empowering and Healing the Battered Woman: A
Model for Assessment and Intervention (New York: Springer, 1992).

13. See, for example, B. Pressman, “Wife-Abused Couples: The Need for
Comprehensive Theoretical Perspectives and Integrated Treatment Models,”
Journal of Feminist Family Therapy 1 (1989): 23–43.

14. Cf. Kathleen Ferraro, “Battered Women,” p. 124; Elizabeth Schneider,
“Particularity and Generality: Challenges of Feminist Theory and Practice in
Work on Woman-Abuse,” New York University Law Review 67 (June 1992): 558;
and Ann Jones, Next Time She’ll Be Dead: Battering & How to Stop It (Boston:
Beacon Press, 1994), chap. 5.

15. To be sure, the question does reveal ignorance on the part of the questioner.
Recent decades have witnessed an explosion of knowledge about women’s lives.
Anyone at all familiar with this literature already has some idea about why some
women stay in abusive relationships.

16. This approach certainly does not mean we should give up on rehabilitating
abusive men. Unfortunately, however, as I noted earlier, the rehabilitation project
is going slowly. Something else has to be done in the meantime in order to diminish
the level of intimate partner abuse of women in the immediate future.

17. See, for example, Paula Caplan, The Myth of Female Masochism (New
York: Dutton, 1985); and Edward W. Gondolf with Ellen R. Fisher, Battered
Women as Survivors: An Alternative to Treating Learned Helplessness (New
York: Macmillan, 1988), chap. 2.

18. Lenore Walker, The Battered Woman (New York: Harper Collins, 1979);
and Walker, Battered Woman Syndrome.

19. Gondolf and Fisher, Battered Women as Survivors, chap. 2 and passim.
For example, Gondolf and Fisher classify some batterers as “sociopaths.” The typ-
ical counseling techniques used for abusers, however, are simply ineffective with
sociopaths (pp. 65–66). Yet, women often remain in abusive relationships because
the abuser has gone into counseling.

20. According to some studies, women in households with incomes under
$10,000 have the highest rates of intimate partner abuse. These women often have
less than a full high school education and no employment experience. Their abu-
sive partners may be their only means of financial support. See, for example, An-
gela M. Moore, “Intimate Violence: Does Socioeconomic Status Matter?” in Vio-
lence Between Intimate Partners, ed. Albert P. Cardarelli (Boston: Allyn and
Bacon, 1997), pp. 94, 96.

21. Browne, “Violence in Marriage,” p. 68. The man may not be able to carry
out such a threat, especially if there is a legal record of his abusiveness, but the
woman may not be legally informed enough to know this.

22. Mahoney, “Legal Images of Battered Women,” p. 87. Abusive relation-
ships in which the abuser batters a woman who tries to leave are, in Mahoney’s
view, a kind of captivity. She compares the women who endure such relationships
to hostages and prisoners of war.

23. Browne, “Violence in Marriage,” pp. 67–68.
24. Ptacek, “Tactics and Strategies,” pp. 113–14.
25. Kathleen J. Ferraro and John M. Johnson, “How Women Experience Bat-

tering: The Process of Victimization,” Social Problems 30, 3 (February 1983):
328–29.

26. Ibid.
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27. In the view of Gerald Dworkin, it must be the product of reflection that
was not coerced or manipulated; Gerald Dworkin, The Theory and Practice of
Autonomy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), chap. 1. On John
Christman’s view, the reflection must also include accepting the history by which
the underlying desire was formed; see his “Autonomy and Personal History,”
Canadian Journal of Philosophy 21, 1 (March 1991): 1–24.

28. Cheryl Hanna, “No Right to Choose: Mandated Victim Participation in
Domestic Violence Prosecutions,” Harvard Law Review 109, 8 (June 1996):
1859. In general, police were already permitted to arrest someone on probable
cause who had committed a felony.

The results of the Minneapolis study have been challenged by subsequent stud-
ies that did not fully replicate its findings. The general view now seems to be that
arrest has a qualified deterrent effect. Cf. Donald G. Dutton, The Domestic As-
sault of Women: Psychological and Criminal Justice Perspectives (Vancouver:
University of British Columbia Press, 1995), chap. 8.

29. Hanna, “No Right to Choose,” p. 1861.
30. Wayne R. LaFave and Austin W. Scott Jr., Criminal Law, 2nd ed. (St. Paul,

Minn.: West Publishing., 1986), p. 13.
31. Ibid., p. 14.
32. Hanna, “No Right to Choose,” p. 1862.
33. Ibid., pp. 1867, 1892. Moderate no-drop policies do not force the partici-

pation of uncooperative victims. Instead, counseling and support services are made
available to uncooperative victims, and they are encouraged to continue the legal
process. If, after this support, an abused woman still refuses to cooperate, and the
evidence apart from her testimony would not be likely to gain a conviction, the
prosecutor following a moderate no-drop policy will usually drop the charges
(Hanna, “No Right to Choose,” pp. 1862-63). The stringent no-drop policies with
their mandated victim participation are the ones that have generated the most con-
troversy, so these are what I will focus on in the remainder of the discussion.

34. Hanna, “No Right to Choose,” pp. 1864–65; p. 1865 n. 71; p. 1887 nn.
169, 170.

35. This assumption is crucial for the discussion that follows. If the assump-
tion is not empirically warranted, the argument below would need substantial re-
vision. For a brief summary of some of the evidence, see Crowell and Burgess, Un-
derstanding Violence Against Women, pp. 114–24; and Rosemary Chalk and
Patricia A. King, eds., Violence in Families: Assessing Prevention and Treatment
Programs (Washington, D.C.: National Academy Press, 1998), pp. 174–81.

36. Hanna, “No Right to Choose,” p. 1884.
37. Ibid., p. 1876.
38. Ibid., p. 1866.
39. Ibid., pp. 1891–92.
40. See, for example, Elizabeth A. Stanko, “Fear of Crime and the Myth of the

Safe Home: A Feminist Critique of Criminology,” in Feminist Perspectives on Wife
Abuse, ed. Kersti Yllö and Michele Bograd (Newbury Park, Calif.: Sage, 1990),
pp. 75–88.

41. LaFave and Scott, Criminal Law, pp. 10, 13.
42. Hanna, “No Right to Choose,” p. 1890; italics mine.
43. Ibid., p. 1891.
44. See Ruth Gavison, “Feminism and the Public/Private Distinction,” Stan-

ford Law Review 45 (1992): 37.
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45. See Laura Stein, “Living with the Risk of Backfire: A Response to the Femi-
nist Critique of Privacy and Equality,” Minnesota Law Review 77 (1993): 1173.

46. The literature concerning “paternalism” contains many examples of this
viewpoint. Paternalism is typically defined in terms of manipulative or coercive in-
terference with the choices or actions of competent adults for their own good but
without their consent. Antipaternalistic philosophers challenge manipulative and
coercive attempts to change someone’s mind or behavior, but they defend the use
of rational persuasion. See, for example, Bernard Gert and Charles M. Culver,
“Paternalistic Behavior,” Philosophy and Public Affairs 6, 1 (1976): 45–57; Don-
ald VanDeVeer, Paternalistic Intervention (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University
Press, 1986); and the various essays in Rolf Sartorius, ed., Paternalism (Min-
neapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1983). The classic statement of this view
is of course that of John Stuart Mill, On Liberty (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1978).

47. See, for example, Elizabeth Register, “Feminism and Recovering from Bat-
tering: Working with the Individual Woman,” in Battering and Family Therapy: A
Feminist Perspective, ed. Marsali Hansen and Michèle Harway (Newbury Park,
Calif.: Sage, 1993), p. 99.

48. Cf. Paul M. Hughes, “Paternalism, Battered Women, and the Law,” Jour-
nal of Social Philosophy 30, 1 (spring 1999): 18–28, for different arguments in
support of the same conclusion that I reach here.

49. See, for example, Dworkin’s comments on whether the concept of auton-
omy applies primarily to individual choices or primarily to whole lives; Theory
and Practice, pp. 15–16.

50. John Kultgen, who defends rational persuasion, argues that someone who
intervenes paternalistically (or “parentalistically,” to use Kultgen’s improved ter-
minology) in another’s life should do so only when she has good reason to think
her own judgment about the circumstances of the subject’s life is better than al-
most anyone else’s, better even than that of the recipient of care; John Kultgen, Au-
tonomy and Intervention: Parentalism in the Caring Life (New York: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1995), pp. 81–83.

51. Register, “Feminism and Recovering,” p. 99.
52. A caregiving friend or relative is even more likely to know this about an

abused woman. The present discussion, however, is restricted to the consideration
of professional caregivers.

53. This point is made, for example, by Lenore Walker, Abused Women and
Survivor Therapy: A Practical Guide for the Psychotherapist (Washington, D.C.:
American Psychological Association, 1994), 303–11; and Mary P. Koss et al., No
Safe Haven: Male Violence against Women at Home, at Work, and in the Commu-
nity (Washington, D.C.: American Psychological Association, 1994), p. 98.

54. Walker, Abused Women and Survivor Therapy, pp. 402–407.
55. Koss et. al., No Safe Haven, p. 95.
56. As Alison Jaggar argued in comments on an earlier version of this chapter

when it was presented at the Pacific Division American Philosophical Meetings in
March 1999, caregiving professionals would tend to hold the balance of power in
relationships with their abused clients, and this power would give them a big ad-
vantage in rational discussion.

57. On the low self-esteem of abused women, see, for example, Elizabeth A.
Waites, Trauma and Survival: Post-Traumatic and Dissociative Disorders in
Women (New York: W. W. Norton, 1993), pp. 104–106.

58. Mill, On Liberty, pp. 32–33.
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59. Kultgen is rare among contemporary defenders of the rational persuasion
model in recognizing that rational arguments may not be welcome to all persons;
Kultgen, Autonomy and Intervention, p. 71.

60. Marsali Hansen, “Feminism and Family Therapy: A Review of Feminist
Critiques of Approaches to Family Violence,” in Battering and Family Therapy,
ed. Marsali Hansen and Michèle Harway (Newbury Park, Calif.: Sage, 1993),
pp. 76–77.

61. A skillful caregiver might, for example, be able to stimulate someone’s ra-
tional consideration of her choices without appearing overtly to criticize those
choices and without undermining her self-confidence. A skillful caregiver, that is,
might be able to find a middle ground between outright and obvious rational per-
suasion, on the one hand, and uncritical support, on the other. Let us, however, put
the possibility of intermediate alternatives aside for the present. I am interested in
how to compare rational persuasion to uncritical support for cases in which no in-
termediate alternatives are available.

62. The use of the term “survivors” is advocated, for example, by Gondolf and
Fisher, Battered Women as Survivors, esp. chap. 2.

63. Caregivers, however, are not immune to those effects, as witness the fre-
quent exhortations in therapeutic literature for caregivers and therapists to under-
stand how the setbacks and frustrations of caregiving may impinge on their own
attitudes; see, for example, Register, “Feminism and Recovering,” pp. 101–103.

64. Kultgen, Autonomy and Intervention, p. 90.
65. Of course, an abused woman’s abusive relationship is itself a major coer-

cive condition in her life, something that affects most of her decision making.
Content-neutral autonomy would not be an easy achievement under such condi-
tions. For the sake of discussion, however, I am going to suppose that her choices
about whether to remain in the relationship can be made somehow independently
of the coercion that characterizes the relationship. Remember that we are dealing
in the last part of this chapter, by hypothesis, with women who may safely leave
their abusive relationships and whose decisions to remain are based not on threats
by their abusers, but rather on their own commitments, such as those to “higher
loyalties” or a “salvation ethic.”

66. As Waites puts it, “glib approaches to choice, such as those that . . . exhort
[the abused woman] simply to leave an abusive context, are likely to be ineffective
and, in some instances, to contribute to revictimization”; Trauma and Survival,
p. 88.

Chapter 8

1. John Rawls, Political Liberalism (New York: Columbia University Press,
1993, 1996), p. 216. In this chapter, all references to Political Liberalism are to the
1996 edition.

2. The exact wording varies with different passages. See, for example, Politi-
cal Liberalism, p. 217, where Rawls states that political power is justifiable “only
when it is exercised in accordance with a constitution the essentials of which all
citizens may reasonably be expected to endorse in the light of principles and
ideals acceptable to them as reasonable and rational. This is the liberal principle
of legitimacy.”

3. See, for example, Thomas Scanlon, “Contractualism and Utilitarianism,” in
Utilitarianism and Beyond, ed. Amartya Sen and Bernard Williams (Cambridge:
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Cambridge University Press, 1982); and Thomas Nagel, Equality and Partiality
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1991).

4. Rawls, Political Liberalism, p. 258.
5. Ibid., p. 51.
6. Ibid., p. 49 n. 1, pp. 49–51.
7. Ibid., pp. 54–58.
8. Ibid., pp. 53–54.
9. Ibid., p. 52.
10. Ibid., p. 74.
11. Ibid., p. 72.
12. Jeremy Waldron, Liberal Rights: Collected Papers 1981–1991 (Cam-

bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), pp. 36–37; emphasis added.
13. Ibid., p. 44.
14. Nagel, Equality and Partiality, pp. 8, 33.
15. Joseph Raz argues that consent to a political authority is binding only in

case the authority is independently justifiable on certain specified sorts of grounds;
see Joseph Raz, The Morality of Freedom (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1986), pp. 88–94.

16. Nagel, Equality and Partiality, p. 8.
17. John Rawls, A Theory of Justice (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University

Press, 1971).
18. This issue, however, reveals a difference between the legitimacy of a gov-

ernment’s exercise of its coercive power and a citizen’s obligation to obey that gov-
ernment. Waldron argues that, even though it makes the coercive action of govern-
ment more legitimate, hypothetical consent does not increase the degree of
someone’s obligation to obey the dictates of her government (Liberal Rights,
pp. 49–50). Hobbes recognized this distinction between legitimacy and obligation
when arguing that the state might rightfully attempt to execute someone who, at
the same time, had no obligation to submit to this treatment and could, further-
more, rightfully attempt to escape. (See Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, ed. Michael
Oakeshott [New York: Collier Books, 1962], p. 164. For Waldron’s reference to
this passage, although to a different edition of Leviathan, see Liberal Rights, p. 50.)

19. Waldron, Liberal Rights, p. 49.
20. Ibid., pp. 41–42.
21. Ibid., p. 55.
22. Ibid., p. 56.
23. According to Leif Wenar, Catholic doctrine is premised on this view; see

Leif Wenar, “Political Liberalism: An Internal Critique,” Ethics 106 (October
1995): 32–62, esp. pp. 42–48.

24. Rush Limbaugh, The Way Things Ought to Be (New York: Pocket Star
Books, 1993), esp. chap. 25, “Religion and America: They Do Go Together.”
Strictly speaking, Limbaugh’s view is not unreasonable in Rawls’s sense. Lim-
baugh believes that “America was founded as a Judeo-Christian country”
(p. 278), and like Rawls, Limbaugh bases his politics on traditional values. The
difference between them lies in what they believe the basic values of that tradition
to be.

25. Waldron, Liberal Rights, p. 57.
26. Rawls, Political Liberalism, pp. 63–64.
27. Ibid., p. 64 n. 19.
28. Ibid., p. 61.
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29. This potential, as we all know, is often unrealized in practice.
30. Susan Golombok and Robyn Fivush, Gender Development (Cambridge:

Cambridge University Press, 1994), pp. 7, 18. Golombok and Fivush refer here to
the Bem Sex Role Inventory; see S. Bem, “The Measurement of Psychological An-
drogyny,” Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology. 42 (1974): 155–62.

31. For Rawls, rationality is self-interested, instrumental rationality. It in-
volves finding means to one’s ends and adjusting one’s ends in light of still broader
aims and goals for one’s life. There might well be people who think that women are
incapable of doing this, or less capable of doing it than men. Once again, that view
is not a part of Rawls’s theory as such, so the only question is whether the stereo-
type of women will lead to widespread misapplication of Rawls’s conception of ra-
tionality when applied to women. Even this may not be a problem. Although the
stereotypes of agency and instrumentality are applied to men more often than to
women, women are still thought to be capable of finding the means to the ends
that they are supposed to seek, namely, promoting social relationships and ex-
pressing emotion.

It is true that women have been traditionally characterized as irrational. In the
end, I can ignore this stereotype, however, since all the interesting philosophical
problems for Rawls’s political liberalism turn on his notion of reasonableness.

32. On this point, see the discussion by Carole Pateman, “‘The Disorder of
Women’: Women, Love, and the Sense of Justice,” Ethics 91 (1980): 20–34.

33. G. W. F. Hegel, The Phenomenology of Mind, trans. J. B. Baillie, intro. by
George Lichtheim (New York: Harper Torchbooks, 1967), p. 496.

34. See Mike Royko, Boss: Richard J. Daley of Chicago (New York: New
American Library, 1971).

35. Genevieve Lloyd, The Man of Reason: “Male” and “Female” in Western
Philosophy (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, 1984).

36. This would be reminiscent of the persistent anthropological idea that, in
hunter-gatherer societies, men are the hunters and women are the gatherers, an
idea that persists despite recent evidence showing that women’s frequent capture
of small game contributed more to the protein needs of such societies than did
men’s occasional capture of big game.

37. See the discussion of this issue by Waldron, Liberal Rights, pp. 283–92.
38. Rawls, Political Liberalism, p. 19.
39. Susan Moller Okin, “Political Liberalism, Justice, and Gender,” Ethics

105 (October 1994): 31–32.
40. Rawls, Political Liberalism, pp. 196, 210.
41. Discussions of Political Liberalism sometimes use the example of right-

wing religious fundamentalism as a test case for political liberalism; see, for exam-
ple, Okin, “Political Liberalism, Justice, and Gender;” and Michael Huemer,
“Rawls’s Problem of Stability,” Social Theory and Practice 22 (fall 1996): 375–95.

42. Samuel Scheffler, “The Appeal of Political Liberalism,” Ethics 105 (Octo-
ber 1994): 20.

43. Some of my opponents on women’s issues may not hold such elaborate the-
ories and may simply be hypocrites who mask with high-sounding rationales what
they themselves secretly recognize to be the subordination of women. I do not sup-
pose, however, that all my opponents are hypocrites. On my view, there are people
who believe sincerely in the inferiority of women or in the “equal” value of those
female roles that involve subordination. These sincere disputes exemplify the sort
of pluralism that Rawls attempts to surmount—unsuccessfully, I believe.
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44. Rawls, Political Liberalism, pp. 195–211.
45. Ibid., p. 61.
46. Ibid., p. 258; also cited in note 4 above.

Chapter 9
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