
 

 

 

 

Liberalism from the Margins 

 

Yujin Choi 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Submitted in partial fulfillment of the 

requirements for the degree of 

Doctor of Philosophy 

under the Executive Committee 

of the Graduate School of Arts and Sciences 

 

 

 

COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY 

 

 

2024 

 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

©  2024 

Yujin Choi 

All Rights Reserved 

  



 

Abstract 

Liberalism from the Margins 

Yujin Choi 

 

This dissertation introduces a research puzzle relatively unexplored by both liberal theo-

rists and critics of liberalism, which I term an irony of liberal universalism: while liberalism aims 

to guarantee the autonomy of all individuals, the expansion of liberalism through imposition be-

came one of the external factors that interfere with individuals’ autonomous judgment. I suggest 

that the legacy of imperialism has created an environment in which “non-Western” actors adopt 

liberal values in a marginalized and alienating way, even when they decide to utilize those values 

as their vehicle of emancipation. This is because these actors adopt liberal values under the collec-

tive narrative that liberal modernity is a condition for becoming a developed nation or a strategic 

choice for international recognition. 

Unlike the existing literature, which has largely focused on viewpoints fundamentally crit-

ical of liberal morality, my research takes a distinctive approach of problematizing the harm of 

liberal imperialism as a liberal within a liberal framework of individual autonomy and self-author-

ship. By taking this approach, I aim to develop a liberal theoretical framework that resolves “non-

Western” actors’ alienating relationship with liberalism marked by the counterproductive notion 

of “Westernization.” To achieve this goal, I envision a situated model of liberalism, which con-

trasts with the dominant model of liberalism, typically consisting of a priori normative standards. 

As the first step of this broader goal, this research reconstructs individual autonomy, one 

of the foundational concepts of the liberal political model, in a relational and situated direction. 

Drawing on the feminist theory of relational autonomy, I propose individual autonomy as critical 



 

appropriation: the capacity to construct one’s life by appropriating existing life-constructing ma-

terials and justifying one’s judgment from critical challenges posed by meaningful others. To 

maintain their individuality as well as their critical and reflective capacities, “non-Western” actors 

should critically interact both with traditionalist views that oppress them in the name of cultural 

integrity and with paternalistic attitudes or imperialistic ideologies of “the West” that seek to im-

pose perspectives external to their society as universal normative standards. Critical appropriation 

captures this dynamic reflective process more accurately than the existing conception of individual 

autonomy typically defined as self-government. Moreover, I propose critical appropriation as a 

more attractive and persuasive conception of individual autonomy for any contemporary society 

dealing with issues of pluralism and cultural imperialism, either “West” or “non-West.” In fact, I 

argue that critical appropriation can provide a liberal conceptual framework that helps us move 

beyond the persistent dichotomy of “liberal West” and “non-liberal Rest.”
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1. Introduction 

One of the popular critiques of liberalism today is that liberalism has been intertwined with 

imperialistic tendencies.1 These critiques arise from the historical fact that liberalism has fre-

quently been invoked to justify imperialistic projects, from indirect imposition, such as cultural 

imperialism to direct intervention, such as colonial rule and military occupation. Nonetheless, a 

substantial number of non-Western individuals who experienced the imposition of liberalism still 

utilize liberal discourse to construct their life projects and organize movements against existing 

oppression. It would be unjust to interpret their decisions as a mere submission to the West. How-

ever, it is undeniable that as they adopt liberal values, these individuals become conscious of the 

fact that they are following normative principles that are external to their group or society, or in 

simpler terms, that they are being “Westernized.” Such perceptions often result in a self-colonizing 

mindset, wherein these individuals only see themselves as mere recipients of the liberal discourse 

who apply “the global standard” to their society. 

This research formulates this problematic situation into a research puzzle that I term an 

irony of liberal universalism: while liberalism aims to guarantee the autonomy of all individuals, 

the expansion of liberalism through imposition became one of the external factors that interfere 

with individuals’ autonomous judgment. By unpacking this research puzzle, I explain why the 

imposition of liberalism has been problematic even from a liberal standpoint, by framing it as the 

liberal problem of autonomy and equal respect. Furthermore, this research aims to overcome this 

irony by developing a conceptual framework that interprets non-Western liberal struggles as some-

thing more than an application of Western standards. More specifically, I construct a conception 

 
1 Uday Singh Mehta, Liberalism and Empire: A Study in Nineteenth-Century British Liberal Thought (Chicago: Uni-

versity of Chicago Press, 1999).; Jennifer Pitts, A Turn to Empire: The Rise of Imperial Liberalism in Britain and 

France (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005). 
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of individual autonomy grounded in human beings’ capacity to appropriate the dominant interpre-

tation of existing values and situate them within the context of their society. 

As an introduction, this chapter will explore the following themes. In section 1.1, I locate 

my research problem within the existing literature on liberalism, community, and culture. I point 

out that the discussions in this body of literature primarily focused on the problem of cultural 

differences and explain why this is insufficient to analyze the research problem I am concerned 

with. In section 1.2, I propose my research puzzle, an irony of liberal universalism, and discuss its 

significance and implications. In section 1.3, I outline the structure of the subsequent chapters. 

1.1 Research Problem 

My interest in comprehending the nature of non-Western liberal experiences stems from 

my observations on liberalism in South Korea. South Korea’s constitution, which guarantees basic 

liberal principles, was first written under the influence of the U.S. military government. Due to 

this fact, the constitution is often regarded more as the external will imposed on the Korean people 

rather than the expression of the people’s will. The impact of this history persists today, and even 

though South Korea enjoys one of the largest economies in the world and consolidated liberal 

democracy, seeking international recognition comes so naturally to South Koreans. Even among 

Koreans interested in progressive social issues, there is a shared perception that Korean society is 

still somewhat deficient compared to the Western world in terms of human rights and basic liber-

ties. Exposing this relative deficiency is considered as an effective strategy that can call public 

attention and push society to meet international standards. This inclination has been weakened 

than decades ago, and there is a growing number of people critical of it.2 However, it is still 

 
2 For instance, South Korean feminist intellectuals have long faced the critique that South Korean feminism is the 

epitome of cultural imperialism prevalent in academia, especially in the field of social science. Feminist scholarship 

in South Korea has been accused of uncritically adopting and reproducing Western feminist ideas (usually liberal 
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undoubtedly present in the minds of Korean people. Despite the fact that liberal social and political 

institutions became the dominant part of their social structure, South Koreans still perceive these 

institutions as consequences of Westernization, rather than an integral component of their culture 

or collective identity. These observations made me contemplate the complexities liberal theory 

should address for it to serve as a true emancipatory project. 

Existing literature on liberalism, community, and culture has largely been focused on the 

problem of cultural differences. The discussion goes back to the anthropological critique, like that 

of Clifford Geertz, who challenged the illusion of the uniformitarian view of man that transcends 

time and place.3 His advocacy for a thick description of culture and the particularity of man con-

tributed to the anthropological skepticism toward universal concepts, including the concept of uni-

versal human rights. This trend popularized a strand of thought often categorized as cultural rela-

tivism: a theoretical position that rejects universal standards used to measure differences in cultures 

and suggests analyzing a person’s beliefs, values, and practices based on the person’s own culture. 

Cultural relativism points out that what is often referred to as universal moral standards are in fact 

Western-oriented normative principles based on liberal individualism, and therefore, emphasizing 

universality can be equated to imposing Western values on non-Western peoples, evaluating one 

culture with the criteria of another culture. Cultural relativists argued that the negligence of this 

aspect in the notion of international human rights reinforced the Western bias toward non-Western 

 
feminist ideas) without considering their disaccord with the existing national or traditional culture. Many South Ko-

rean feminists are sympathetic to this critique and feel the need for an alternative theoretical framework that can 

address the injustices faced by Korean women without falling into simple mimicry of Western literature.; Cho, Joo 

Hyun. “Knowledge Production Structure and Prospects of Korean Women’s Studies: The Case of Han’guk Yeose-

onghak.” Korean Feminism 16, no. 2 (2000): 145-174.; Kang, Nam Shik, and Mikyung Oh-Jang. “Development of 

Korean Feminism and Western (American) Feminism.” In America in Our Academia, Seoul: Hanwool, 2003.; Kim, 

Mi-Duk. “A (Feminist) Study on the Critique of Westernization of Korean Feminism.” Journal of Democracy and 

Human Rights 12, no. 2 (2012): 211-258.; Lee, Sook-in. “Critique on Imperialistic Tendency of Korean Feminist 

Knowledge.” Philosophy Studies 28 (2007): 197-227. 
3 Geertz, Clifford. The Interpretation of Cultures: Selected Essays. New York: Basic Books, 1973. 
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societies, and marginalized non-Western people’s own perspectives on their culture, especially 

their preference for community over individualistic rights. 

Discussions on how Western society should address the problem of cultural differences 

have expanded significantly from the 1980s to the 2000s. One prominent theoretical position in 

this debate is the politics of recognition. Theories of recognition emphasizes how public recogni-

tion of particular collective dimensions of a person’s identity can be integral to the person’s self-

respect and well-being. Charles Taylor famously argued that “our identity is partly shaped by 

recognition or its absence, often by Prerecognition of others, and so a person or group of people 

can suffer real damage, real distortion, if the people or society around them mirror back to them a 

confining or demeaning or contemptible picture of themselves.”4 Axel Honneth also understands 

misrecognition as psychological injuries that hamper a person from forming a positive understand-

ing of oneself and contends that these harms are something that cannot fit into the liberal interpre-

tation of harm, i.e., restriction of freedom.5 For theorists of recognition, cultural identity has been 

one of its central subjects. Misrepresentation or denigration of cultural identity emerged as a seri-

ous social injustice, justifying political demands for developing culturally inclusive social and po-

litical institutions or radical restructuring of the prevailing liberal policies based on state neutrality. 

Growing attention to cultural recognition and cultural respect has stimulated discussion on 

multiculturalism. Various theoretical approaches have been developed to address how liberal state 

should accommodate minority groups with different cultural and ethnic identities and how society 

can maintain social cohesion while promoting cultural diversity.6 Although theorists have different 

 
4 Charles Taylor, “The Politics of Recognition,” in Multiculturalism: Examining the Politics of Recognition, ed. Amy 

Gutmann (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1994), 25. 
5 Axel Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition: The Moral Grammar of Social Conflicts, trans. Joel Anderson (Cam-

bridge, MA: MIT Press, 1996), 130. 
6 Iris Marion Young, Justice and the Politics of Difference (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1990); Will 

Kymlicka, Multicultural Citizenship: A Liberal Theory of Minority Rights (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995).; 
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positions on whether recognition is central in resolving social discrimination experienced by cul-

tural and ethnic minorities, they are largely on the same page that there is something unjust about 

unilaterally imposing dominant liberal values on these minorities through social and political in-

stitutions, and that state should guarantee room for minority groups to maintain cultural differ-

ences. For instance, Will Kymlicka argues that to understand what we mean by freedom of choice, 

we should understand the nature of societal culture, i.e., a comprehensive form of culture that 

encompasses language, institutions, practices, and narratives, typically associated with territorially 

concentrated national groups or cultural communities. Kymlicka argues that since societal culture 

enables its members to make sense of the world and their place in it, providing meanings to their 

lives and essential contexts for individual choice, it is important for cultural minorities to maintain 

their own societal culture.7 Iris Marion Young was also concerned with cultural imperialism which 

she describes as “the universalization of a dominant group’s experience and culture, and its estab-

lishment as the norm.”8 She criticized how cultural imperialism renders a minority group’s own 

perspective of themselves invisible and replaces it with stereotypes created by the dominant part 

of society.9 In her view, the ideal of impartiality, often a central element of justice of the liberal 

democratic model, is a good example of cultural imperialism, which masks differences and rein-

forces the majority’s illusion that there is a standpoint that every member of society can accept.10 

In a similar vein, Bhikhu Parekh argues that understanding equality before the law and equal pro-

tection in an abstract sense, without consideration of particular cultural contexts, can have 

 
Amy Gutmann and Dennis Thompson, Democracy and Disagreement (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 

1996); Bhikhu Parekh, Rethinking Multiculturalism: Cultural Diversity and Political Theory (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 

2000).  
7 Kymlicka, Multicultural Citizenship, 75-106. 
8 Young, Justice and the Politics of Difference, 58. 
9 Ibid., 58-60. 
10 Ibid., 10. 
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discriminatory implications for cultural minorities. Parekh contends that under the vastly different 

sociocultural contexts we live in, equal treatment is often not identical treatment but different treat-

ment.11   

The debate on multiculturalism centers on how Western liberal democracies should address 

cultural differences within their borders. Insights from this discussion often expand to how these 

nations should interact with other societies or countries structured around non-liberal normative 

traditions. Primarily against the interventionist position in the name of human rights, critics of 

liberalism have argued that attempts to analyze the social problems in non-Western societies in 

light of Western moral framework grounded in liberal individualism are fundamentally mislead-

ing, a manifestation of Western (and white) people’s savior complex.12 The criticism revolve 

around the idea that non-western society can be perfectly well-organized by their own conception 

of good and human flourishing, and should not be considered deficient in terms of human rights 

because they do not guarantee individual liberties to the same degree as Western society.13  One 

prominent example of this line of argument was the Asian Value thesis, proposed by political 

leaders from Singapore, China, and other Asian nations that Asians have their own standards of 

morality—such as respect for authority and community over individual interests—fundamentally 

different from that of Western peoples who champion individual rights, freedom, and democracy. 

While the thesis cannot be separated from its political agenda for justifying authoritarian or semi-

authoritarian governance, which suppresses political dissents and internal diversity, theorists tend 

to take seriously the underlying assumption of this line of argument, that is, the assumption that 

 
11 Parekh, Rethinking Multiculturalism, 239-263. 
12 Makau Mutua, “Savages, Victims, and Saviors: The Metaphor of Human Rights,” Harvard International Law Jour-

nal 42, no. 1 (Winter 2001): 201-245.; Lila Abu-Lughod, “Do Muslim Women (Still) Need Saving?” Do Muslim 

Women Need Saving? (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2013), 27-53. 
13 John Rawls, “The Law of Peoples,” Critical Inquiry 20, no. 1 (1993): 36-68.; John Rawls, The Law of Peoples 

(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1999), 78-85. 
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communal values typically trump individual rights in Asian culture. 14 For instance, Parekh con-

tends that the attempt to reduce the implication of the Asian Values thesis to a self-serving justifi-

cation of arbitrary power is too indiscriminate to be convincing and that there is a distinct moral 

view shared by East Asian peoples, prioritizing collective goals such as social harmony, moral 

consensus, the integrity of the family and economic development. Parekh points out that in these 

societies, it might be legitimate in the eyes of its own people to restrict individual freedoms to a 

greater extent than common in liberal societies.15 Daniell Bell also argues that there are East Asian 

approaches to human rights, which are distinct from their Western counterpart. In one respect, he 

emphasizes the differences in the content of morality, arguing that East Asian people can and are 

drawing on their own cultural traditions or shared ends when resolving issues concerning human 

rights and moral pluralism. He also contends that East Asian peoples have different attitudes to-

ward human rights in that they are much more willing to “curb particular rights in particular con-

texts for particular economic or political purposes.” In his view, these “situation-specific justifica-

tions for the temporary curtailment of particular rights” contrast with Western-style constitutional 

democracy, which guarantees certain basic rights as constitutional, i.e., fundamental to the extent 

that it cannot be easily overridden even in a time of crisis. This suggests that although Western 

and East Asian individuals may sometimes agree that certain situations present hard choices among 

significant, conflicting rights, they might end up prioritizing different rights, and these differences 

are entirely legitimate. In fact, Bell appraised the East Asian communitarian critique of liberal 

universalism as more successful in providing alternative visions to liberalism than its Western 

 
14 William Theodore De Bary, Asian Values and Human Rights: A Confucian Communitarian Perspective (Cam-

bridge: Harvard University Press, 1998); Daniel A. Bell, Liberal Democracy: Political Thinking for an East Asian 

Context (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006); Bhikhu Parekh, Rethinking Multiculturalism: Cultural Diver-

sity and Political Theory (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 2000), 136-141. 
15 Parekh, Rethinking Multiculturalism, 136-141. 
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counterpart, offering insights for mitigating the excesses of liberty in the West.1617 As I will explain 

in Chapter 2, this line of arguments is reiteration of communitarian critique of liberalism with the 

newly added dimension of self-determination. 

In summary, the relationship between liberalism and “non-Western” cultural minorities or 

political communities has been marked by their deep-seated differences, typically stemming from 

their conflicting views on individualism and freedom of choice. Some want the differences to re-

main as they are, others want cross-cultural dialogue and find grounds for universalism. Yet, they 

share the same worldview that non-Western people’s own perspectives of themselves will be 

drawn primarily from their cultural traditions, which typically contradict liberal individualism. In 

my view, this is the dichotomy of liberal West and non-liberal rest, a schematized understanding 

of the relationship between liberalism and non-Western peoples: non-Western people challenge 

the Western liberal individualism because it differs from their traditional beliefs; then, Western 

people put aside their moral convictions to show respect to their cultural and historical heritage. 

This standardized image assumes that the reason why there is so much discontent toward the West-

ern-driven discourse on liberal democracy and human rights is primarily because non-Western 

people are against the overly individualized and freedom-oriented approach to morality. I do not 

intend to reject that this is one dimension of the discontent, and skeptics of liberalism have reason 

to reinforce this standardized worldview. However, this should not be a satisfying worldview for 

liberals. The primary aim of my research is to explain why this is so. 

 
16 Daniel Bell, “Communitarianism,” Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, first published October 4, 2001; substan-

tive revision May 15, 2020, Fall 2023 Edition, 4-13.; Daniel A. Bell, “Human Rights and Values in Asia,” Beyond 

Liberal Democracy: Political Thinking for an East Asian Context (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006), 52-

83. 
17 I want to note that my research focuses on East Asian blocs, especially South Korea. While I hope my arguments 

have some relevance to other societies, they might not adequately address cultural and historical intricacies in other 

regions. I acknowledge that this is one of the significant limitations of this study, and I plan to expand the scope of my 

research in future projects. 
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Internal diversity within a cultural community would be a good place to start. Critics of 

cultural integrity thesis have consistently argued that any group and society that seems to be bound 

by shared ends and collective identity is far from homogeneous. Even within the most homogenous 

community, there is always a dominant sector that represents the community and dissenting or 

marginalized sectors. Individuals from the latter sectors may find the dominant view of culture 

oppressive and alienating.18 When discussing internal diversity in East Asia, Parekh argues that 

the fact that some East Asian individuals do not share the dominant “Asian Values” is immaterial 

because Western societies also impose the dominant liberal egalitarian ideals on their internal dis-

sents, i.e., the racists, sexists, and conservative members who do not share the value of equality. 

Despite the presence of these dissents, Western peoples still consider liberal egalitarianism as cen-

tral to their self-understanding.19 This comparison suggests that, using the same logic, it would not 

be problematic for East Asian societies to view dominant ideals as representative of their societies, 

despite their internal diversity. However, what is fundamentally wrong about this comparison is 

that for East Asian individuals who challenge the dominant shared ends, the problem is not just 

about disagreeing with the ethos of their society but about protecting the essential interests of 

themselves and fellow citizens. Liberals cannot dismiss the existence of these individuals because 

liberal morality is committed to the moral worth and well-being of each individual. Of course, this 

doesn’t mean we can regress back to justifying the Western-driven human rights discourse. In fact, 

this complex situation served as one of the powerful grounds for why we need to emphasize the 

 
18 Andrew J. Nathan, “Universalism: A Particularistic Account,” in Negotiating Culture and Human Rights, edited 

by Lynda S. Bell, Andrew J. Nathan, and Ilan Peleg (New York: Columbia University Press, 2001), 357-358. 
19 Parekh, Rethinking Multiculturalism, 137. 
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porousness and fluidity of culture and guarantee marginalized individuals to speak for them-

selves.20 

Still, I want to point out that even within this thoughtful discussion, we can easily notice 

the prevailing assumption that liberal individualist or liberal egalitarian principles are distinctively 

Western ideas. This assumption seems somewhat unavoidable because liberal normative principles 

have indeed emerged and developed through the collective experiences of Europe and North 

America. In many other parts of the world, people experienced liberalism primarily through im-

position, whether through direct colonial rule or cultural imperialism. And, very often, this as-

sumption haunts non-Western individuals when they adopt a liberal way of life. When I, as an 

individual, adopt liberal life projects or develop convictions on individual liberties, my decision is 

seen both by the Westerners and my people as distancing myself away from my own culture or 

collective identity and becoming more like Western (white) people. But since becoming more like 

Western (white) people doesn’t make me Westerner (white), I just remain as a follower and imi-

tator of foreign culture and lifestyle.21 In my view, liberal experience of South Korea can be seen 

as the aggregate of these alienating and eviscerating experiences that individual citizens go through 

at a personal level. The majority of South Koreans are now familiar to the idea of basic individual 

liberties, at least at the formal level, and care about their privacy and individuality. They also 

assume, either consciously or unconsciously, that Korean society is deficient or behind Western 

societies in this respect. I think what is problematic about their relationship with liberalism is no 

longer about deep-seated cultural differences, but the self-colonizing mindset that Western per-

spective is more objective, advanced, and authoritative with respect to liberalism and human rights. 

 
20 Seyla Benhabib, The Claims of Culture: Equality and Diversity in the Global Era (Princeton, NJ: Princeton Uni-

versity Press, 2002), Kwame Anthony Appiah, The Ethics of Identity (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2005). 
21 This would be similar to Frantz Fanon’s analysis of the relationship between Creole French and “White” French. 

See Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, trans. Charles Lam Markmann (New York: Grove Press, 1967). 
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My argument here may appear to be part of the recent academic attention on the imperial-

istic dimension of liberalism. Uday Singh Mehta has illustrated how liberal thoughts, from its in-

cipient stage, deployed the idea of progress to justify imperial rule. Mehta argued that while J. S. 

Mill is well-known as the advocate of individual autonomy, i.e., an individual’s capacity for self-

government and rational deliberation, he simultaneously believed that “uncivilized” societies are 

exceptions of this Enlightenment project. He pointed out that J. S. Mill, in fact, thought their civi-

lization did not reach the level of maturation to enlighten themselves and needed the guardianship 

and tutorship that would prepare them for eventual self-rule.22 Jennifer Pitts has similar remark on 

J. S. Mill, identifying him as having the major responsibilities for rendering modern liberal 

thoughts congenial to triumphalist, imperialist, and expansionist agendas through idea of pro-

gress.23 While the studies on liberal imperialism have different views on how inherent this impe-

rialistic dimension is to liberal theory, they agree that imperialistic and expansionist agendas have 

heavily influenced liberals’ beliefs on human progress. They have also shaped our views on the 

relationship between Western and non-Western peoples. This kind of worldview extends beyond 

the geographical areas that experienced direct colonial rule from European states and has lingering 

effects on any part of the world that have been considered as an object of international aid or 

humanitarian interventions. And of course, my concern is part of this legacy of liberal imperialism. 

Some may argue that since liberalism can offer nothing beyond the linear model of moder-

nity that reinforces this injurious worldview, any attempts to address the legacy of imperialism 

within the liberal framework are deceptive and illusory. I understand the moral motivations behind 

this line of argument. However, it is undeniable that an increasing number of individuals living in 

non-Western societies are nevertheless adopting liberal ideas such as individualism, liberal 

 
22 Mehta, Liberalism and Empire. 
23 Jennifer Pitts, A Turn to Empire, 123-162. 
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democratic ideals, the ideal of equal respect, etc., as important aspects of their lives and self-un-

derstanding. Some even utilize these ideas to problematize and struggle against the oppressive 

element of the status quo. My interest in liberalism lies in the practicality, i.e., in the very fact 

liberal normative principles are being used as effective conceptual tools to defy oppression.24 

Given this reality, I think providing a less alienating and productive outlook for these struggles is 

necessary. However, from my knowledge, there hasn’t been a full-scale theoretical effort to ex-

plain how liberal theory should address liberal practices in the context of imposition. This research 

will focus specifically on where these practices are located in the liberal discourse and what liberal 

theory can offer them. 

1.2 Research Question 

This research examines a theoretical puzzle which I call an irony of liberal universalism: 

while liberalism aims to guarantee the autonomy of all individuals, the expansion of liberalism 

through imposition became one of the external factors that interfere with individuals’ autonomous 

judgment. Individual autonomy, typically defined as an individual’s capacity for self-government, 

is one of the central conceptual pillars that buttress the mainstream liberal models.25 Liberals 

largely agree on that this capacity should be independent of reflection-distorting factors that may 

affect an agent’s motivational structure. They are particularly concerned with external factors that 

may wield authority over an individual, such as customs, religions, and government. Given this 

 
24 This, in some sense, resembles Alan Ryan’s rhetoric in the opening of his chapter “Liberal Imperialism” in The 

Making of Modern Liberalism. Ryan writes that he will not succumb to the critiques of liberal imperialism despite 

acknowledging imperialistic tendencies within liberalism, arguing that “This is for low reasons of practicality rather 

than on high moral principle, though ‘practicality’ has considerable moral force when people’s live are at stake.” As I 

will explain in the next section, I only partly agree with this statement because I think even these practical aims can 

be achieved only when we can rewrite liberalism from the perspective of those who have had these values imposed 

upon them.; Alan Ryan, The Making of Modern Liberalism (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2012) 
25 John Rawls, A Theory of Justice (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1971)..; Joseph Raz, The Morality of 

Freedom (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1986). 
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mainstream definition of autonomy, I question whether individuals whose groups or societies have 

experienced the imposition of liberalism can adopt liberal values and life projects in a fully auton-

omous manner. This is because in the contemporary political landscape, liberal hegemony—and 

the legacy of imperialism that reinforces the image of the “advanced” West (or white)—frequently 

wields authority over these individuals. In short, my work reassesses the imperialistic dimension 

of liberal discourse, typically been addressed by critics of liberalism who emphasize cultural dif-

ferences, within a liberal framework as a problem of individual autonomy and equal respect. 

The objective of taking this approach is to challenge the status of Western experiences as 

the ideal type of liberalism. Criticizing liberalism as an external critic, primarily through the lens 

of cultural differences, often reinforces the idea that liberalism is a product of Western civilization. 

I am concerned that such an analysis marginalizes individuals who already adopt liberal values 

and life projects despite the context of imposition. For these individuals, the problem is not pri-

marily about preserving cultural differences but about being alienated from the source of values 

they endorse, with their perspectives being marginalized as derivative of Western experiences. 

Given that there are a substantial number of individuals who embrace liberal values as an integral 

part of their self-understanding, even in the context of imposition, I argue that there are both moral 

and practical reasons for their voices and experiences to be equally represented in liberal discourse. 

And in my view, this objective can be achieved only when we move beyond the assumption of 

liberal West and non-liberal rest. This is why I chose the method of reconstructing the dominant 

model of liberalism with non-Western liberal experiences previously underrepresented in the lib-

eral discourse. In other words, my goal is to place these experiences in the foreground of liberal 

discourse and reinterpret them as catalysts to rethink liberalism instead of a mere application of 

the global standard or imitation of the Western ideal type. 
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As a first step to this broader project, this research reconstructs the liberal notion of indi-

vidual autonomy. Individual autonomy is typically understood as the capacity of an individual to 

govern herself by making moral decisions and pursuing life projects in accordance with her own 

values, desires, and principles, which she developed independently of external factors. Individual 

autonomy is a good starting point because it has been treated as a representative concept of liber-

alism for both its critics and defenders. It is the concept that has been regarded as central to liberal 

individualism and a liberal conception of equality, i.e. the ideal of equal respect. It is also the 

concept that always comes under scrutiny when liberalism is criticized for its notorious homoge-

neity, abstractness, cultural insensitivity, and excessive emphasis on rationality. I think individual 

autonomy is a defining aspect of liberalism in that for norms and institutions to be called liberal, 

they should incorporate the concept to a certain extent. And in fact, I strongly uphold certain ele-

ments of individual autonomy, such as its emphasis on human beings’ reflective and critical ca-

pacities and the idea that a person should be able to direct her life based on the perspective she 

developed through such capacities. 

What I question is not this central normative aim but how the concept has been structured 

by the mainstream theories of autonomy. One of the main arguments of this research is that the 

current conception of individual autonomy is structured in a way that is not suitable for analyzing 

the problems and implications of non-Western liberal experiences. First, the mainstream concep-

tion of individual autonomy is not useful in assessing the challenges non-Western individuals en-

counter when they attempt to adopt liberal values as their action-guiding principles. It does not 

adequately capture how adopting foreign values, that have been introduced to one’s society 

through imposition, can be a morally alienating and eviscerating experience, even if a person is 

willing to embrace those values. Second, I also point out that the theoretical discussions based on 
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the mainstream conception of individual autonomy, which usually focus on identifying and con-

trolling external influences that may potentially distort a person’s motivational structure, do not 

provide a useful framework for analyzing how non-Western individuals can maintain self-author-

ship when navigating the intricate web of normative demands shaped by the history of imperialism. 

In fact, I think the mainstream conception of individual autonomy is too rigid and doctri-

naire to convincingly explain how individuals achieve self-authorship and self-direction in the 

present political environment, where diverse cultures coexist and interact in multifaceted manners. 

Another main argument of this research is that individual autonomy will become a much more 

attractive and appealing concept when it is reconstructed in a relational and situated direction. The 

effort to emphasize an intersubjective dimension of human agency has already been made in the 

feminist theory on relational autonomy. This literature seeks to challenge the myth of a rational 

and independent man by revaluing the bodily, affective, and relational dimensions of human 

agency, drawing insights from female socialization. It is also used as a theoretical basis for political 

demand to restructure dominant social institutions and policies in a manner that recognizes the 

interdependence of human beings and the ethical importance of care. My research actively utilizes 

the conceptual resources developed in this literature and shows its utility in explaining non-West-

ern liberal experiences. Yet, it would be important to note that this research aims to supplement 

and strengthen the liberal notion of individual autonomy, which emphasizes individuals’ capacity 

for reflective self-direction and, therefore, would conflict with some conceptions of relational au-

tonomy critical of an internalist and individualistic approach. 

More specifically, I propose a conception of individual autonomy, which I term critical 

appropriation: a capacity to construct one’s life by appropriating existing life-constructing mate-

rials and justifying one’s judgment from critical challenges posed by meaningful others. One 
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reason why non-Western individuals adopt liberal values in an alienating way is that they perceive 

liberalism as a foreign import that originated in Western civilization rather than something they 

created with their own people. This perception reinforces the self-colonizing mindset, which 

makes them think of themselves as a mere follower of the Western ideal type. I aim to remedy this 

injurious worldview by emphasizing a person’s capacity to appropriate dominant interpretations 

of values and situate them within one’s own experiences as one of the central elements of auton-

omy. Through autonomy as critical appropriation, I try to illuminate how individuals can adopt 

liberal values autonomously and integrate them into part of their collective identity despite the 

enduring legacy of liberal imperialism.26 

Having that laid out, it would be worth noting that I aim to analyze individual autonomy 

on three different levels. Firstly, this research examines the personal issue of what is problematic 

about an individual deciding her norms and life projects within a self-colonizing mindset, which 

reflects the injurious collective narrative perpetuated by liberal imperialism. It highlights that an-

alyzing what it means for an individual to become an author of her life and the source of values 

she endorses inevitably brings in collective-level analysis. Consequently, this research also in-

cludes the political-level issue of how members of a society that experienced value imposition can 

overcome the injurious collective narrative and incorporate the once “imposed” values into their 

new shared ends through their joint exercise of capacity for critical appropriation. This dimension 

is central to my broader research objective of challenging the dichotomy of liberal West and non-

 
26 This is, in some sense, similar to how Andrew J. Nathan criticized the false binary of the culture and universal. 

Nathan explains that any idea is situated in the sense that it happens in a particular time and space and under specific 

concrete conditions. This means that any attempts to create universality do not lie in the intrinsic universality and 

incontestability of certain ideas but in the validity of their construction. For this reason, he suggests a new way of 

conducting area studies that focuses on uncovering the local embodiments of universal phenomena under the aware-

ness that there are no nonlocal embodiments. My emphasis on appropriation aligns with this position. It actually 

goes a step further, arguing that this process should also be a central dimension of liberal theory to more effectively 

protect the ideals it advocates. See Andrew J. Nathan, “Universalism: A Particularistic Account.” 
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liberal rest. Furthermore, while not the primary focus of this research, I want to emphasize that the 

utility and implication of reconstructing individual autonomy as critical appropriation is not lim-

ited to the particular social and historical contexts that I have been describing but is pertinent to 

any society navigating the complexities of pluralism. 

1.3 Structure of Dissertation 

The remainder of the dissertation consists of four main chapters. In the first two chapters, 

I focus on identifying and explaining my research problem. In Chapter 2, I examine how individual 

autonomy has been discussed in the existing literature of liberalism, community, and culture. This 

chapter explores the mainstream definitions of individual autonomy, its place in liberal political 

theory, and how it has been a site of contestation for critics of liberalism concerned with communal 

values and cultural differences. Existing definitions of individual autonomy encompass moral au-

tonomy and personal autonomy, and together, they constitute a liberal intuition on individual au-

tonomy: an idea that an individual should be able to think for herself what kind of moral decisions 

she will make or what kind of life plans she will execute throughout her life. Liberals typically 

believe that this human capacity should not be distorted by an irrational part of herself or external 

factors that might oppress her. They also believe that all individuals should be treated as having 

an equal potential to develop this capacity. This is the moral demand of liberal individualism, 

expressed in liberal theories on self and politics. Since individual autonomy is one of the central 

elements of liberal morality, the concept is often considered as a primary target when liberalism is 

criticized for its negligence on cultural differences or communal values. In fact, individual auton-

omy has been framed as one of the most controversial concepts that propagates a misleading con-

ception of self and contradicts many respectful normative traditions. Nevertheless, I pointed out 

that what these criticisms reject, in fact, is a specific element of individual autonomy, i.e., an 
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unencumbered, atomistic, and sovereign individual, which I think can be, and is already being, 

revised. 

In Chapter 3, I explain my research puzzle, an irony of liberal universalism, more in detail. 

As outlined in Chapter 2, individual autonomy is often seen as a representative concept of liberal-

ism. However, individuals whose groups or societies experience the imposition of liberalism are 

deprived of the environment to develop and exercise the capacity for autonomy with respect to 

liberal values. This chapter elaborate on this argument as follows. First, I confine my scope of 

discussion to conceptions of autonomy typically categorized as personal autonomy and identify its 

two defining conditions: authenticity condition and independence condition. Then, I suggest two 

hypothetical cases that reveal the problems of liberal experiences in the context of imposition. The 

first case is a nonautonomous choice, an agent who practices liberal life projects at the formal 

level, but the internal authorization of the liberal norms underlying those life projects is either 

absent or distorted as a result of imposition. I developed two scenarios that fall into this case and 

explain how each agent fails to meet defining conditions of autonomy. The second case is perpet-

uated marginalization, an agent who meets all the defining conditions of autonomy in relation to 

liberal values, but is still unable to overcome the perception that she is a follower of “Western” 

liberal discourse because she is located on the receiving end of the value-creating process. Then, I 

argue that the mainstream conception of individual autonomy cannot provide conceptual tools to 

move beyond this self-defeating outlook because of the way it is structured. More specifically, I 

point out that two elements of the mainstream conception should be reconsidered: the absence of 

manipulation and the idea of authentic self. While the mainstream conception distinguishes ma-

nipulation, a distortive influence on an agent’s psychological abilities, from other benign external 

influences, I doubt whether there is a satisfying way to make such a distinction. Identifying true 



19 

desires undistorted by manipulated factors is an ambiguous, if not impossible, task for individuals 

situated at the intersection of conflicting ideological demands. Also, I argue that the mainstream 

conception takes an overly individualistic approach to the idea of authenticity, neglecting that the 

analysis of a person’s authentic desires is incomplete without considering how collective narratives 

are woven into them.  

In Chapter 4, I explore possible ways to untie individual autonomy from these two concep-

tual elements, drawing on the feminist theory of relational autonomy. While not all conceptions of 

relational autonomy align with liberal agendas, I identify conceptual resources that can be used to 

restructure the liberal idea of reflective self-direction in a more relational and situated direction. 

More specifically, I propose autonomy as critical appropriation: a capacity to construct one’s life 

by appropriating existing life-constructing materials and justifying one’s judgment from critical 

challenges posed by meaningful others. Critical appropriation consists of two central components: 

(a) appropriation, whether an agent reinterprets and situates existing norms and life projects in a 

way that they fit into her experiences and given social contexts; and (b) the act of reason-giving, 

whether an agent is capable of engaging in a critical dialogue about her decisions with actual or 

imagined others with whom she has meaningful social relationships. Then, I explain how critical 

appropriation can be a more useful conception of individual autonomy for analyzing liberal expe-

riences in the context of imposition, by reassessing the two hypothetical cases, nonautonomous 

choice and perpetuated marginalization, with this alternative framework.  

In Chapter 5, I introduce an actual social movement, the Korean family law reform move-

ment, to demonstrate the utility of my theoretical argument. The Korean family law reform move-

ment is a women’s rights movement with a liberal aim of abolishing key legal institutions that 

oppressed women’s freedom. The reform movement can be construed as an empirical example of 
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the hypothetical cases I developed in Chapter 3. With an interpretive framework I developed based 

on autonomy as critical appropriation, I analyze what it means for the participants of the movement 

to make autonomous judgments on liberal values even when they know that these values were 

clearly imposed on their society. While it is undeniable that the participants’ conviction on 

women’s rights is formed under liberal hegemony and the idea of “the advanced West,” I argue 

that the reform movement can be seen as the participants’ expression of autonomy to the extent 

that (a) the participants depart from the ideological conflict of modernity versus traditions and 

reinterpret and situate liberal values with their everyday experiences; and (b) they were answerable 

to critical challenges posed by meaningful others, in this case, Confucian conservatives 
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2. Individual Autonomy as Site of Contestation 

Individual autonomy is only one of the many concepts and ideas that buttress liberalism. 

Why, then, do I discuss individual autonomy as a representative concept of liberalism? This is 

because individual autonomy was the primary target of critics who challenged liberalism for its 

insensitivity to the communal and cultural dimensions of human beings. This chapter explores the 

definitions of individual autonomy, its place in liberal political theory, and how it has been a site 

of contestation. This chapter consists of the following three sections. Section 2.1 offers a brief 

overview of the prominent definitions of individual autonomy and draws contours of these defini-

tions, which I call a liberal intuition of autonomy.  Section 2.2 delves into common criticism that 

individual autonomy promotes an overly individualized conception of self, neglecting that our self-

conception is always embedded in given communal values or shared ends. I also present counter-

arguments to these criticisms. Section 2.3 discusses the role of individual autonomy as a key the-

oretical component in two dominant liberal political frameworks: perfectionist liberalism and po-

litical liberalism. Then I discuss criticisms of autonomy-based liberalism, primarily by engagement 

with Confucian political theory. 

2.1 Definitions of Individual Autonomy 

The conception of individual autonomy familiar to us today is a modern invention devel-

oped through the Enlightenment tradition. One of the most prominent figures who proposed this 

concept is, of course, Immanuel Kant, who famously argued that human beings have the capacity 

to legislate universal moral laws and obey those laws.27 According to Kant, each human being can 

conceive of a moral law that she shares unconditionally with other rational beings and bind her 

 
27 Immanuel Kant, Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, trans. Mary Gregor and Jens Timmermann (New York: 

Cambridge University Press, 2012). 
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own actions to it. This kind of moral law, says Kant, is a categorical imperative, a law that any 

rational being will legislate and obey for the sake of itself because it expresses how human beings 

ought to act. What is distinct about a categorical imperative is that our motivation to endorse and 

conform to it is grounded in no other external sources but our ability to reason. In this sense, we 

are legislators of the moral laws that govern our actions, and therefore we are autonomous. This 

contrasts with a hypothetical imperative, a law that we follow because of some other factors ex-

ternal to our reason, such as our desires, sanctions, God’s will, or any other particularity attributed 

to our empirical self. For Kant, such contingency and conditionality are not adequate grounds for 

morality because morality should be grounded in the capacity that all individuals innately have as 

human beings, which, in his view, was the capacity for autonomy. This reasoning leads to the 

conclusion that we should respect each other’s autonomy and treat each other as rational beings 

who can reason with us and share conclusions about how human beings ought to act. In this sense, 

autonomy is what makes human beings have an absolute value, i.e., have dignity, making each of 

us not merely a means but an end. In other words, autonomy is the source of moral obligations we 

owe to each other. 

A strict Kantian version of autonomy is no longer popular today due to various reasons. It 

exceeds the scope of this chapter to list all of them, and I will discuss two criticisms most relevant 

to this research. The first criticism is on the idealized character of the concept. The self-legislation 

of moral laws is an idealized decision made in the metaphysical world by our noumenal self and 

is devised to make sense of the idea that moral obligations are unconditionally binding. This is 

how Kantian moral autonomy guarantees the universality of moral law: we can posit that all human 

beings have a perfectly rational self in them, which is capable of putting aside their non-rational 

particularities and legislating categorical imperatives. And when each of our noumenal selves 
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exercise this idealized capacity, we will independently lead to endorsing the same moral law. This 

is, of course, vastly different from our actual moral judgments made in the empirical world, where 

our personal values grounded in our practical identities play a crucial role.28  It also goes against 

how many people think of good moral judgment. People often think that making proper judgments 

on complicated moral issues should take into account factors other than a formulaic exercise of 

reason, such as emotions, one’s relationships with others, commitments to cultural or religious 

values, and other particular contexts in which the person situated, all of which Kant relates to 

heteronomy. This means that for people who think that these factors are important to moral deci-

sions, it is questionable why the Kantian version of autonomy is valuable in the first place. For this 

reason, the Kantian conception has been criticized as it appeals only to those who already see value 

in this idealized understanding of autonomy and cannot be endorsed by all rational agents as Kant 

assumes. 

Also, the Kantian conception of self-legislation has been criticized for being a monological 

and solitary process, whereas our actual moral decisions are made intersubjectively. For instance, 

Jürgen Habermas criticizes Kant through his discourse ethics and describes reaching the univer-

sality of a norm as an intersubjective process where moral subjects publicly and discursively test 

the universality of each other’s argumentation and criticisms. According to Habermas, it is “in this 

pragmatic sense that the individual is the last court of appealing for judging what is in his best 

interest.”29 As I will explore in more detail in Chapter 4, the feminist theory of relational autonomy 

is also a branch of autonomy theory developed to emphasize the intersubjective dimension of self-

 
28 Yet, it would be worth noting that some Kantian scholars, such as Christine M. Korsgaard, attempt to incorporate 

practical identities into the Kantian framework.; Christine M. Korsgaard, “Personal Identity and the Unity of 

Agency: A Kantian Response to Parfit,” Philosophy & Public Affairs 18, no. 2 (1989): 101-132.; Christine M. 

Korsgaard, The Sources of Normativity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996).; Christine M. Korsgaard, 

Self-Constitution: Agency, Identity, and Integrity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009). 
29 Jürgen Habermas, Moral Consciousness and Communicative Action (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1990), 66-67. 
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constitution and human agency. This shows that many contemporary moral and political theories, 

which needed to respond to the plurality of values and interdependence of human beings, distanced 

themselves from the strict Kantian framework. Still, Kant left an important heritage to liberal the-

ories, such as the idea that we have to treat each individual as a rational being who has equal moral 

worth and that our capacity for autonomy is the source of moral obligations that we owe to each 

other. This idea is often specified as moral autonomy. 

Another brand of autonomy from the Enlightenment tradition crucial to understand the 

liberal conception of autonomy is that of J. S. Mill. Mill understood autonomy as a capacity to 

critically reflect traditions or customs and direct her actions in accordance with her own judg-

ment.30 This doesn’t mean that an agent should act as if there are no traditions or customs and 

make decisions in a vacuum. His point is that even when the customs are good customs and are 

suitable for the person in question, “to conform to the custom merely as custom does not educate 

or develop in him any of the qualities which are distinctive endowment of a human being.”31 This 

shows that Mill justified the importance of individual autonomy by arguing how it is essential to 

individuals’ well-being. Mill firmly believed that autonomy is an important element of both indi-

viduals’ self-development and the progress of society as a whole, and this is why we should respect 

each other’s individuality and avoid paternalism. Like Kant, Mill thinks that our capacity for au-

tonomy is what makes us distinctively human. Unlike Kant, he understands this capacity in a less 

idealized way and justifies it with consequential reasoning. 

While Kantian conception of autonomy primarily focuses on the relationship between au-

tonomy and morality, discussions on the Millian conception of autonomy can be understood as 

more general human faculty and expands to non-moral areas of our lives. Mill argues that “he who 

 
30 J.S. Mill, On Liberty, ed. Elizabeth Rapaport (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 1978), 87. 
31 Ibid., 87. 



25 

lets the world, or his own portion of it, choose his plan of life for him has no need of any other 

faculty than the ape-like one of imitation. He who chooses his plan for himself employs all his 

faculties.”32 For Mill, the idea of choice does not simply mean choosing between different alter-

natives but a mode of becoming the author of one’s own life, being able to control one’s own 

destiny to some degree. Such understanding of autonomy is specified as personal autonomy. Fol-

lowing Mill, many liberals understand personal autonomy as an important capacity that makes 

each of us maintain our individuality. 

Detailed theorizations have been made on personal autonomy, and one of the most influ-

ential conceptions is a hierarchical model proposed by Harry Frankfurt and Gerald Dworkin. A 

hierarchical model posits that human beings’ actions are led by two different kinds of desires: 

direct and instinctive desires to do or not to do certain things and desires to have or not to have 

those desires. Frankfurt argues that this dual psychological structure is what distinguishes human 

beings from other nonhuman species. While nonhuman species like animals only have motivations 

and desires to do or not do certain things, human beings have “second-order desires,” higher-order 

desires used to evaluate lower-order desires and deliberate whether they want or do not want those 

desires. Frankfurt goes further and argues that a rational being may not just have second-order 

desires but will want to make certain second-order desires effective as her own will. For Frankfurt, 

this distinct kind of second-order desire which he defines as “second-order volitions,” is the dis-

tinct characteristic of a person.33 

Gerald Dworkin also proposes a similar conceptual framework. In his early work, he sug-

gests a formula for autonomy consisting of two conditions: authenticity and procedural 

 
32 Ibid., 88. 
33 Harry Frankfurt, “Freedom of the Will and the Concept of a Person,” The Journal of Philosophy 68, no. 1 (1971): 

5-20. 
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independence. The authenticity condition concerns whether an agent’s second-order identifica-

tions are congruent with her first-order motivations. However, Dworkin recognized that the con-

gruence of the two desires was not enough for autonomy and considered whether the person’s 

motivational structure that formed her second-order desires was her own in the first place. For a 

person’s motivational structure to be her own, she should be independent from external influences 

that subvert her reflective and critical faculties. This distinct psychological state is what Dworkin 

calls procedural independence.34 As we can see, the authenticity condition and procedural inde-

pendence describe a mental state of a person at a given time. However, in his later work, Dworkin 

revises his focus and describes autonomy as a capacity of a person to lead her life: a capacity to 

critically scrutinize first-order desires, change them, and make them effective in her action.35 As 

John Christman has synthesized, Frankfurt and Dworkin’s hierarchical model of autonomy basi-

cally conceptualizes autonomy as a psychological ability to be self-governing.36 It is about an in-

dividual’s capacity to govern herself by critically judging and controlling external influences or 

internal desires that may have negative effects on her exercise of reason. In this sense, the 

Dworkin-Frankfurt model is a variant of a Millian conception of autonomy. 

Another variant of Millian conception of autonomy is that of Joseph Raz. As an avowed 

disciple of J. S. Mill, Raz articulates the following three conditions of an autonomous life. 

(a) A person must have the mental abilities to form intentions of a sufficiently com-

plex kind, and plan their execution.37 

(b) A person must not only be given a choice, but he must be given an adequate 

range of choices.38 An adequate range of options implies a choice between different 

 
34 Gerald Dworkin, “The Concept of Autonomy,” Grazer Philosophische Studien 12 (1981): 203-213. 
35 Gerald Dworkin, The Theory and Practice of Autonomy (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 16. 
36 John Christman, “Constructing the Inner Citadel: Recent Work on the Concept of Autonomy,” Ethics 99 (1988), 

109-124. 
37 Joseph Raz, The Morality of Freedom (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986), 372. 
38 Ibid., 373. 
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kinds of goods. A choice between bad options or a choice between good and evil 

cannot be construed as an adequate range of options.39 

(c) A person must be independent, i.e., free from coercion or manipulation. Coer-

cion diminishes a person’s options. Manipulation does not interfere with a person’s 

options but perverts the way that person reaches decisions, forms preferences, or 

adopts goals.40 

Just as the hierarchical model, Raz’s definition focuses on the mental faculty to form 

higher-order motivations and independent a motivational structure undistorted by external factors. 

However, Raz understands autonomy more than psychological capacity and incorporates external 

social conditions, a sufficient range of good options, into the definition of autonomy. Raz pushes 

this position further, arguing that autonomy is not simply about the availability of different options 

but about “a central aspect of the whole system of values of a society, which affects its general 

character.”41 As I will explain further in next section, this argument logically leads to liberal per-

fectionism, the idea that autonomy should be treated as the overarching guiding principle of a good 

life in general, not limited to political principles that bind us as citizens. Also, Raz’s conception is 

substantive because he prescribes moral and psychological values to autonomy. He suggests that 

autonomy should be a choice between different kinds of goods. Raz argues that a person faced 

only with the choice between good and evil, or the choice among evils, will constantly struggle for 

moral survival and, thereby, cannot be considered autonomous.42 Also, he explicitly states that 

autonomy should make an agent’s life or action more meaningful by allowing her to take pride 

and pleasure in herself, to feel identified with her own achievements rather than feeling estranged 

from them.43 This shows that unlike Dworkin, Raz thinks autonomy is more than a functioning 

psychological process of a person. 

 
39 Ibid., 383-384. 
40 Ibid., 377. 
41 Ibid., 391-394. 
42 Ibid., 379-380. 
43 Ibid., 383-384. 
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So far, I have made a brief survey of several prominent conceptions of individual autonomy. 

While these conceptions are distinguishable at a theoretical level, it is an amalgam of these con-

ceptions that we refer to in a more ordinary conversation about liberal individualism, which we 

understand to be the foundation of Western liberal value system: an idea that an individual should 

be able to think for herself what kind of moral decisions she will make or what kind of life plans 

she will execute throughout her life; and that this process should not be distorted by an irrational 

part of herself or external factors that might oppress her. Liberalism emphasizes that all individuals 

should be treated as having an equal potential to develop this capacity, and this is how and why 

adult human beings respect each other for having equal moral worth. I will call this a liberal intu-

ition on autonomy. 

2.2 Individual Autonomy and Liberal Conception of Self 

A liberal intuition on autonomy has been criticized for promoting an overly individualistic 

conception of self. These critics of liberal individualism are sometimes loosely tied together as 

communitarians, and they sometimes ally with identity politics, the claims of culture and etc. As 

Daniel Bell has pointed out, communitarians cannot be subsumed under a systemic and integrated 

theoretical position because there hasn’t been any attempt to do so.  However, they have argued 

with one voice that the rigid individualistic understanding of self, which has been the cornerstone 

of liberal theory, is fundamentally flawed. They criticize that the liberal notion of individual au-

tonomy posits communal ties, group identity, and commitments to particular culture and religion 

as less important in our self-construction than an abstract exercise of reason. Charles Taylor have 

made two famous remarks on this point. First, he contested the notion of a self-sufficient man 

which he believes liberals have been cultivating. He criticized that liberalism propagates the vision 

of society, which is “constituted by individuals for the fulfillment of ends which were primarily 
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individuals.44” In his view, this individualistic vision of society is grounded in an idea of atomistic, 

self-sufficient men: an idea that the kind of capacity human beings use to make important personal, 

moral, and political judgments is abstract, natural, and universal, and most importantly exists in-

nately within an individual prior to the kind of society she lives in. This vision of atomistic self, 

Taylor argues, neglects the Aristotelian teachings that a man is a social and political animal: that 

our distinctively human capacity, which enables us to become a moral agent can be fully developed 

by becoming a member of a particular kind of society we live in, especially political society.45 

Second, and in a related vein, Taylor thinks that role of critical reflection in the process of 

self-creation has been overstated. A liberal vision of self assumes that any aspects of ourselves can 

be or should be under critical appraisal regardless of how important they are to us. In Taylor’s 

words, liberals think that all choices are equally valid, but they should be choices: anything that 

does not put under the capacity for choice is something imposed by tradition, society, or fate in 

the form of fear, sloth, ignorance, or superstition. Taylor criticizes that such a psychological pro-

cess does not accurately represent how most people construct themselves and can even be psycho-

logically disturbing and damaging. Taylor argues that many times, we think of our identity in terms 

of commitments and identifications to particular moral orientations. It is these particular moral 

orientations that constitute our human agency, creating the horizon on which we can stand.46 

Therefore, deliberately distancing ourselves from the particular moral orientations that constitute 

oneself can cause damaged personhood, such as an identity crisis, a radical uncertainty of what is 

significant and salient for oneself. Daniel Bell makes a similar point, arguing that liberal emphasis 
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on choice implies that the unchosen attachment and projects are deficient in some sense.47 Bell 

argues that this idea is misleading because many important aspects of our identity are given to us 

rather than chosen by us; and for many people, some attachments to particular normative values, 

social relations, or group identity are so integral that they simply cannot imagine themselves ques-

tioning them, or cannot question them without having psychologically damaging experience.48 

If our becoming of a full human being owes so much to the external world to which we 

belong, and if our personhood is fundamentally consisted of commitments and attachments to par-

ticular moral values, relationships, and group identity, there are reasons to be skeptical about build-

ing a moral and political theory grounded in individual autonomy, communitarians argue. This 

was one of the major critiques of liberalism made by communitarians through 1980s to 1990s, 

primarily against the Kantian approach that John Rawls employed in A Theory of Justice. 49 In A 

Theory of Justice, Rawls assumes rational individuals who can imagine oneself placed in the orig-

inal position where they put aside their particularities and reason together about the principle of 

justice. Communitarians think that a theory based on such understanding of self is fundamentally 

flawed: it is distortive because it is based on wrong assumptions about personhood or is at best 

meaningless because it is not useful to address real complicated issues arise due to our moral and 

relational attachments. 

The communitarian critique of liberal notion of self and autonomy contributed to the pop-

ular trend that continued for few decades which demanded liberals to retreat from their universalist 

position. In the level of domestic politics, it has been transformed into the discussion about multi-

culturalism and identity politics. In the international level discussion on human rights, it is 
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frequently associated with cultural relativism or the problem of collective self-determination. And 

after this decades-long debate, individual autonomy and the atomistic understanding of self now 

became commonplace criticism against hardheaded liberals. Some liberals have accepted this crit-

icism and retreated from the universalistic position. Rawls, in his later work made it clear that his 

theory is designed for liberal democracy and not intended to be imposed on a “well-ordered hier-

archical society.”50 Others like Brian Barry have firmly rejected the validity of such critiques, ar-

guing that multiculturalist rhetoric which advocates special rights of particular minority groups 

based on skepticism of the Enlightenment is “not uncongenial to the reactionary right.”51 

One of the most well-known and in-depth defenses of liberalism, which considered these 

challenges seriously, would be that of Will Kymlicka. Kymlicka firmly argues that the communi-

tarian view of self is either implausible or practically undistinguishable from the liberal one.52 

According to Kymlicka, communitarians, at first glance, seem to suggest that they have different 

views from liberals on how people acquire tasks and projects significant to them. Unlike a liberal 

view of self, which emphasizes the free and rational agency to choose our tasks through personal 

judgments, a communitarian view of self assumes that most of our important tasks are already 

given in the form of communal values or shared ends, which work as “the authoritative horizons.” 

Self is embedded in and constituted by these communal values or shared ends, and it is unnatural 

for most of us to imagine ourselves distancing from them when making moral judgments and pur-

suing our tasks. Consequently, we do not actually choose our tasks but discover or come to an 

awareness of our tasks by interpreting what is already given to us. This is the bottom line of a 

communitarian conception of self. Kymlicka argues that this may mean two things. First, a 
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deterministic argument that our self-understanding is always locked inside particular authoritative 

horizons set before us, and therefore, we can never genuinely question them. Kymlicka contends 

that if this is what communitarians have meant, the communitarian view of self is simply implau-

sible because human beings certainly can and have done so. Kymlicka thinks that communitarians 

are aware of this problem since they sometimes allude to the argument that the self is not com-

pletely determined by social factors and is reconstituted from time to time. Then, what communi-

tarians really want to say would be that while the self can occasionally be reconstituted, such re-

constitution does not happen in a vacuum but is always embedded in the given social contexts. 

However, Kymlicka points out that if this is what communitarians are implying, then the difference 

between a communitarian and liberal view of self, collapses to merely a semantic one. This is 

because, unlike communitarian accusations, liberals need not reject the idea that people’s moral 

judgments and pursuit of life projects are somewhat bounded by the shared narratives of the given 

society. 

Kymlicka emphasizes that communitarians make misleading accusations about liberals by 

proposing that liberals build their theory on an atomistic individual who can perceive a self that 

exists prior to its ends. However, no serious liberals have been advocating such views. In his view, 

what is central to a liberal view of self is not atomism but revisability, the idea that “no end or goal 

is exempt from possible re-examination.” And liberals acknowledge that such revisions happen in 

the way of “comparing one ‘encumbered’ potential self with another ‘encumbered’ potential 

self.”53 Therefore, if communitarians are not advocating an implausible view that the self cannot 

be reconstituted through self-reflection and can only emerge by discovering the given, there is no 

reason to exaggerate the sharp distinction between a liberal and communitarian view of self. The 
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real major difference between the two, then, is more about how much we should value our capacity 

or social conditions that enable us to revise our ends. Liberals think that they should be protected 

as some form of a basic right. Communitarians deny giving such special moral and legal status to 

autonomy or freedom of choice, arguing that this had significantly weakened the sustainability of 

the community to which we belong, and we owe so much. Yet again, no serious liberals would 

completely deny that we should balance and harmonize our autonomy with the sustainability of 

our community.54 What liberals will really challenge is the idea that the social-embeddedness the-

sis can invalidate the necessity of right-based protection of individual autonomy. Liberals would 

still believe that such protection is needed, especially for individuals who may become deeply 

troubled with the roles and expectations that society has assigned to them. Kymlicka argues that 

communitarians have not yet provided a satisfying solution to these individuals. 

Nevertheless, Kymlicka was serious when he agreed with the social embeddedness of self. 

In Multicultural Citizenship, he tried to reconcile liberalism and the idea of socially embedded 

self, through the argument that individual freedom is, by definition, embedded in the “societal 

cultures” of which a person is a part. Societal culture, he explains, is a culture “which provides its 

members with meaningful ways of life across the full range of human activities, including social, 

educational, religious, recreational, and economic life, encompassing both public and private 

sphere.” If individual freedom is making choices amongst various options, it is “societal cultures” 

that not only provide individuals these options but also give meanings and implications to those 
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34 

options through shared narratives. The primary reason Kymlicka takes this approach is to accom-

modate members of minority groups who have a deep bond with their own societal culture. He 

thinks that for them, the existence of particular societal culture is integral to making intelligible 

and meaningful choices, and therefore they should be given group rights to sustain it unless it 

promotes outrightly illiberal practices that severely oppress individual freedom under the name of 

group solidarity. 55 

Kymlicka, while still holding on to the priority of liberal freedom over cultural integrity 

and group rights, has one major common ground with communitarians, that is, their sympathy 

towards the idea that there is something genuinely valuable about culture and collective identities, 

valuable enough to be protected in the form of group rights. However, people who value autonomy, 

while occasionally may agree with the usefulness of such measures to solve some practical issues 

at stake, can have doubts about making them into permanent measures. This line of concern, I 

think, is expressed most thoughtfully and considerately by Kwame Anthony Appiah. Like 

Kymlicka, Appiah takes communitarian critiques seriously. He acknowledges that, however 

unique and autonomously chosen our self-understanding would be, most of us care about how our 

tasks and projects make sense within the shared narratives of which we are part. Appiah unpacks 

this point in a very intuitive and persuasive manner by referring to the idea of narrativity: each 

individual has a story to tell, he says, and in telling that story, how we “fit into the wider story of 

various collectives is, for most of us, important.56” And since shared narratives play such an im-

portant constitutive role in our self-understanding, he thinks that it was inevitable for people whose 

shared narratives were damaged and denigrated as inferior wanted to reconstruct them and turn 
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them into positive narratives in which they can take pride. This is, of course, why “the politics of 

recognition” or “identity politics” gained popularity. But Appiah worries that this is not the whole 

picture of culture and collective identities. He is concerned with the situation where shared narra-

tives based on culture or collective identities are “too tightly scripted” when they create inflexible 

sets of expectations and demands about how a person ascribed to a particular culture or identity 

will and should act. This will eventually oppress an individual who either cannot identify strongly 

with the typical expectations associated with the shared narratives or wants to treat them as a minor 

dimension of one’s self-understanding. Appiah points out that this is why he cannot be satisfied 

with any sort of group claim based on culture or collective identities, which doesn’t take individual 

autonomy seriously. Appiah acknowledges that “if I had to choose between the world of the closet 

and the world of gay liberation, or the world of Uncle Tom’s Cabin and Black Power, I would, of 

course, choose in each case the latter.” “But I would like not to have to choose,” he continues, “I 

would like other options.”57 

Appiah emphasizes that the claim that our actions are somewhat caused or constituted by 

social structures and the claim that we can reflect on those structures and give reasons for our 

actions do not need to be competing arguments. In other words, we don’t need to have a strong 

belief about “atomism” to treat other people as if they are capable of autonomy. This is indeed a 

very important distinction. Each person inevitably belongs to a group or society that provides 

shared narratives with which she will work out her own narrative. But she may well reflect on 

these shared narratives and think that she feels estranged or troubled by some of the given demands 

or expectations. Liberals care about autonomy, even after various criticisms, because such experi-

ence is possible and can be integral to a person’s well-being. They are anxious about giving up 
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autonomy because they know too well that such experience sometimes involves an imbalance of 

power or hierarchy, which cannot be solely addressed with communal measures and needs some 

form of basic individual rights. While deeply disturbed by his overall insensitivity, I think Brian 

Barry was on the point when he sarcastically argued that “a gut liberal” is “somebody who feels 

an inclination to throw up” when confronted by a sentimentalist argument about social relation-

ships in either its right and left manifestations: “in the right-wing version, the wife obeys the hus-

band, the children obey both, and conflict is avoided by adherence to well-specified roles; in the 

left-wing version, the bond between equals makes an appeal to rights unnecessary–even the pos-

sibility of appealing to them diminishes the quality of relationship.”58 While I am much more sym-

pathetic to the sincerity and good-heartedness of “the left sentimentalists” than Barry, I still cannot 

withdraw my doubts in their arguments. 

2.3 Individual Autonomy and Liberal Political Model 

Why does talking about autonomy and self-conception matter? Why did critics of liberal-

ism start their arguments from here? This is because, in the end, a liberal political model is 

grounded in a conception of individual autonomy. This subsection examines in more detail how 

individual autonomy operates as a central conceptual pillar of liberal political models. Contempo-

rary liberal political theories are commonly classified into two models, perfectionist liberalism and 

political liberalism. These two models incorporate individual autonomy at different levels. Perfec-

tionist liberalism views autonomy as an ethical and comprehensive ideal that should be extended 

to all aspects of our lives, shaping our overall conception of a good life. In contrast, political lib-

eralism understands autonomy as a political ideal that shapes our role as citizens. Political liberal-

ism leaves it up to each individual whether she will follow cultural traditions or religious teachings 
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that restrain her autonomy in the personal or social sphere. Nevertheless, as a citizen, she should 

be autonomous in the sense that she is able to participate in public decisions on legal and institu-

tional principles that affect her. 

Joseph Raz is the most renowned advocate for a perfectionist liberal model. Following J. 

S. Mill,59 Raz views individual autonomy as a crucial component of a liberal conception of good. 

He explicitly supports the perfectionist view on the role of government, emphasizing governmental 

responsibility to promote and cultivate a particular conception of good. As a result, Raz believes 

that liberal government has a moral obligation to encourage individual autonomy. He proceeds 

with this argument by reinterpreting Mill’s harm principle from the point of view of autonomy. 

According to Raz, the harm principle is not just about preventing actions that diminish other peo-

ple’s autonomy (or freedom), but also about taking actions required to improve people’s options 

and opportunities. Therefore, failing to fulfill autonomy-based obligations is equivalent to harming 

others.60 Unlike the common understanding that the harm principle is about curtailing the freedom 

of government to enforce morality, he proposes an alternative interpretation which reframes the 

harm principle as the principle about the proper way of enforcing morality.61 He argues that “au-

tonomy-based duties, in conformity with the harm principle, require the use of public power to 

promote the conditions of autonomy, to secure an adequate range of options for the population.”62 

 
59 Several works of J.S. Mill align with a perfectionist understanding of autonomy. In Utilitarianism, Chapter II., Mill 
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In contrast, liberal theories adopting an anti-perfectionist approach are opposed to the 

state’s promotion of autonomy as a moral good. Charles Larmore suggests that the central pillar 

of a liberal political model is the neutrality of the state, which prevents the government from pro-

moting any conception of the good life because it is presumed to be a truer conception. Following 

the principle of neutrality, the liberal state can intervene in its citizens’ non-political lives only 

when there is a neutrally justifiable goal that requires intervention. Consequently, citizens of the 

liberal state are guaranteed to pursue their conception of the good life, equally free from unjustifi-

able state interference. For Larmore, this political ideal of neutrality is more foundational to the 

liberal state than the moral ideal of freedom and autonomy. It expresses a liberal way of handling 

controversy and disagreement, which is unavoidable in the fact of pluralism. Regardless of what 

we believe is true or good in personal and social domains, in the political realm, we need to retreat 

to the neutral ground where we can shift our conversation to more general questions where possi-

bilities of agreement are greater. We retreat not because we no longer believe our beliefs are true 

nor because we came to sympathize with others’ views but because we want to keep the conver-

sation going. Citizens of the liberal state are obliged to continue the conversation instead of using 

other methods because they are committed to the ideal of equal respect: because they would agree 

that they should not treat fellow citizens merely as objects of their will.63 Political liberals are 

devoted to this political ideal of state neutrality and the priority of right over good, which can be 

distinguished from our personal ideal. Larmore argues that perfectionist liberalism incorporates an 

expressivist position that our highest political ideal be mirrored in our highest personal deal. He 

thinks that this strand of liberalism is tied to a controversial philosophy of man, which made it 

 
63 Charles Larmore, Patterns of Moral Complexity (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1987), 40-68. 



39 

easier for anti-liberals to criticize liberalism by attacking autonomy, repeating the German roman-

tic critique of Kant.64 

It is well known that Rawls initially grounded his theory in the Kantian notion of autonomy. 

In A Theory of Justice, Rawls admits that the veil of ignorance implies Kant’s categorical impera-

tive, in that it is a theoretical device to exclude the source of heteronomy, i.e. the effects of specific 

contingencies, from the formal procedure for normative principles.65 

Kant held, I believe, that a person is acting autonomously when the principles of 

his action are chosen by him as the most adequate possible expression of his nature 

as a free and equal rational being. The principles he acts upon are not adopted be-

cause of his social position or natural endowments, or in view of the particular kind 

of society in which he lives or the specific things that he happens to want. To act 

on such principles is to act heteronomously. Now the veil of ignorance deprives the 

persons in the original position of the knowledge that would enable them to choose 

heteronomous principles. The parties arrive at their choice together as free and 

equal rational persons knowing only that those circumstances obtain which give 

rise to the need for principles of justice. 66 

For this reason, Rawls describes the original position as “a procedural interpretation of 

Kant’s conception of autonomy and the categorical imperative within the framework of an empir-

ical theory.”67 

However, in Political Liberalism, Rawls is known to be less explicit about the strictly 

Kantian notion of autonomy.68 Instead, Rawls’s discusses two distinguishable types of autonomy: 

rational autonomy and full autonomy. Rational autonomy is drawn from a person’s intellectual 

and moral capacity to pursue a conception of the good, deliberate in accordance with it, and enter 

into an agreement with others. Rational autonomy is the characteristic of artificial persons in the 
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original position who deliberate on the principles of justice with other parties. Rawls explains that 

the parties in the original position are rationally autonomous in two respects. First, they can freely 

agree on the appropriate principles of justice as an outcome of rational deliberation. Therefore, the 

principles of justice are not bounded by other factors external to the parties’ own point of view as 

rational representatives. Second, when deliberating, the parties are motivated by higher-order in-

terests in exercising and developing the moral powers to become fully cooperative members of 

society. 69 

Full autonomy, on the other hand, is not a characteristic of the parties in the original posi-

tion who act as artificial persons, but a characteristic of the citizens of a well-ordered society. Full 

autonomy is achieved when citizens, directed by their effective sense of justice, consistently give 

public recognition to, and make an informed application of the principles of justice. In other words, 

it is achieved when citizens act upon the principles of justice and participate in collective self-

determination in their political life.70 Rawls explains that in a well-ordered society, citizens “may 

over the course of life come freely to accept, as the outcome of reflective thought and reasoned 

judgment,” the ideals, principles, and standards that specify the basic rights and liberties, and “ef-

fectively guide and moderate the political power” to which they are subject. This is how citizens 

achieve the outer limit of freedom.71 Rawls acknowledges a person’s acceptance of the political 

authority at a given time is not enough sign of full autonomy, given the significant influence of 

political institutions in shaping a person’s character and self-conception from early in life. There-

fore, he envisioned the way citizens can gradually come to enjoy full autonomy by constantly 

reflecting on their political institutions over time. 
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Anthony Taylor argues that the idea of full autonomy is an important component of Polit-

ical Liberalism relatively underexplored. He reinterprets full autonomy in light of a more widely 

recognized formula of autonomy, the hierarchical model, to be specific. The hierarchical model of 

autonomy has two main aspects: authenticity and procedural independence. In Taylor’s view, 

Rawls’s full autonomy incorporates authenticity because Rawls is concerned about how citizens’ 

desires and motivations to act justly should be her own. Citizens of a well-ordered society affirm 

and act upon the principles of justice because they think these are their authentic desires, drawing 

on their sense of justice. They do not experience alienation with respect to their political institu-

tions, and political authority is aligned with their own reflective thoughts and reasoned judgment. 

In other words, Taylor understands full autonomy as developing a second-order volition to act 

upon the principles of justice. Also, Taylor argues that full autonomy assumes procedural inde-

pendence. Procedural independence is about whether one’s motivational structure is perverted 

through external influences such as coercion, indoctrination, or manipulation. According to Tay-

lor, Rawls thinks citizens’ desires to affirm, secure, and act upon the principle of justice will be 

formed through the educative effect of growing up in a well-ordered society. Taylor claims that 

this shows how Rawls pondered on fostering citizens’ desires for the principles of justice without 

perverting their motivational structure.72 

However, even without proving its congeniality with a particular conception of autonomy, 

I think it is quite apparent that Political Liberalism is grounded in a liberal intuition on autonomy. 

As mentioned in Section 2.2, our ordinary conversation about liberal individualism is often based 

on a normative intuition that all individuals should become capable of thinking for themselves 

about what kind of moral decisions they will make or what kind of life plans they will execute 
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throughout their lives. The main theoretical device of Political Liberalism will not make sense if 

one does not have this intuition on individual autonomy. Take the idea of an overlapping consen-

sus, for instance. Overlapping consensus is a specific way to reach an agreement on the principles 

of justice by citizens who hold conflicting reasonable comprehensive doctrines. If citizens reached 

an overlapping consensus despite their different views on morality and good life, it means that 

they endorse the principles of justice from their own point of view, successfully aligning these 

principles with those comprehensive views they believe to be true. Unlike the case of modus vi-

vendi, citizens accept the principles of justice not just for strategic reasons or to maximize their 

interests, but because they recognize these principles as inherently valuable. In other words, citi-

zens affirm and accept the political conception of justice for its own sake as part of their compre-

hensive doctrines based on their own reasoned judgment. This is why liberal institutions can re-

main stable despite the shifts in power and conflicting views on truth and morality. 

The idea of an overlapping consensus holds together when we agree on several assumptions 

about citizen’s capacity for autonomy. First, we need to assume that all citizens have the capacity 

to form and pursue a reasonable conception of the good. Second, we need to assume that all citizens 

have the capacity to critically reflect, evaluate, and deliberate about the basic organizing principles 

that underpin a political institution. To put it differently, we need to believe that each citizen is 

capable of speaking for herself about important political matters. Third, we need to assume that all 

citizens are capable of directing their actions toward the political conception of justice. In other 

words, we need an assumption that citizens are capable of making their action-guiding principles 

effective and taking responsibility for their actions. Lastly, and most importantly, citizens should 

believe in a normative assumption that we should treat other citizens as if they are equally capable 

of developing and exercising these aforementioned capacities. These assumptions about the 
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autonomy of citizens appear in the background of other important theses of Political Liberalism, 

such as state neutrality and public reason. And all these assumptions become intelligible only when 

we have a liberal intuition on individual autonomy. 

Martha Nussbaum argued that one of the advantages of political liberalism over perfec-

tionist liberalism is that its less demanding answer on why we should tolerate other citizens who 

hold the conceptions of good with which we disagree. Nussbaum argues that Razian perfectionism 

assumes the truth of pluralism, the idea that pluralism about value is true. For Raz, autonomy 

requires an adequate range of options, and to secure an adequate range of options, the government 

should promote plural conceptions of good, which each person can choose from. Each conception 

of good which government promotes is considered to be valuable: they are promoted because they 

express moral values worth recognizing. Nussbaum argues that this idea might be simply unac-

ceptable to some who have monistic beliefs.73 On the other hand, political liberalism demands us 

to tolerate other citizens not because we respect or understand their comprehensive doctrines but 

because we respect them as equals.74 We may think that their views are false or even absurd, but 

we can still respect them as equal persons. But again, without a liberal intuition on autonomy, the 

ideal of equal respect loses its validity. For political liberals, treating other citizens as equals 

doesn’t simply mean securing them equally decent lives and material well-being but treating them 

equally as agents who can think and speak for themselves and pursue life plans in accordance with 

their views. And it would be very difficult to persuade a person who sees no value in autonomy 

why we are obliged to treat other citizens equally in this respect, even when they hold moral views 

that deeply contrast with our own. 
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Hence, it is reasonable to conclude that individual autonomy is a central characteristic of 

the mainstream liberal political models. In perfectionist liberalism, autonomy is understood as a 

moral value that consists of a liberal conception of good. In political liberalism, autonomy is un-

derstood as a political value, i.e., a characteristic of a citizen who deliberates and acts upon the 

principles of justice. It is also a reason to tolerate other citizens in the realm of politics. But it 

would be noteworthy that such toleration is only given to reasonable citizens. This reasonableness 

is defined by two conditions: (a) whether they are willing to propose and abide by principles that 

ensure fair terms of social cooperation; (b) whether they accept the burdens of judgment and 

thereby able to justify their views by appealing to public reason, i.e., by appealing to the political 

ideas already agreed to be part of a political conception of justice, not to controversial normative 

ideas.75 This second condition suggests that political liberalism is likely to tolerate only those com-

prehensive doctrines that place some value in autonomy. This raised the problem of how to treat 

the comprehensive doctrines that are willing to propose and abide by the fair terms of social coop-

eration but doesn’t see much value in autonomy. 

Rawls himself has partly eschewed this problem by limiting his main arguments in A The-

ory of Justice and Political Liberalism to liberal societies. He admits that there is a well-function-

ing non-liberal society organized by a conception of justice that is quite different from a liberal 

one, and therefore, a different theoretical framework is needed to ensure international cooperation. 

This is his main argument in The Law of People. Here, Rawls argues that being a liberal society is 

not an important factor that determines whether a society is in a good standing in a reasonable 

society of peoples. What makes society in good standing should be determined by whether it is 

well-ordered society, i.e., society that is non-expansionist and satisfies certain requisite conditions 

 
75 Rawls, Political Liberalism, 212-254. 



45 

of legitimacy in the eyes of its own people.76 Rawls explains that there are well-ordered hierar-

chical societies that gain their interests through peaceful methods such as diplomacy and trade, 

and are organized by a common good conception of justice, which considers the fundamental in-

terests of all members of society. System of law in a well-ordered hierarchical society imposes 

certain moral duties and obligations to all of its members, and judges and other officials who ad-

minister the law are sincerely guided by this common good conception of justice.77 Rawls believes 

that all well-ordered societies, both liberal and non-liberal ones, can find ways to respect each 

other’s comprehensive doctrines and reach a shared basis of agreement on the issues of human 

rights.78 

It is important to note how Rawls draws an analogy between a liberal political conception 

of justice and the law of peoples. 

Just as a citizen in a liberal society is to respect other persons’ comprehensive reli-

gious, philosophical, and moral doctrines, provided they are pursued in accordance 

with a reasonable political conception of justice, so a liberal society is to respect 

other societies organized by comprehensive doctrines, provided their political and 

social institutions meet certain conditions that lead the society to adhere to a rea-

sonable law of peoples.79 

This passage shows that in The Law of Peoples, the reason for toleration and cooperation 

is no longer rooted in the idea of autonomy. In Political Liberalism, the subject that deserves re-

spect and toleration is an individual. A citizen of well-ordered liberal society tolerates another 

citizen who pursues the reasonable comprehensive doctrines she disagrees with because she re-

spects the person’s capacity to deliberate and act upon the political conception of justice. In The 

Law of Peoples, the subject that deserves respect and toleration is society, nation, peoples, etc. A 
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well-ordered society tolerates another well-ordered society organized based on comprehensive 

doctrines fundamentally different from its own because it is a functioning society that can adhere 

to the law of people and is governed by a comprehensive doctrine that cares about the flourishing 

of its members. This argument does make sense even when one does not value autonomy. And 

this is a deliberate move. Rawls certainly has no intention of expanding liberal ideas implicit in 

the political conception of justice, such as autonomy and equal respect to non-liberal societies. 

Rawls seems to think that reasonable comprehensive doctrines within a well-ordered liberal soci-

ety will have enough similarities to reach a consensus about a liberal political conception of justice. 

In the international realm, where such similarities cannot be expected, he chose to retreat from the 

liberal position. 

Rawls’s retreat was understandable considering the growing challenges to liberal univer-

salism. Within the Western scholarship, liberalism faced the communitarian critique, and on the 

international discussion on human rights, it faced demands driven by cultural relativism and self-

determination. One of the most frequently referred examples is the Asian Value thesis which was 

proposed by political leaders of East and Southeast Asia. As a response to the early stigmatization 

of Confucianism as backward and retrograde, they rejected the universalist position of human 

rights and argued that Asia has different value standards which prioritize communal values, e.g., 

duty and social harmony, over individual rights.80 This is, of course, a rough argument that cannot 

be vindicated by a serious theorist. As William Theodore de Barry pointed out, there is no coherent 

set of value systems that can be labeled as “Asian” considering the vast difference within the Asian 

culture. Also, the overall political context in which this line of argument has emerged cannot be 
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detached from the political agenda of the elites who wanted to maintain the status quo and avoid 

the demand for human rights. But the thesis did have an expressive value of revealing the discon-

tent throughout the region with a purely Western interpretation of human rights.81 It represents a 

widespread intuition that some traditional communal values prevalent in East or South Asian so-

cieties are incompatible with an individualistic conception of morality and that these values are as 

legitimate as the liberal ones as a philosophical foundation of a political community. 82 

In Confucian Perfectionism, Joseph Chan seriously pondered how to deal with this wide-

spread intuition. Chan aims to construct a Confucian perfectionist model that can address the con-

temporary political demands on human rights. He acknowledges the complementary and instru-

mental role of human rights as a fallback apparatus for the vulnerable. According to Chan, the 

concept of human rights is unnecessary in the ideal Confucian society because people’s actions 

are guided by the principles of virtue, benevolence, and moral duties. However, in a non-ideal 

situation where virtuous social relationships break down, those at risk can turn to human rights to 

safeguard their legitimate interests. Chan contends that this limited role of human rights differs 

from the liberal perspective, which often celebrates rights as a manifestation of human dignity. 

While the talk of rights can be useful in some devastating cases, he argues that it should generally 

remain in the background, rather than the foreground, of our moral considerations.83 Chan’s argu-

ment resonates well with the Taylorian position that liberal individualism has impoverished our 

understanding of morality by prioritizing right over obligation and belonging.84 
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In presenting these arguments, Chan has spared a chapter on the compatibility between 

Confucianism and individual autonomy. This was mainly to respond the common criticism that 

Confucianism is not suitable for contemporary society because it neglects individual autonomy. 

Chan distinguishes between moral autonomy and personal autonomy, and argued that Confucian-

ism will respond to them differently. According to Chan, Confucianism is partly compatible with 

moral autonomy, because it does affirm the voluntary endorsement of morality and reflective en-

gagement in moral life. He acknowledges these elements of Confucianism should not be overstated 

because Confucianism can justly call for the suppression of extreme or potentially influential views 

which it considers morally wrong. Nonetheless, Chan contends that Confucianism will not support 

a morally oppressive society and does respect a more moderate form of moral autonomy.85 

Regarding personal autonomy, Chan admits that the concept is not compatible with tradi-

tional Confucianism. Chan defines personal autonomy as the ideal of self-authorship which en-

sures each individuals create unique life paths based on their identity, dispositions, tastes, and 

talents.86 Chan explains that personal autonomy in tension with Confucian political model because 

it supports content-independent justification for freedom. Personal autonomy allows individuals 

to construct and lead any kind of life projects unless they cause harm to others, and liberalism 

assumes there is an intrinsic value in this process. On the other hand, Confucianism only supports 

a content-dependent justification for freedom.87 Confucianism affirms freedom to do x only when 

the content of x can be helpful achieving good. If the content of x is morally wrong or without 

value from a Confucian standpoint, then this freedom has no value and can be restricted. 
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Chan admits that in a contemporary society, it is unrealistic to deny the value of personal 

autonomy. Therefore, he forgoes traditional Confucianism and proposes an alternative Confucian 

model that permits personal autonomy as one of the many values which citizens can pursue. He 

also suggests rethinking the hierarchy ingrained in the Confucian conception of family and rein-

terpreting Confucian values to align with contemporary social structures in the face of an unavoid-

able demand for individuality. Nonetheless, he emphasizes that his model differs from a liberal 

one in that it doesn’t place personal autonomy above other important Confucian values. A Confu-

cian political theory permits moralistic and paternalistic considerations in defining the scope of 

autonomy and prefers to interpret personal autonomy as a valuable aspect of life instead of elevat-

ing its status to a basic right.88 Daniel Bell also makes similar arguments on this point when he 

argues that East Asian societies need not follow Western-style constitutional democracies, which 

posits certain individual rights as fundamental.89 In his view, East Asian societies are more open 

to situation-specific justifications for the temporary curtailment of particular rights. This implies 

that when there is a real threat to common good and when curbing individual rights are the most 

effective way of overcoming this threat, East Asian societies may legitimately, affected by their 

traditional values, prioritize communal goals over certain individual rights that are defined as fun-

damental in Western constitutional democracies.90 

While these arguments seem to find a reasonable balance between Confucianism and lib-

eralism, I still find them concerning. This is not because I do not appreciate Confucian values such 

as filial piety or social harmony but because of the implicit ignorance in these arguments regarding 

the nature of oppression that women and other marginalized individuals face in the name of culture 
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and the common good. From my experience in South Korea, all too often I have witnessed, women 

facing unfair treatment in marriage and the marketplace, children unable to protect themselves 

from abusive parents, and queer individuals denied safety in personal relationships, and these suf-

ferings were frequently justified as necessary for maintaining traditional norms, social customs, 

social order, and the common good. 

Given this social context, I propose two issues of concern. First, allowing paternalistic 

judgment on the content of autonomy implies that governments will tolerate the citizens’ exercise 

of autonomy only to the extent it does not threaten the common good and social order defined by 

Confucian morality. However, often the interests of the marginalized can be addressed only by 

challenging the existing conception of common good. For instance, South Korean military law 

criminalizes homosexual acts between consenting adult males based on Article 92-6 of the Military 

Criminal Act. This article states that any member of the military engaging in anal intercourse, or 

any other indecent act are subject to imprisonment for up to two years. Since South Korea employs 

a conscription system, this implies that most adult males are subject to this law at some point in 

their lives. This article is notorious for its ambiguity, as it, in principle, includes consensual inter-

course in private locations within the scope of punishable offenses. The Constitutional Court up-

held this article four times during the constitutional review and suggested preservation of morality 

or national security as one of the primary justifications. On the other hand, both the dissenting 

opinion and the rhetoric of activists are derived from the right to sexual self-determination, 

grounded in the constitutional right to pursue happiness. 91 Dissenters argue that homosexuality 
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should not be labeled as morally despicable and emphasize that there is no inherent connection 

between consensual intercourse and military discipline.92 This illustrates that for marginalized 

groups, protecting their interests involves challenging and redefining the conception of the com-

mon good and social order using autonomy-based rights. I do not intend to argue that autonomy-

based rights should always override the needs of the common good or social order. However, the 

way the Confucian model is designed appears to stifle this process of redefinition, cornering mar-

ginalized individuals into particularly difficult situations. 

Secondly, I have reservations about mediating social conflicts primarily by restoring vir-

tuous relationships instead of right talks. To be fair, Chan does acknowledge that in a non-ideal 

situation, human rights should serve as a fallback apparatus. For instance, Chan admits that when 

our intimate social relationships, including the familial relationship break down completely, then 

the rights do play useful role in protecting the interests of the vulnerable. He argues that Confu-

cianism has no reason to prohibit an assertion of rights necessary to protect essential individual 

interests. However, in other less extreme cases, he thinks that it is not a matter of right but a matter 

of restoring virtue and benevolence. For instance, he demonstrates that a deferential wife who 

consistently follows her husband’s wishes and adjusts her behavior to please him might lack self-

respect and self-worth. Nevertheless, he argues that the wife can address this problem with the 

ideal of mutual care and love and does not need to address them in terms of rights, especially 

autonomy-based rights.93 
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However, this seems to suggest that people should refrain from asserting rights unless re-

lationships break down completely. Yet, we have to consider that defining a breaking-down rela-

tionship itself involves a value judgment that depends heavily on the common practices of given 

society. A person may not see any problem with discrimination against female family members or 

verbal or psychological forms of abuse towards one’s children and believe that one’s family is 

bound by mutual love. In this case, the voice of the suffering member who problematizes unequal 

or unjust treatment can hardly be accepted as a legitimate claim and is often suppressed in the 

name of family harmony and love. To argue that the vulnerable party should cope with a problem-

atic relationship until it breaks down completely is, therefore, placing a one-sided burden on their 

shoulders. Of course, Confucianism is not the root of these problems. The fundamental cause of 

these problems is people’s inclination to adhere to orthodox interpretations of traditions and exag-

gerate the hierarchical element of culture to justify preserving the status quo. Nonetheless, I am 

skeptical about effectively addressing these problems primarily through the ideal of mutual care 

and love, without bringing strong moral claims based on autonomy and individual will into the 

foreground of the discussion. Often, it is because individual freedom and individual autonomy are 

defined as a basic right that the oppressive element of cultural practices and social customs can be 

balanced out, ensuring these individuals have at least minimal legal protection to secure their well-

being. 

The bottom line of my concerns is as follows: if one is genuinely concerned with the pos-

sibility of discrimination or oppression caused by hierarchical elements in culture, customs, reli-

gion, social and political institutions, etc., then one cannot fully address this problem without re-

lying on strong normative principles based on some form of individual autonomy. My fundamental 

dissatisfaction with the literature is that it frequently consolidates the misleading idea that 
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individual autonomy is a site of contestation for cultural conflict between Western society and 

non-Western society. It is a commonplace narrative that individual autonomy undermines virtue, 

social harmony, moral duties, a sense of belonging, and familial love and, therefore, corrodes local 

culture and traditions. This also suggests that social and political institutions more appropriate for 

non-Western societies should prioritize local comprehensive doctrines, and that citizens’ pursuit 

for autonomy should be regulated by these institutions. This is a reiteration of Taylor’s critique of 

atomism, with a newly added dimension of cultural identity and self-determination. Therefore, it 

is no coincidence that my point here may sound like Kymlicka’s critique of Taylor’s social thesis. 

Kymlicka criticized Taylor and other communitarians for romanticizing traditional shared ends of 

early communities, without properly addressing how they were gender-coded, race-coded, and 

class-coded. And while he admits that the mere extension of liberal rights to disadvantaged group 

has not been satisfying, he points out that it is impossible to solve their problem primarily with 

communal values without resorting to the idea of autonomy.94 I would want to make a same point 

on how Confucian theories romanticize the Confucian common goods. No serious liberal in East 

Asia who advocates for individual autonomy would deny the importance of social harmony and a 

sense of belonging. They do not defend liberal individualistic ideas because they detest the idea of 

the common good and shared ends. They defend them because they know all too well that when 

misused, the rhetoric of the common good can create problems in social relationships rather than 

solve them. In other words, because they know that without some form of fundamental protection 

for individuals to speak for themselves and act based on their perspective, the common good will 

only mean a particular good and will likely serve power. Also, they do not resort to the right talks 

because they favor litigations. They resort to right talks because the rhetoric of basic individual 
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rights is sometimes the most effective way to protect the well-being of some individuals from the 

abuse of traditions and social customs.  

I do not think there is something inherently threatening and dismantling about accepting 

the idea that there is something valuable about ensuring each of us to think for ourselves what kind 

of moral decisions we will make or what kind of life plans we will execute throughout her life. 

Suppose a person thinks Confucian values, such as filial piety and respect for the elderly, are im-

portant elements of the good life, and thinks that people have moral responsibilities to provide 

material support to aging parents, respect their moral teachings, and consult them on important life 

decisions. Nevertheless, the same person can also advocate for the protection of freedom and au-

tonomy as basic rights to effectively persuade my fellow citizens about why certain elements of 

our shared practices and social customs have been oppressive to some individuals and why it’s 

crucial to either abandon or reform these elements. If a Confucian political model aims to suppress 

or slow down this process in the name of preserving cultural integrity, maintaining social order, or 

promoting the common good, then it is vulnerable to criticism for colluding in oppression. If this 

is not its intention, then it is exaggerating its difference from how many liberals understand family 

and community. And in East Asia, including countries like Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, and Vi-

etnam, there is an increasing trend towards pluralism in society, with Confucianism existing only 

as one of the many dominant comprehensive doctrines. In fact, the liberal egalitarian way of life 

is gaining significant popularity in this regional area to the extent that it has become the most 

individualistic among the non-Western cultural zones.95 To effectively address the emergence of 

pluralism in these societies, it is crucial to focus on how to integrate the notion of autonomy as a 
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fundamental normative pillar of society, rather than regulating it under the guise of cultural identity 

and self-determination. 

What is really a problem, which I think Chan is rightly troubled with, is not individual 

autonomy, but the notion of a sovereign individual: the idea that each individual should be the 

master of her domain, in the same way a state possesses sovereign control over its territory.96  Chan 

explains that he rejects the notion of “personal sovereignty,” which assumes “a strong moral right 

to guard against any external action that intrudes on person’s private life.” Personal sovereignty, 

according to Chan, is “personal autonomy made nearly absolute,” implying a categorical rejection 

of moralistic or paternalistic state intervention in individuals’ lives.97 The accusation that liberal-

ism has popularized the notion of a sovereign individual is so common today that it even sounds 

stale. This line of critiques typically equates the liberal notion of autonomy with the capacity for 

self-control: the capacity to control one’s actions to minimize the influence of irrational desires or 

external factors that create tension with the faculty of reason or an authentic self. 

Autonomy as self-control has been criticized primarily for two reasons: first, for assuming 

an unencumbered self who exists prior to all social roles and commitments, freely choosing the 

purposes and ends she wants to pursue98; second, for creating the myth of independence, which 

suggests that complete self-sufficiency is achievable and represents an ideal state for an adult per-

son, as opposed to dependence.99 To be sure, if we understand individual autonomy in this way, 

then it is not compatible with many non-Western normative traditions. In fact, it neither represents 

how most people in Western liberal democracies live their lives. Unsurprisingly, many theorists 
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who largely sympathize with liberalism have already admitted that understanding autonomy as 

sovereign control over oneself is deeply problematic and that it is built on the false image of a self-

sufficient rational man. Defining autonomy strictly as self-control is no longer a popular view even 

in the West. As John Christman points out, both liberals and their critics seem to agree on aban-

doning the myth of separated, unembedded and unembodied self and replacing it with the idea of 

socially embedded self.100 Consequently, there have been different attempts to reconceptualize au-

tonomy beyond the notion of self-control.101 If liberals successfully forgo the notion of a sovereign 

individual, there is a strong reason to move beyond the conventional theoretical landscape that 

views individual autonomy as a site of contestation. 

In fact, I think the sharp contrast between a liberal political model and a contemporary 

Confucian model that welcomes pluralism persists only when one assumes that a liberal notion of 

autonomy can be equated to an unencumbered sovereign individual. For example, when Sung-

moon Kim introduced his public reason Confucianism as a more suitable alternative for East Asian 

societies compared to the Rawlsian model, he mainly criticized how Rawls’s public reason re-

quires citizens to set aside their comprehensive doctrines when justifying their views in political 

discourse, relying only on reasons that all can accept. Kim argues that in East Asian societies, 

Confucianism, as the majority comprehensive doctrine, defines how most people understand the 

meaning of justice, morality, and governance, and therefore, it is unreasonable to require East 

Asian people not to rely on Confucian values when engaging in political discourse.102 Neverthe-

less, Kim does care about pluralism, and therefore, he welcomes challenges from women and other 
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minority groups that aim to guarantee their equality. However, he thinks that these challenges can 

be better understood as attempts to negotiate with the dominant Confucian comprehensive doc-

trine, rather than as claims based on the neutrality of political discourse.103 I think Kim’s argument 

makes sense, if the following assumptions are true. 

First, Kim assumes that unencumbered political discussion is the fundamental characteris-

tic of a liberal political model, and therefore, it is impossible to create a liberal political model that 

fosters a more situated and context-sensitive political discussion. In his view, a liberal political 

society is a society composed of autonomous citizens, and autonomy indicates the ability to engage 

in an unencumbered and independent judgment. His arguments imply that this is an essential char-

acteristic of a liberal political model, and therefore, it is impossible to transform it toward a more 

situated direction. Throughout this research, I will explain why liberalism need not be understood 

in this rigid sense and propose a possible way of reconstruction. Second, Kim assumes that Con-

fucianism will remain the dominant comprehensive doctrine of East Asian societies. However, as 

I mentioned, this has proven to be a false assumption. If we accept the reality that Confucianism 

is losing its status as the dominant organizing principle of East Asian societies, it becomes unclear 

why Kim’s model should be framed as a distinctively Confucian model. The gist of Kim’s argu-

ment is that political discussions should start from the existing social and cultural narratives shared 

by members of a given society because their reflective capacity would be constituted by these 

narratives. But this implies that the political discussions no longer need to rely primarily on Con-

fucianism if it is no longer a predominant part of social and cultural narratives. 

My ultimate goal may not be very different from Kim’s vision in terms of its practical 

implications. The crucial difference is that I attempt to utilize similar observations to reappropriate 
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and reconstruct a liberal political model. My broader project, which I consider my dissertation to 

be the starting point, aims to create a liberal political model open to creolization that promotes 

situated and context-sensitive political discussions. I think this is the direction liberalism has to 

move toward, not a retreat in the name of cultural respect. That might be an easy solution but is 

not a satisfying one. 
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3. Irony of Liberal Universalism 

This chapter constructs my central research puzzle, which I define as an irony of liberal 

universalism. In Chapter 2, I examined how individual autonomy has been a site of contestation 

both by supporters and critics of liberalism. These existing debates demonstrate how individuals 

who have a deep bond with communal values or cultural traditions may reject liberalism, especially 

the individualistic approach to morality and the idea of a sovereign individual frequently associ-

ated with individual autonomy. This has been the contours of the discussion about liberalism, 

community, and culture. However, my focus is on the reverse side of this debate, which I think is 

relatively unexplored. I question what it means to embrace liberal values and practice liberal life 

projects for individuals whose societies adopted liberalism as a result of imperialistic or cultural 

imposition. Can we guarantee that their judgments and decisions in relation to liberal values and 

life projects are autonomous? If not, how should autonomy theory deal with this problem? 

This chapter is divided into three sections. In Section 3.1, I define the mainstream concep-

tion of individual autonomy and identify two conditions typically required by this conception: (a) 

identification condition and (b) independence condition. In Section 3.2, I explain in more detail 

what I mean by an irony of liberal universalism by proposing two hypothetical cases: (a) nonau-

tonomous choice, an agent who, in relation to liberal values, fails to meet either or both defining 

conditions laid out by the mainstream conception of autonomy; and perpetuated marginalization, 

an agent who, in relation to liberal values, meets the two defining conditions, but still lacks a sense 

of self-authorship in an important sense. Lastly, in Section 3.3, I explain how I think autonomy 

theory should deal with this problem. More specifically, I problematize the following two elements 

of the mainstream conception: non-manipulation and authenticity of an individual, and elucidate 

why they need to be reconsidered. 
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3.1 Conditions of Autonomy 

Before beginning the discussion, I want to clarify what I mean by “the mainstream concep-

tion” of individual autonomy. First, I acknowledge that the word “mainstream” I use here is a sort 

of placeholder rather than a rigorous conceptual category. The conceptions of individual autonomy 

that I label as “mainstream” encompass a wide range of definitions or usage of the term that are 

far from unitary. Nevertheless, I believe they share several key characteristics, outlined below, 

which make them sufficiently similar from the perspective of schools of thought outside the liberal 

tradition. Also, they can be distinguished from conceptions of relational autonomy, which I will 

examine further in the next chapter, whose primary focus is on analyzing the intersubjective di-

mension of autonomy. While no serious theorist would entirely reject the idea that our capacity for 

autonomy is developed intersubjectively, especially during childhood, exploring the intersubjec-

tive dimension of autonomy is typically not the main research focus of the conceptions of individ-

ual autonomy outlined here. 

Moreover, I want to clarify that from this point forward, I will be discussing definitions of 

individual autonomy typically classified under personal autonomy. In Chapter 2, I differentiated 

between moral autonomy and personal autonomy. Moral autonomy, often linked with the Kantian 

conception of autonomy, is devised to explain the sources of moral obligations. In contrast, the 

definitions of individual autonomy that I subsume under the label “the mainstream conception” 

here are primarily about how an individual constructs and governs her life by choosing norms and 

life projects she identifies as her own. While some aspects of moral autonomy are not entirely 

irrelevant to my discussion—since I do include the discussion on what it means to make autono-

mous moral judgments—they are incorporated primarily as a crucial part of making sense of our 
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personal identity and life decisions, not to discuss the moral obligations we owe to one another. 

Having that laid out, I define the mainstream conception of individual autonomy as follows: 

A capacity of an individual to govern herself by making moral decisions and pur-

suing life projects in accordance with her own values, desires, and principles, which 

she developed independently of external factors. 

The remainder of this section identifies the two most common conditions required by the 

mainstream conception: identification condition, and independence condition. 

3.1.1 Identification condition 

Many existing conceptions of autonomy posit that for an agent to be autonomous, an 

agent’ should identify with the desires that motivate her decisions and actions as her own. To 

suggest that an agent’s desires are her own typically conveys two interrelated ideas. On the one 

hand, it refers to authenticity, meaning the agent’s desires are not false or imitations but are true 

to her personality and character. The idea of authenticity posits that it is possible to identify a 

true voice, and one should be able to act upon it. Another idea is non-alienation. Alienation 

means separation and detachment from the object that has or should belong to the agent. Theo-

ries of autonomy often proceed with the assumption that an agent is not autonomous if she feels 

helplessly separated or detached from her current desires. 

The most detailed account of the identification condition can be found in the hierarchical 

model of autonomy. The hierarchical model assumes that a person can decide on the hierarchy of 

the existing desires and identify with some of them as her true desires that regulate other lower-

level desires. When Harry Frankfurt distinguishes second-order volitions from second-order de-

sires, he describes the former as one’s true desires. A person with second-order volitions does not 

simply have second-order desires but wants certain desires to be her will. Among the existing 

desires, she identifies with certain desires and effectively wants them to constitute her will while 

wanting to refrain from others. With the example of an unwilling addict, Frankfurt explains that 
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while the desire to refrain from the drug and the desire to take the drug are both the addict’s desires 

in the sense that he wants to do it, through the formation of a second-order volition, he makes the 

former desire “more truly his own.” Gerald Dworkin also makes a similar account. He describes 

authenticity as the mental state where a person’s second-order identification is congruent with his 

first-order motivations and proposes this as one of the necessary conditions of autonomy.104 For 

Dworkin, this congruence between the first- and second-order desires shows that the person “iden-

tifies with his desires, goals, and values, and such identification is not influenced in way which 

make the process of identification in some way alien to individual. 105” In contrast, a person who 

experience discordance between first- and second-order desires will “resent being motivated in 

certain ways, be alienated from those influences, prefer to be the kind of person who is motivated 

in different ways.106”

Not all conceptions of autonomy use this formulaic hierarchical approach to describe how 

the person identifies with the desires that motivate her actions. Still, they generally agree that au-

tonomy requires some identification process that makes the person affirm or recognize those de-

sires as her own. For instance, Joseph Raz connects autonomy with personal integrity and argues 

that “to be autonomous one must identify with one’s choices and one must be loyal to them.” He 

continues: 

A person who feels driven by forces which he disowns but cannot control, who hates or de-

tests the desires which motivates him or the aims that he is pursuing, does not lead an auton-

omous life. The life he has is not his own. He is thoroughly alienated from it. […] Another 

condition [of integrity] is loyalty to oneself, through loyalty to one’s project and relation-

ships.107 

 
104  Gerald Dworkin, “The Concept of Autonomy,” Grazer Philosophische Studien 12 (1981): 203-213.; Gerald 

Dworkin, The Theory and Practice of Autonomy (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 15-20. 
105 Gerald Dworkin, “The Concept of Autonomy,” 212. 
106 Dworkin, The Theory and Practice of Autonomy, 15. 
107 Joseph Raz, The Morality of Freedom (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986), 382-383. 
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This shows that Raz thinks autonomy is not simply about freely choosing between different 

options but is about developing true desires and preferences with which one identifies without 

constant doubts or self-deception. An autonomous person genuinely pursues life projects and com-

mitments rooted in her desires and preferences to which she can be loyal and feels unalienated. 

Another common account of identification condition is to view authenticity as an antonym 

of uncritical imitation. 

To the degree to which a person is autonomous, […] his taste, opinions, ideals, goals, values, 

and preferences are authentically his. […] One way of being inauthentic, so understood, is to 

be habitual and uncritical conformist who receives his signals from some group whose good 

opinion he needs, or from unknown tastemakers in the advertising agencies and public rela-

tions firms.108 

One must be free to be autonomous, but one can be free and still lack autonomy because it is, 

for instance, possible freely but mindlessly to mimic the tastes, opinions, ideals, goals, prin-

ciples, values and preferences of others.109 

These statements posit an inherent connection between the authenticity of a person’s de-

sires and the critical and conscious authorization of those desires. Any agent would borrow from 

the existing life-constructing materials to construct her desires and preferences. However, she 

identifies with her desires and preferences only when she has, critically and consciously, thought 

about whether and why she wants those materials to be hers. If the agent mindlessly follows others’ 

opinions and decisions without this conscious deliberation, then her desires and preferences are 

inauthentic and, therefore, not her own. 

3.1.2 Independence condition 

While the identification condition is about the relationship between the agent and her de-

sires, the independence condition is about how those desires are formed in the first place. While 

these conditions can be interrelated, it may not always be the case. Many theorists of autonomy 

 
108 Joel Feinberg, “Autonomy,” Harm to Self, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1986), 27-52. 
109 Robert Young, “Autonomy and the 'Inner Self',” American Philosophical Quarterly 17, no. 1 (1980): 35-43. 
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worried that even if an agent thinks she identifies with her desires, the agent’s reflective and critical 

capacity, which she exercised when going through the identification process, could have been sup-

pressed or subverted. Given this concern, it is common for conceptions of autonomy to incorporate 

the idea that an agent’s motivational structure should be independent of external influence that 

may manipulate the agent’s capacity to form preferences and desires. Independence does not nec-

essarily mean that we can or should conceive of a completely unencumbered, self-sufficient person 

who forms her desire in a vacuum. Nor it must imply that an agent has sovereign control over all 

external influence that affects her. Nonetheless, autonomy theorists generally agree that some ex-

ternal influences can be defined as manipulation and that an agent should be independent of them. 

For instance, Dworkin argues that an agent’s second-order desires “may have itself been 

influenced by others in such a fashion that we do not view it as being his own.” In this case, the 

agent’s motivational structure is “his, but not his own.” Dworkin thinks that theories of autonomy 

should distinguish external influences that subvert people’s reflective and critical faculties from 

those that promote and improve them.110 The autonomous agent would welcome the latter but 

should be independent of the former. Raz also emphasizes that a person must be independent of 

coercion or manipulation to be autonomous. According to Raz, coercion and manipulation under-

mine an agent’s autonomy on a different level. Coercion diminishes a person’s options to choose 

from. It does not directly affect an agent’s critical and reflective capacity. On the other hand, ma-

nipulation is directly targeted at this capacity. Manipulation, by definition, “perverts the way that 

person reaches decisions, forms preferences, or adopts goals.”111 

How, then, do we know that an agent is independent of manipulative influences? If the 

answer to this question, to some degree, depends on the content of agents’ desires, such 

 
110 Dworkin, “The Concept of Autonomy,” 212-213. 
111 Raz, The Morality of Freedom, 377. 
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conceptions of autonomy incorporate substantive independence. Substantive independence may 

go as far as endorsing the idea of sovereign individual. Thomas Scanlon explains that an autono-

mous person should see herself as sovereign in her decisions and actions. Even when a person 

relies on the judgment of others, “he must be prepared to advance independent reasons for thinking 

their judgment likely to be correct, and to weigh the evidential value of their opinion against con-

trary evidence.112” Similarly, Robert Wolff views autonomy as “making the final decisions” about 

what one should do. According to Wolff, an autonomous person does not accept the commands of 

others as final. Even when she seems to follow the command, it is because she made decisions 

after considering the content, contexts, and consequences of the command not because she 

acknowledged the commander has the authority over her. Of course, in reality, a person cannot 

always act this way. However, this only means that she forfeited her autonomy to some degree 

because it is reasonable to do so.113 This shows that strong substantive independence is incompat-

ible with various forms of desires, norms, and life projects that value obedience to some form of 

authority. 

On the other hand, there are more moderate ways to put substantive limits on autonomy. 

For instance, Raz’s moralistic view of autonomy interprets autonomy as making a choice between 

morally acceptable options. According to Raz, autonomy is neither a choice between good and evil 

nor a choice between evils but a choice between different kinds of goods. Raz suggests explicitly 

that his position can be compatible with value pluralism and should not indicate that he is support-

ing a rigoristic and monistic view of morality.114 He recognizes that there can be many incompat-

ible and incommensurable forms of life that are all valuable and thinks that it is the government's 

 
112 Thomas Scanlon, “A Theory of Freedom of Expression,” Philosophy & Public Affairs 1 (1972), 216. 
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responsibility to guarantee they exist in society as available options for its citizens. Nonetheless, 

it is important to note that Raz is against both state neutrality and relativist positions on moral 

values.115 His argument on pluralism always proceeds with his conviction that there are cross-

cultural limits defined by common needs essential for human flourishing.116 Furthermore, Raz 

views autonomy not merely as a subjective psychological state, but as a social ideal that promotes 

specific types of social relationships, which require individuals not to subject the will of one person 

to another person’s will. In this way, the Razian model incorporates a moderate version of sub-

stantive independence. 

This contrasts with proceduralists like Dworkin who focus primarily on whether the agent’s 

reflective and critical capacity is functioning well, regardless of the content of the agent’s desires. 

When Dworkin proposes procedural independence as a necessary condition for autonomy along-

side the authenticity condition, he articulates his views on this matter as follows: 

[…] on my view, there is no specific content to the decisions an autonomous person may take. 

An autonomous person may be a saint or sinner, a rugged individualist or a conformist, a 

leader, or a follower.117 

For Dworkin, autonomy requires a particular kind of attitude toward authority, whether 

that is legal system, God, Nature, the elders, or other types of authorities. For example, in his 

discussion of moral autonomy, he describes an autonomous person as someone who “refuses to 

accept others as moral authorities” that is, who “does not accept without independent consideration 

the judgement of others as to what is morally correct.” Nevertheless, this “independent” consider-

ation, according to Dworkin, does not need to take the form of substantive independence. 

 
115 Joseph Raz, “Liberalism, Scepticism, and Democracy,” Ethics in the Public Domain: Essays in the Morality of Law 
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Substantive independence requires “a strong checking of moral authority,” that is, even if the per-

son checked out the authority, there is a need to seek independent verification of its opinion. How-

ever, “a weak checking of moral authority” is also possible. In this case, if one checked out the 

authority, there is no longer a need to check its advice in every particular case. This is how most 

people deal with many non-moral issues, such as scientific facts. What we judge is whether we 

can reasonably accept the authority not the individual content of the authority’s decision. And for 

Dworkin, the case of morality is not very different. For a person to be autonomous, her reliance 

upon moral authority should be a result of engaging in checking of authority, either weak or strong 

depending on the context. However, it is neither necessary nor reasonable to argue that each indi-

vidual should be involved in a strong checking on every occasion to be autonomous. This is how 

Dworkin makes autonomy compatible with some life projects prioritize others’ wishes or commit-

ments to higher moral authorities. He argues that the conception of autonomy should be in balance 

with different sources of moral authority to be free from paradox and become an ideal worthy of 

pursuit.118 

Still, what ties substantive and procedural independence together is the idea that some ex-

ternal influences on a person’s critical and reflective capacities should be effectively controlled. 

However, there can be disagreement on whether more critical reflection is necessarily desirable. 

David Johnston questioned whether the conception of autonomy that exalts the capacity for critical 

appraisal is really integral to personhood and a good life.119 He illustrates this point with two con-

trasting agents, Marie and Michael. Both growing up in a small town, Marie and Michael ended 

up with a drastically different life. Dissatisfied with the lifestyle of her family and friends, Marie 
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decided to attend a college out of state. There, she was exposed to a variety of cultures sometimes 

radically different from one another. As a result, Marie developed “a habit of critically appraising 

alternative values and alternative paths of life.” She makes choices about what sort of life she 

wants to live, what sort of person she wants to be, and what kinds of values to which she wants to 

adhere after evaluating various alternatives. In contrast, Michael is content with his life in the 

town, sharing the mindset and lifestyle of his fellow townspeople. He attended a local college, 

married a girlfriend with a similar background, and eventually took over the family business from 

his father. When pursuing these life projects, he never “calls seriously into question either his sense 

of identity or his basic values.”120 Johnston points out while Michael may not have developed and 

exercised the capacity for critical self-appraisal such as Marie, but this neither means he is not 

living a life he wishes to pursue nor means he fails to live a good life. Given the way Johnston 

describes Michael, he seems to have reasons to trust the values and life projects of his family and 

neighbors and conclude that they are also suitable for him, although these reasons are not spelled 

out.  Suppose Michael has made or is able to make this kind of reflection about his life paths in 

some point of his life. Then, it is reasonable to question whether a lack of critical reflection and 

dependence on the surrounding environment really implies that Michael’s motivational structure 

has been subverted. 

Still, the bottom line is that the mainstream conception of autonomy incorporates the idea 

that an agent’s reflective and critical capacities should maintain a certain level of independence, 

as necessary condition for autonomy.  And different theories of autonomy offer varied interpreta-

tions about what constitutes this minimal threshold. 

 
120 Ibid., 76. 
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3.2 Irony of Liberal Universalism 

The central research puzzle of my dissertation is called an irony of liberal universalism. I 

summarize the problem as follows: while liberalism aims to guarantee the autonomy of all indi-

viduals, the expansion of liberalism through imperialistic imposition became one of the external 

factors that interfere with individuals’ autonomous judgment. So far, I have used the terms Western 

and non-Western to articulate my intentions more intuitively. Nonetheless, these terms are very 

vague and reinforce misleading dichotomy. For instance, when I presented my initial ideas at con-

ferences, participants with Eastern European backgrounds sympathized with my view, arguing that 

similar situations can be found in Eastern Europe. However, they are not the people commonly 

counted as non-Western. In fact, there is no conceptually useful meaning that can be extracted 

from the term. Why, then, do we use the terms “Western” and “non-Western” when discussing 

cultural difference? What kind of intuition do we grasp by using these terms? It is certainly not 

about geographical locations. Rather, it is more about the contrast between societies where people 

view liberal values and institutions as normative foundations of their society, which they have 

earned and developed through social movements, and societies where these values and institutions 

are perceived to be imposed as a result of colonial history or the rise of a liberal international order. 

Therefore, in the remainder of this chapter, I will use the term “Western” with quotation marks to 

refer to European, North American, or other societies whose members view liberal norms and 

institutions as integral to their collective identity and tradition. Instead of the term non-Western, I 

will use the placeholder societyim, and refer to a society where its members perceive liberal norms 

and institutions as a consequence of foreign influence, introduced primarily through external im-

position. Members of societyim view liberal norms and institutions as something external and for-

eign, fundamentally different from their collective identity and traditions. This doesn’t necessarily 
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imply that the majority of societyim are hostile to liberalism. As I will explain later, an individual 

can personally adopt liberalism but simultaneously think that it is not part of the cultural heritage 

with which she identifies herself. In this chapter, I discuss primarily on societyim that has adopted 

liberal institutions, at least at the formal level. However, I think my analysis can be relevant to 

non-liberal regimes with a substantial size of political dissent. 

Societyim experience several collective narratives that do not appear in “Western” societies. 

There are global standards the society should approximate to be regarded as modernized. The con-

tent of these standards is largely fixed: institutionally, it refers to democratization and protection 

of human rights; culturally, it refers to the spread of individualistic morality and lifestyle. These 

ideas are “foreign,” in that they are external to the normative traditions and historical contexts of 

the society. Why, then, has Societyim imported these standards even when they do not resonate 

with its own culture and history? There is no single answer to this question. Yet, one thing for sure 

is that the question cannot be answered without the following two aspects. Practically speaking, 

adopting liberal institutions to some degree has been regarded as a strategic choice to maintain 

amicable relations with affluent countries and receive international aid from them. Ideologically 

speaking, it is deeply connected to the legacies of imperialism. At a societal level, imitating liberal 

modernity is understood as the way a society can break out of its backwardness and become a part 

of the advanced world. At a personal level, a liberal way of life is viewed as a more desirable and 

successful lifestyle than the traditional form of life. 

Note that these narratives are unrelated to the inherent value of liberalism as an emancipa-

tory ideal. They are adjunctive features emerged in response to particular socio-historical contexts. 

Nonetheless, individuals who live in societyim, cannot conceive of liberalism completely separate 
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from these narratives. With these points laid out, I propose two hypothetical cases of an irony of 

liberal universalism, nonautonomous choice and perpetuated marginalization. 

3.2.1 Nonautonomous Choice 

To articulate my arguments more clearly, I assume that societyim just began to adopt liberal 

institutions. Since liberal institutions were imposed on the society and the dominant values of the 

society remain still unchanged. Consequently, there is a visible discrepancy between liberal insti-

tutions and the actual sociocultural norms believed and practiced in everyday life. To many indi-

viduals living in societyim, the new institutions and the underlying liberal ideals are largely unin-

telligible. In fact, in their everyday lives, they identify more with norms and customs of their cul-

tural community. Nevertheless, they, at least at a surface level, adapt to the new environment, 

thinking it is an irrevocable trend. The world has changed, and this is how “modern” and “ad-

vanced” societies look like. A successful, well-educated, and sophisticated person will adapt to the 

changes and follow the new rules. 

Suppose two college students living in this social environment. The first agent, whom I 

will call X, has a talent for painting. However, his parents did not want him to pursue a career as 

an artist, and still believes in traditional parenting customs that parents could dictate their son’s 

life path for him. While X enjoys painting, he doesn’t see it as his life passion and is willing to 

comply with his parent’s wishes. He has believed that doing so is an act of filial piety. When he 

attends to college, he witnessed that individualistic culture is gaining popularity among his gener-

ation. All his close friends are immersed in this “Westernization” trend. He has never deeply 

thought about whether this new lifestyle is suitable for him or aligns with his conception of the 

good life, but he started to follow others. One day, he shared with his friends about his childhood 

story that he liked painting but quitted to obey his parents. Upon hearing this story, his friends 



72 

 

argued that his parents were wrong to dictate and control his life, and they strongly encouraged 

him to choose his life path. He is still unsure if becoming an artist is more important to him than 

satisfying his parents’ wishes. But he eventually started to think that forgoing a certain career path 

to fulfill filial piety might be an outdated mindset. 

X is an example of an agent who does not meet both conditions of autonomy in relation to 

liberal norms and life projects. He does not, in any respect., identify with liberal individualistic 

values as his own. In fact, X acts like an uncritical conformist. He adopted liberal norms and life 

projects mainly as the result of following the social trend. He had not seriously reflected on why 

freedom to choose a career path by himself is important to his self-conception or well-being. Since 

he had not seriously reflected on this issue, he is not devoted or loyal to individualistic norms that 

underlie his decision. He only imitated them superficially. 

X’s situation can be understood as making a choice between personal autonomy and obey-

ing his parents’ authority. Following the hierarchical model, X’s decision to reject his parents’ 

authority can be considered autonomous if X has formed a second-order volition for “choosing his 

career paths” and makes this effective. However, in the case of X, there is no evidence that he 

formed such a second-order volition. In fact, he resembles interesting quotes which Gerald 

Dworkin excerpts from Anna Karenina to illustrate one possible image of a non-autonomous per-

son. 

Stefan Arkadyevitch always read a liberal paper. It was not extreme in its views, but advo-

cated those principles held by the majority of people. In spite of the fact that he was not really 

interested in science, or art, or politics, he strongly adhered to the same views on all such 

subjects as the majority of this paper in particularly advocated, and changed them only when 

the majority changed. Or rather, it might be said, he did not change them at all – they changed 

themselves imperceptibly.121 

 
121 Dworkin, The Theory and Practice of Autonomy, 38. 
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The last sentence is particularly relevant. Dworkin argues that Stefan’s views are not his 

own, own, even though he was not forced to have those view, because he did not consciously 

identify with the views he endorses. X suffers same problem as Stefan. He is just following the 

popular social trend, without strongly identifying with individualistic norms. This leads to why X 

also fails to meet independent condition. Dworkin explains that Stefan’s problem is that his views 

are “borrowed without even being aware of their source,” implying that he is “not capable of giving 

some account of their validity.”122 Imitating or borrowing itself does not indicate a problem in a 

person’s reflective capacity. We all imitate or borrow others’ views to some extent to create our 

views. However, for Stefan to be autonomous, Dworkin argues, he should have reflected on the 

problems such as the likelihood of the majority being correct or the necessity for moral consensus. 

He seems incapable of deliberating these matters, at least for the given time. Similarly, X should 

have reflected on the validity and implications of the “Westernization” trend. Otherwise, he 

doesn’t meet the threshold of independence required for autonomy. 

The second agent, whom I will call Y, identifies with liberal values and even hold strong 

convictions about them. Y is a female student who goes to the same school with X. Due to pre-

vailing social customs that typically don’t educate women, she was one of the very few female 

students in college and was exceptionally intelligent. She grew up watching “Western” TV shows 

and reading novels that depicts the life of “Western (white)” women as independent and well-

educated, and she admired their life. She succeeded in persuading her parents to allow her to attend 

college. After learning more about “Western” history and philosophy in college, she began to feel 

frustrated by the stark contrast between her country’s reality and that of “advanced” societies. This 

frustration was further reinforced through interactions with a new group of friends she met in this 
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class who shared her views. She began to view her society’s authentic culture and traditions with 

a sense of disillusionment, seeing little value in them. She begins to believe that cherishing cultural 

traditions means compromising her rights, and therefore the only way to promote her rights was 

to pressure her society to meet the “global standard” of modernization, or more explicitly, to be-

come “Westernized.” This mindset made her think that people who adhere to and practice tradi-

tional norms, including her former self, as backward and anachronistic. 

Unlike X, Y meets the identification condition. She borrows and imitates “Western” norms 

and lifestyles she encountered through various sources, but she does make some conscious reflec-

tion on them and incorporate them into her desires. She is not uncritically following what her 

friends do or adapting to the social trend, but has made them her authentic commitment and is 

loyal to them. This suggests that she developed a second-order volition to live an independent life 

and that she will likely use individualistic norms as her action-guiding principles. For example, 

suppose Y was in a long-term relationship with a man who planned to live with and support his 

parents after marriage, seeing this as a virtuous cultural tradition and a crucial part of fulfilling 

filial piety. When she learned of his expectations, she immediately ended the relationship with him 

despite still having feelings left for him. Her decision demonstrates her ability to make her second-

order volition effective: she successfully managed her first-order desires to align them with her 

second-order volition. In many ways, it is reasonable to conclude that she identifies with her de-

sires and commitments. 

However, Y’s judgment in relation to liberal values is not fully autonomous, because she 

does not meet the independence condition. The independence condition concerns whether a per-

son’s motivational structure, which she employs in forming her desires, commitments, and prefer-

ences, can be regarded as her own. As mentioned in Section 3.1, this generally means her capacity 
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for critical reflection should be undistorted by external factors, independent from the possibility of 

manipulation. What is problematic about Y’s situation is that her motivational structure is under 

the influence of the imperialistic ideology of the advanced “West” and backward “Rest.” The list 

of factors known to exert authority over a person, including traditions, religious doctrines, and 

legal systems, is not exhaustive. In fact, in the context of societyim, liberal normative principles, 

perceived as a kind of the standard or advanced model of modernity, also exert authority over 

individuals. For her motivational structure to be truly independent in relation to liberal values she 

endorse, Y should be able to reflect critically on the validity of the source of values she endorses 

which includes but not limited to the following subjects: if these new progressive norms were 

developed based on a foreign historical context, why are they relevant to my society, which has a 

different historical background?; who established these normative principles as the global stand-

ard, and was there any imperialistic intent behind their creation?; if there was imperialistic intent, 

what are the implications of adopting these standards through imposition, and how should my 

society address this issue? What I want to point out is that for Y’s reflective capacity in relation 

to her judgment on liberal values to be considered fully independent, she should be able to reflect 

on the fact that her adoption of liberalism is intertwined with the imperialistic ideology of “the 

advanced West” and the idealized image of Whiteness, and that her motivational structure is under 

their influence. As a result of failing to reflect on this problem, Y is trapped in a dichotomous 

worldview: she believes the only options available to her are either to embrace “Western” liberal 

individualism and become a part of modernity or to maintain our oppressive culture and remain 

backward. 

Agents X and Y illustrate how imposing liberalism on non-liberal societies may create a 

paradoxical situation where liberal norms and life projects, including the ideal of autonomy, are 
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adopted non-autonomously. X only uncritically imitates liberal life projects practiced by others 

and therefore does not identify with them as his authentic desires. Y identifies with liberal life 

projects and their underlying normative principles. She is also capable of critical reflection in re-

lation to some external influences, such as existing cultural traditions. However, this reflective 

process does not sufficiently extend to imperialistic dimensions of liberalism. Of course, these 

examples are structured in a way that can best articulate my argument and, therefore, in some 

sense, oversimplification of reality. In the real world, the situation will not be clear-cut, and these 

caricatured aspects I point out will appear in a degree. To complement this problem, I analyze an 

actual empirical case in Chapter 5. In this chapter, my aim to explain convincingly why and how 

adopting liberalism in the current international context can be an eviscerating experience, not only 

for those opposed to liberalism but also for individuals who willingly adopt it. I think this is an 

irony that should capture the attention of any serious liberal theorist. This shows why simply 

providing more liberal options is insufficient for promoting a person’s autonomy unless we find 

ways to carefully demystify the effect of liberal hegemony and the legacies of liberal imperialism. 

3.2.2 Perpetuated Marginalization 

So far, I focused on the agents who do not fulfill the defining conditions of individual 

autonomy in relation to liberal values. In this section, I explain another type of problem which 

cannot be resolved even when an agent satisfies both defining conditions of autonomy. More spe-

cifically, I will show how it is impossible to properly address this problem within the existing 

framework of autonomy. I call this problem as perpetuated marginalization. 

Suppose that societyim has consolidated its liberal democratic institutions and a new gen-

eration who does not directly experience the historic moment of imposition has emerged. Born 

after the institutional changes were almost completed, this generation views liberal institutions and 
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their underlying values as a given and considers traditional culture as only one among several 

moral sources in their society. To this generation, the time when people actions and moral deci-

sions are primarily guided by “traditions” sounds like a distant past. Nevertheless, equating “liberal 

modernity” with “Westernization” remains a prevalent perception. Despite growing familiarity 

with liberal norms and life projects, people still do not perceive them as part of their own culture, 

history, or identity, but as a foreign import. Given that liberalism originated in “the West,” they 

still perceive “Western” liberalism as the original and perceive theirs as derivative. 

The last hypothetical agent I propose (whom I will call Z) is part of this new generation. 

She knows that the law guarantees a range of individual rights and firmly believes she is entitled 

to these rights. For Z, it is natural to relate herself more with liberal values than so-called traditional 

values. This preference is shaped by the experiences she had as a young lesbian woman. As a 

young woman, she has observed how domestic violence is frequently overlooked due to a hierar-

chical family structure reinforced in the name of traditional family values. She also observed how 

discrimination against women in the workplace is often justified by traditional gender norms that 

women, being the primary caretakers of their children, will be less productive than male workers. 

As a lesbian, she has found that the rhetoric of family and communal values is frequently used to 

justify her family and community’s control over her sexuality and private relationships. Also, she 

witnesses that the government’s reluctance to protect minimum rights for LGBT persons is also 

justified by the rhetoric of shared ends. With the accumulation of these experiences, it was inevi-

table for Z to conclude that her conviction and well-being conflict with what is considered authen-

tic cultural traditions or national identity. 

Thus, although Z knows that liberal individual rights based are stipulated in the law of her 

society, she is also aware that these rights are not recognized as authentic part of her society. For 
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her and for many others, liberalism represents a philosophical doctrine developed by “Western” 

philosophers, a form of social and political institutions realized by “Western” revolutionaries, and 

a lifestyle embraced by “Western” peoples far before her people. She and her people are not part 

of its creation or development but are only importing it in the form of finished product. Conse-

quently, she finds herself turning to books and documents written by “Western” scholars and ac-

tivists to understand the nature of the rights she values. She realizes that this is an unpleasant 

experience as well. From time to time, she feels offended by condescending and paternalistic atti-

tudes of “Westerners” toward her society and her people. She is also critical of the historical ties 

between liberalism and imperialism, and its continued hegemonic influence over her people. De-

spite this ambivalent feeling, she still thinks it is inevitable to import these foreign norms and 

institutions and apply to her society to promote the well-being of herself and her fellow citizens. 

Contrary to the other two agents, Z fulfills the two defining conditions of autonomy. She 

identifies with liberal values and embraces them as one of the important commitments integral to 

her well-being. She has a clear understanding of her desires and is loyal to them. Her motivations 

and desires are authentic, showing no indications of self-deception or alienation in this process. 

Her motivational structure and reflective capacity are also largely independent. She has engaged 

in critical reflection on her commitment from multiple perspectives. She has reflected on the ne-

cessity and validity of liberal values, justifying them based on her personal experiences and obser-

vations. She also reflected on the validity of the sources of those values: she acknowledges impe-

rialistic or racist narratives often tied to liberal discourse and questions them but, despite these 

problems, decides to utilize them. This is a crucial difference from how Y adopted liberal values. 

Y did not fulfill the independence condition because she did not make independent critical judg-

ment about the sources of the normative principles she endorses and was unaware of how they 
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exert authority over her. Unlike Y, Z is aware of these problems and has taken them into account 

in her decision-making process. Therefore, it is reasonable to conclude that her motivational struc-

ture is her own, and her critical and reflective capacity remains undistorted by manipulative exter-

nal factors. 

However, Z still encounters an unwelcome dilemma: choosing between “Western” liberal-

ism and a traditional culture that oppresses her. I think this dilemma resembles how Anthony Ap-

piah explains his dissatisfaction with the choice between the world of Uncle Tom’s Cabin and 

Black Power.123 Unlike Appiah, who states that he would choose the latter if those were his only 

options, Z chose the former. She chose the former because, upon critical reflection, she concluded 

this is more conducive to her well-being. But this would mean that for Z (and in this case also for 

Y), promoting her essential interests and well-being must entail the discontinuity, betrayal, or un-

dermining of their cultural heritage and collective identity. Moreover, it is important to note that 

Z still thinks she is importing these “foreign” values as a sort of normative standard that is applied 

to her society. By perceiving them as “foreign” values, she does not regard herself as the essential 

part of the discourse that shapes those values she endorses. She thinks that she is placed outside 

and on the receiving end of the discourse. 

In other words, Z is marginalized from the value-creating process that produces the norms 

and life projects she endorses and practices. Consequently, no matter how much she thinks her 

preference for and commitment to liberal values are genuine, she, in some sense, remains a deriv-

ative of something else: white people, “Westerners,” etc. If we take seriously about self-authorship 

and self-government, there are reasons to doubt that this is a satisfactory situation. This is a morally 

eviscerating experience and an unnecessary dilemma for which the imperialistic history of 

 
123 Anthony Appiah, “Identity, Authenticity, Survival: Multicultural Societies and Social Reproduction,” in Multicul-

turalism: Examining the Politics of Recognition (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994), 162. 
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liberalism is accountable. Nonetheless, the mainstream conception of autonomy I have outlined so 

far lacks conceptual tools to address what is exactly problematic about this situation. In other 

words, this situation can be overlooked due to the very way existing conceptions of autonomy have 

been structured. In the following section, I will discuss how autonomy theory should approach 

these problems. 

3.3 Beyond Undistorted Self 

As repeatedly emphasized, I think of myself as a liberal, committed to the liberal ideal of 

equal respect. I also deeply sympathize with the value of individual autonomy, because I believe 

the central aspects of this normative concept, such as its emphasis on a person’s critical and re-

flective capacity, is crucial for the marginalized individuals to question oppression and secure their 

well-being. Nevertheless, I take seriously how liberalism has been intertwined with imperialistic 

agendas, and I recognize the lasting impact this history has on the minds of “non-Western” indi-

viduals or people of color. The psychological damages I have been trying to articulate has some 

similarities with the problem Frantz Fannon has described in Black Skin, White Masks.124 Just like 

Fanon demonstrated how people have perceived Creole French as a derivative of “White” French, 

I explained how, within societyim, liberal practices can be perceived as derivatives of “Western” 

(or “White”) liberalism. Under the legacy of imperialism, a self-colonizing agent come to believe 

that performing “Whiteness” is the only effective way to experience liberation. I concur that this 

is a dead-lock situation which fosters a self-defeating outlook. Some people might argue that lib-

eral modernity is the heart of this problematic “White world,” and the wound of imperialism can 

be fully remedied only when we radically depart from liberal ideas. I guess that can be one way to 

address the problem, and I understand the reasoning behind their arguments. Nonetheless, I want 

 
124 Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, trans. Charles Lam Markmann (New York: Grove Press, 1967). 
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to emphasize that there are individuals who are genuinely committed to the liberal notion of free-

dom, autonomy, and equal respect, driven by an urgent need to ease their sufferings and that of 

their fellow citizens. 

It is impossible to undo the history. And the approach I will take does not radically dis-

mantle its legacies. Yet, I think I can at least provide the individuals who struggle for their well-

being a more positive self-image and a more constructive worldview than becoming derivatives of 

“the West.” I want to find ways for them to be less conscious of “the West” when pursuing their 

goals and interests. In other words, my goal is to develop a liberal theoretical framework that can 

help these individuals, including myself, manage this psychological harm and become the author 

of these seemingly “foreign” products. As a first step of this grand project, I chose to reconstruct 

individual autonomy, which, as explained in Chapter 2, is often perceived to be the foundation of 

the liberal conception of the self and liberal political model by both advocates and critics of liber-

alism. It would not be an exaggeration to argue that the model of society liberalism promotes is a 

society composed of autonomous individuals. I support this vision, but only under the condition 

that we rethink how autonomy has been conceptualized. 

The remainder of this chapter sketches the contours of this reconstruction. This section can 

be understood as a preliminary step towards the discussions in the next chapter, where I engage in 

an actual conceptual reconstruction. More specifically, I identify two elements of the mainstream 

conception of individual autonomy that need to be reconsidered: non-manipulation and authentic-

ity.  

3.3.1 Non-manipulation 

One of the central elements of the mainstream conception of individual autonomy that I 

question is the idea of non-manipulation. Manipulation is understood as antithetical to autonomy. 
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A person who experiences manipulation is not autonomous because she fails to meet the independ-

ent condition: through manipulation, her capacity to make critical judgments becomes no longer 

her own, independent, etc. What, then, do we mean by manipulation? The dictionary definition of 

manipulation is an act of controlling or influencing a person in an artful, unfair, or insidious way 

for someone else’s purposes and benefits. Unlike persuasion and other ordinary social interactions 

that may affect a person, manipulation is viewed as a distinctive form of influence in two respects. 

First, it has an intent or purpose to constrain and control another person’s thoughts and behaviors 

by perverting her decision-making capacities. While persuasion also aims to alter others’ thoughts 

and behaviors, it is done under the assumption that the person respects another person’s decision-

making capacities. Manipulation violates this assumption. Second, since manipulation aims to per-

vert a person’s decision-making capacities, the preferences and commitments formed as a result 

of manipulation are considered somewhat distorted, thus fail to represent the person’s true desires. 

The bottom line is that without manipulation, the person would have formed preferences and com-

mitments that align with her own will.125 

However, manipulation differs from coercion, another form of influence considered to be 

in conflict with autonomy. Coercion explicitly exhibits the intent of domination by using threat or 

force against a person’s will. Manipulation, on the other hand, happens more covertly without 

using threat or force. Consequently, a person under manipulative influence is not aware that she is 

being manipulated. The person may recognize a sign of manipulation through a sense of alienation: 

feeling disconnected from her motivations and actions, failing to develop satisfying volitional 

equilibrium that one can authorize as her own.126 But some argue that manipulation need not 

 
125 Christopher Mills, “Manipulation and Autonomy,” The Routledge Handbook of Autonomy, ed. Ben Colburn (New 

York: Routledge, 2023), 223-233. 
126  Harry Frankfurt, “The Faintest Passion,” Necessity, Volition, and Love, (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press,1999), 95-107. 
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necessarily involve the feeling of dissonance and dissatisfaction. In theory, it is possible to manip-

ulate a person to remain satisfied with her current desires and commitments. In this case, a person 

who would otherwise be dissatisfied with her motivations and actions achieves satisfying voli-

tional equilibrium as a result of manipulation. Some express concern that this could be the psy-

chological process a person goes through under extreme oppression.127 They concern that when 

manipulation pervades all aspects of a person’s life, she may come to believe that she wholeheart-

edly identifies with the preferences and commitments shaped through manipulation. 

The assumed covertness of manipulation is what makes the concept interesting, yet it also 

introduces ambiguity. How can we discern manipulative influence when the affected person does 

not perceive it as manipulation, or may even embrace it as her own? This question would be much 

easier to answer if manipulation occur between identifiable agents. If we can pinpoint the agent 

responsible for the influence, discern her intent, and understand the relational dynamics between 

the influencer and the affected agent, then we can have a relatively clear picture of whether the 

influence was manipulative, even when the affected person embraces that influence. However, 

when we say manipulation contradicts autonomy, we mean something more than interactions be-

tween individual agents.  Norms and institutions are also proposed as powerful external factors 

that affect a person’s motivations and preferences systematically, even in the absence of identified 

manipulators who have an intention to manipulate. For example, when Natalie Stoljar called for 

the feminist intuition on autonomy, she worried how pernicious aspects of oppressive gender 

norms influence women’s preferences.128 Feminists have repeatedly pointed out that a female 

 
127 Natalie Stoljar, “Autonomy and Adaptive Preference Formation,” in Autonomy, Oppression and Gender, edited by 

Andrea Veltman and Mark Piper (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014), 227-252. 
128 Natalie Stoljar, “Autonomy and the Feminist Intuition,” in Relational Autonomy: Feminist Perspectives on Auton-

omy, Agency, and the Social Self, edited by Catriona Mackenzie and Natalie Stoljar (New York: Oxford University 

Press, 2000), 94-111. 
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agent often embraces and comes to prefer oppressive elements of gender norms, even when there 

is no specified manipulator directly influencing them. This is a problem of adaptative preference, 

one of the most long-standing problems of feminism. As Mary Wollstonecraft already pointed out 

centuries ago, feminists worry that some women “hug their chains, and fawn like the spaniel” even 

in the undeniable context of oppression, seemingly out of voluntary will.129 Discussions on auton-

omy also considers such systemic influence of oppressive norms and institutions because they hold 

significant power—perhaps even more than a manipulative individual—in a person’s conception 

of self and decision-making capacities. 

Consequently, autonomy requires satisfactory explanation of how to distinguish manipu-

lative influence of norms and institutions from other ordinary influence, even in cases the affected 

individual does not express dissatisfaction with those norms and institutions. One approach to this 

issue is endorsing a strong substantive conception of autonomy that proscribes the content of 

norms and institutions incompatible with autonomy. However, this approach does not align with 

my research goals because it establishes a fixed set of criteria that determines the content of au-

tonomy independent of the sociocultural contexts of affected individuals. Another approach would 

be a procedural approach, which focuses primarily on comprehending whether an agent’s reflec-

tive and critical capacities have been undermined. In other words, this approach is not concerned 

with the content of the norms and institutions but whether these norms and institutions have re-

sulted in the malfunction of reflective capacities. However, developing a satisfying procedural 

definition of manipulative influence is also a complicated and challenging task. For instance, the 

following is John Christman’s account on this problem which I find the most compelling among 

this line of approach. Christman suggests that autonomy in relation to some characteristics of 

 
129 Mary Wollstonecraft, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, ed. Miriam Brody (London: Penguin Books, 1985), 

originally published in 1792. 
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certain values and commitments (which he refer to as C) requires a person’s basic competence in 

relation to C (such as ability to critically reflect on and form intentions to act based on C) and: 

Were the person to engage in sustained critical reflection on C over a variety of conditions in 

light of the historical processes (adequately described) that give rise to C. 

She would not be alienated from C in the sense of feeling and judging that C cannot be sus-

tained as part of an acceptable autobiographical narrative organized by her diachronic practi-

cal identity. 

The reflecting being imagined is not constrained by reflection-distorting factors.130 

Christman contends that his historical and diachronic approach captures the influence of 

manipulative factors more convincingly compared to “time-slice” accounts of autonomy. Accord-

ing to Christman, to determine whether a person’s reflective and critical capacities regarding cer-

tain values and commitments are effectively functioning, evaluating the person at a specific mo-

ment is not enough. It is essential to consider whether the person is capable of critically reflecting 

on the overall diachronic process through which she developed preferences for those values and 

commitments. Even if a person appears to autonomously adopt certain values and commitments at 

a given time, the possibility that her judgment has been perverted cannot be excluded unless she 

is capable of reflecting on how she came to endorse those values and commitments. This implies 

that even when a person adopts values and commitments that seem heteronomous or submissive 

to substantive theorists, if she consistently demonstrates the ability to critically reflect on the dia-

chronic process that shaped her values and commitments and feel unalienated from them, her judg-

ment can still be considered unmanipulated.131 

I find Christman’s historical conception useful in some sense, as it can provide a clearer 

analysis of why Agent Z is different from Agent Y, and why the former is more autonomous in 

relation to liberal values than the latter. In certain aspects, Y did make some meaningful critical 

 
130 John Christman, The Politics of Persons: Individual Autonomy and Socio-historical Selves (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2009), 155. 
131 Ibid., 162. 
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reflection on liberal norms and life projects. Y’s preference is shaped by the accumulated frustra-

tion she had with social discrimination prevalent in her society, and unlike X, it is highly likely 

that Y made some genuine reflection on her current preferences. However, compared to Z, Y is 

incapable of making the full historical reflection of what external factors might have shaped her 

preferences. Let’s say Y becomes aware that when she initially formed her preferences for liberal 

values during her childhood, she was influenced by an idealized image of whiteness and Western 

civilization, which reproduces racist and imperialist connotations. Would this reassessment result 

in a sense of alienation from her current preferences for liberal values? Perhaps yes, or perhaps 

not. If she feels alienated, then on the historical account, she was not autonomous in relation to the 

liberal values she has endorsed. If she still identifies with them, then she will be in a similar situ-

ation with that of Z. 

What seems unclear to me is what he calls “the reflective distorted factors,132” which ap-

pears in other procedural theories of individual autonomy. For procedural theorists, it is common 

to posit that even when a person is competent to make reflections on her desires and commitments, 

it is integral to examine whether this reflective process was not distorted by external factors in the 

first place. Christman follows this common assumption and provides examples of drugs, torture, 

intimidation, social environments that severely limit person to develop critical agency and like.133 

While I agree that these factors can undermine a person’s critical and reflective capacities, I have 

reservations whether “distortion” is a useful frame that explains what is problematic about these 

factors. The term distortion, when used in relation to a person’s mind, makes sense when we accept 

the possibility of identifying a sort of true, natural, or original state of mind unaltered. Therefore, 

 
132 Christman, The Politics of Persons, 155.; John Christman, “Liberalism, Autonomy, Self-Transformation,” Social 

Theory and Practice 27, no. 2 (April 2001): 203. 
133 Christman, “Liberalism, Autonomy, Self-Transformation,” 203. 
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when we frame this problem as the problem of distorted reflection, this logically entails the dis-

cussions on finding the most plausible counterfactual explanations of a person’s true position re-

garding norms and institutions in question. However, is this really an interesting question to ask 

about whether the person’s reflective capacities are well-functioning? Or more importantly, I ques-

tion whether it is possible to make plausible counterfactual explanations of a person’s truest desires 

on certain norms and institutions, when her self-conception is formed under radically conflicting 

social demands.134 

For instance, as in the situation of Agent Y, a female agent living in societyim often faces 

pressure from both the oppressive elements of local traditions, which constrain her freedom, and 

the imperialistic and racist aspects of “Western” liberal discourse, which idealize “whiteness” and 

devalue her collective identities. To what extent can an agent’s judgment on liberal values or cul-

tural traditions be considered as representing her true, undistorted self when she is encircled by 

these conflicting social pressures? As long as autonomy revolves around the talk of manipulation 

and is marked by an absence of distortion, this is an inescapable topic of discussion. However, I 

do not think this is a productive question to ask regarding how a person maintains self-authorship 

in such contexts. Ensuring a person’s critical and reflective capacities is certainly a central task for 

anyone who is committed to the ideal of autonomy. A conception of autonomy should adequately 

capture what it means for an agent to be competent of making a critical self-deliberation and 

 
134 My argument here reiterates the feminist notion of intersectionality: Kimberlé Crenshaw, “Demarginalizing the 

Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Anti-

racist Politics,” University of Chicago Legal Forum 1989, no. 1 (1989): 139-167. It also closely aligns with Paul 

Benson’s critique of identity-based theories of autonomy. Benson argues that these theories fail to adequately account 

for how an individual facing conflicting social demands might develop a practical identity characterized by authentic 

ambivalence. This ambivalence, he suggests, is central to her practical identity despite its incoherence and inconsist-

ence. Benson believes his discursive model of autonomy, which defines autonomy as regarding oneself as competent 

and worthy of speaking for one’s own actions in the face of potential criticism, offers a better model of autonomy that 

can accommodate such agents. As I will discuss in the next chapter, I also adopt a discursive approach for similar 

reasons. See Paul Benson, “Authority and Voice in Autonomous Agency,” in Autonomy and the Challenges to Liber-

alism: New Essays, ed. Joel Anderson and John Christman (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 101-126. 
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reasoned judgment. However, the factors that render a person incompetent in this respect is coer-

cion, oppression, suppression, and extreme inequality, and none of them necessarily need to be 

characterized as a problem of distortion. 

3.3.2 Authenticity 

The second element of individual autonomy I question is the idea of authenticity. The word 

authenticity frequently appears in theories of autonomy. As explained in Section 3.1, conceptions 

of autonomy often incorporate the idea of authentic self or authentic desires as part of the identi-

fication condition. An agent is not autonomous if the desires that produce her actions are not au-

thentic, i.e., if she does not identify with them as her own desires. When theories of autonomy 

ascribe authenticity to individual as such, the term usually has two different meanings. On the one 

hand, it implies being true to my originality or unique individuality and not being a derivative of 

others. Lionel Trilling elucidated that authenticity is an ideal that emerged in “the Western world” 

at the end of the 18th century when people started to think that individuals have more value than 

mere placeholders of their social class. In the previous era, a person who accepted her class situa-

tion and acted accordingly was praised as a sincere person. This common sense was gradually 

overridden by the ideal of authenticity, which champions an agent’s private and unique individu-

ality. This change popularized the idea that there is something inherently valuable about being 

truthful to my originality and not being a mere derivative of my class.135 Similarly, when theories 

of autonomy discuss the authenticity of an agent’s desires and preferences, they conceive of an 

agent who is not a mere derivative of her class, culture, race, religion, gender, the majority of 

society, etc. It posits that an autonomous agent is capable of, or at least is not prevented from, 

 
135 Lionel Trilling, Sincerity and Authenticity (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1971). 



89 

 

maintaining a unique individual character that is genuinely her own, and cannot be fully explained 

by the characteristics of social groups she is part of. 

On the other hand, authenticity implies non-alienation. When the authenticity is posited in 

this sense, it means that an agent does not feel deeply alienated from the desires and preferences 

that motivate her action. An autonomous agent embraces her desires and preferences as an im-

portant part of her self-understanding; does not have negative feelings, such as self-deception, 

regrets, disgust, and ambivalence, about herself having those desires and preferences; and demon-

strates her loyalty and commitment to them through her decisions and actions.136 Bringing in Rahel 

Jaeggi’s definition of alienation, a deficient form of relation where an agent is detached or sepa-

rated from something that belongs to or ought to belong to her137, this appears that theories of 

autonomy think of these examples as the proper relation between a person and an agent’s desires. 

When an agent is not autonomous regarding certain aspects of her desires and preferences, she 

loses this proper relation with that aspect of herself. The desires gain the dynamic of its own, and 

an agent helplessly and passively follows them regardless of her misalignment or other negative 

feelings toward these desires. 

While both of these meanings of authenticity coexist in theories of autonomy, these two 

meanings indicate a completely different status of mind. In fact, they are in sync only in a particular 

situation: when an agent feels like characteristics and expectations ascribed to her group are in 

tension with an integral part of her self-understanding. An agent who cannot conform to the ma-

jority view of her religious community would overcome a sense of alienation by following her 

conscience. An agent who feels at odds with gender norms would overcome a sense of alienation 

 
136 Dworkin, “The Concept of Autonomy,” 211; Dworkin, The Theory and Practice of Autonomy, 15; Raz, The Mo-

rality of Freedom, 382. 
137 Rahel Jaeggi, Alienation, trans. Frederick Neuhouser and Alan E. Smith, ed. Frederick Neuhouser (New York: 

Columbia University Press, 2014), 63. 
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by maintaining her individual character that contradicts social expectations of her gender. How-

ever, in many other cases, an agent may not feel alienated in any respect to conform to a particular 

group or imitate the majority. She may even think that belonging to a member of the group or the 

majority is an integral aspect of herself that defines her identity. For this type of agent, the demand 

to find their own unique individuality apart from the group or majority opinion they belong to 

would intensify, instead of resolving, a sense of alienation. This shows the authenticity of an indi-

vidual is a much more complicated problem than often assumed in the mainstream conception of 

individual autonomy. 

In fact, the ideal of authenticity is sometimes utilized to criticize modern individualism. 

For example, Charles Taylor interprets authenticity as “personal resonance,” achieved by aligning 

with the moral source that resonates within a person.138 Similarly, Alessandro Ferrara suggests that 

authenticity involves living a life guided by “the deepest and most significant motifs that resonate 

within us.”139 The term “resonance” suggests that the non-rational aspects of one’s identity are 

crucial to her self-conception, often outweighing rational considerations. Unsurprisingly, these 

theorists of authenticity focus on restoring the wholeness of a person’s life, believing that this 

restoration is impossible without acknowledging the importance of collective identities shaped by 

culture, religion, and historical narratives. Consequently, discussions about authenticity often ex-

tends beyond the matter of individual identity and includes discussions about authentic culture or 

authentic people. As Taylor points out, Johann Herder, a major articulator of authenticity, applied 

the concept to the “culture-bearing people.” Just like an individual should be true to her unique, 

essential core, which only she can articulate and discover, people should be true to their own cul-

ture and should not be derivative of other peoples or become a subject to colonialism. In this way, 

 
138 Charles Taylor, The Ethics of Authenticity (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1991). 
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the ideal of authenticity served as the basis of “modern nationalism” in both “benign and malignant 

forms.”140 Even when we do not endorse such an essentialist view on culture, this new conception 

of authenticity is congenial to the argument that societies should be able to cherish traditional 

values if the people of those societies believe that those values represent their own authentic cul-

ture. And “Western” liberal modernity is accused of intensifying inauthenticity of “non-Western” 

societies in this sense through the history of colonialism. 

Theorists of authenticity think of this as one of the main reasons why the ideal of authen-

ticity should replace the ideal of autonomy. As one alternative to the current form of liberal uni-

versalism, Ferrara proposes exemplary universalism, the universalism of authentic exemplarity. 

The gist of this model is twofold. First, individuals or societies should make the most of them-

selves. If it is an individual, she should embrace values that fit best and flourishes her identity. If 

it is a society, its institutions should be based on values that fit best its history and traditions and 

make it flourish. In other words, each individual and each society have an aesthetically ideal point 

that can be reached by pursuing the ideal of authenticity. Second, this authentic exemplarity serves 

as an example that others can refer to and learn from when they make their own decisions. For 

instance, the story of an ancient hero or the tragic incident in a foreign country can transcend time 

and space and serve as a reference for our decision-making even though the context and situation 

are not identical to ours.141 

Ferrara emphasizes that this process is fundamentally different from applying a universal 

law or schema. Schema or law is a set of abstract criteria that is fixed before its application. If we 

are following schema or law, we are applying them to the local examples without questioning the 
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criteria itself. However, referring to exemplarity involves our interpretation of what exactly is this 

example exemplifies. Does the liberal model of the US exemplify a free and democratic society or 

an imperialistic hegemony? It depends on the agent who is trying to use it as a reference. Therefore, 

Ferrara argues that referring to exemplarity can be understood as “creating an example rather than 

applying an example.”142 Exemplary universalism creates room for agents to maintain their au-

thenticity even when they are influenced by values and norms external to them. 

Ideas like personal resonance and authentic exemplarity allude to an interesting point that 

the mainstream conception of autonomy often overlooks: the fact that the authenticity of an indi-

vidual is closely intertwined with the authenticity of the collective. These ideas highlight that for 

agents who derive their self-understanding and core values from their cultural, religious, and ethnic 

identities, having their collective identity overshadowed by “Western” liberalism diminish the au-

thenticity of their individual identity. The gist of this line of argument can be illuminated through 

an insightful account of individual identity suggested by Anthony Appiah. Appiah understands 

individual identity as an interplay between the two major dimensions, the personal and the collec-

tive. A personal dimension of individual identity consists of socially or morally important features 

of a person which do not by themselves form a social category. (e.g., intelligence, charm, wit, 

cupidity.) On the other hand, a collective dimension of individual identity consists of the intersec-

tion of her collective identities that count as social categories or kinds of person. (e.g., religion, 

gender, ethnicity, sexuality.)143 Appiah acknowledges that the collective dimension is equally im-

portant to our understanding of individual identity as much as the personal dimension. All agents 

have life projects and, in Appiah’s words, have stories to tell. Appiah argues that in telling that 

story, how “I” fit into the wider story of various collectives is important for most people. Collective 
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narratives provide individuals with scripts that they can use to shape their life plans and tell their 

life stories.144 Following his logic, one of the harmful results of liberal imperialism would be that 

these collective scripts were damaged and disparaged as negative: backward, barbaric, inferior, 

likely to fail, and etc. Appiah points out this is why the politics of recognition gained popularity. 

People who strongly identify with their collective identities had reasons to turn these collective 

narratives into positive ones to recover their dignity. 

My argument takes this a step further, highlighting that the devaluation of collective iden-

tities can have a significant influence on a person’s self-conception, even in cases where the person 

does not feel a strong connection to them. This is because even when a person doesn’t identify 

much with collective identities attribute to her, she will be perceived as a member of those social 

categories. This inevitably affects how she constructs her identity, preferences, and commitments. 

In other words, even a person who has a weak bond to the assigned social categories would still 

be disturbed by the knowledge that the collective narratives ascribed to those categories are dam-

aged or devalued. In fact, this knowledge may even affect the person’s motivational structure, 

serve as the very reason why the person distanced from herself those social categories in the first 

place. For example, Agent Y’s judgments and decisions are shaped by the perception that her 

ethnic or cultural identity only provide her unattractive scripts. Her complete rejection of her cul-

tural traditions and her preference for a “Western” lifestyle is exacerbated by the perception that 

these traditions are backward. This shows that even though Y might not strongly identify with her 

collective identities, she is still affected by them. 

The sense of alienation that Agent Z experiences, which I call perpetuated marginalization, 

is also an example of how the personal and collective dimensions of individual identity can be 
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closely intertwined. I pointed out that Z may still feel alienated from liberal values in some respects 

because the discourse that produces those values is external to the collective identities that she is 

part of. This sense of alienation is related to the process of fitting one’s personal narrative into the 

wider collective narratives. Since Z views liberal values as part of “Western” society, she will try 

to align her beliefs and commitments with the collective narrative of “Western” society. However, 

it is evident that she will fail to integrate herself into this collective narrative: as she is neither an 

actual member of “Western” society nor will be regarded as one, she lacks the same social and 

historical experiences that “Western” individuals have lived through. Therefore, for Z, adopting 

liberal life projects always includes the narrative of imitating or becoming a derivative of “the 

West.” As explained in Section 3.2, this leads to the problem that she cannot achieve self-author-

ship in relation to liberal values regardless of how deeply she is committed to those values. This 

is an inevitable consequence, considering the fact that values are always created collectively. No 

individual can become an author of her values simply by endorsing them: she becomes an author 

of those values because she is part of the collective that produces those values. What Z lacks in 

relation to liberal values is this experience of collective value formation.  

In sum, I think the way the mainstream conception of individual autonomy deals with the 

problem of authenticity is not suitable for analyzing the intricate relationship between individual 

and collective. Firstly, it only fits into a particular situation where the two meanings of authentic 

individuality are in sync. The mainstream conception is valuable for an agent whose primary sense 

of alienation comes from ascribed social expectations, and therefore, protecting her unique indi-

viduality resolves this sense of alienation. However, for other agents, the conception creates more 

ambiguity than providing clarification.  Secondly, by adopting an overly individualistic approach 
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to understanding the nature of authentic desires and preferences, it fails to fully grasp the extensive 

impact that devaluing collective narratives has on the members of the collective. 

Nevertheless, I do not think these issues justify replacing individual autonomy with alter-

native concepts. For instance, I am not convinced that authenticity theory better captures the nature 

of human agency than autonomy theory. Most importantly, I have reservations about the argument 

that authenticity can stand alone as a meaningful ideal without being complemented by some con-

ceptions of individual autonomy and the ideal of equal respect. Firstly, I think Ferrara’s idea of 

authenticity utilizes many important elements of autonomy to construct his theory of authenticity. 

For instance, how can we conceive of an aesthetically ideal point which makes the most of a person 

or society, without exercising our capacity for autonomy? Realizing this ideal point involves re-

flecting a variety of personal and collective narratives, comparing and contrasting them, and criti-

cally evaluating their validity as well as their suitability to the person or collective. If one does not 

intend to advocate for an essentialist position, which Ferrara himself also rejects,145 the ideal of 

authenticity presupposes a person’s capacity for autonomy. 

Here, the element of autonomy I am primarily referring to is the capacity for critical reflec-

tion. Critical reflection has been criticized for encouraging an overly rational analysis of self-for-

mation, pressuring an agent to distance herself from her deepest commitments and orientations. I 

sympathize with this critique if critical reflection is solely about rational appraisal. However, there 

are other ways to interpret this capacity. For instance, John Christman points out that the reflective 

appraisal required for autonomy does not necessarily imply callous rational analysis or entail re-

vision of current commitments. Autonomy may require a person to revise or reject her current 

 
145 His critical stance on the essentialist approach to authenticity is evident in the way he develops the notion of re-

flective authenticity: Alessandro Ferrara, Reflective Authenticity (London: Routledge, 1998); Alessandro Ferrara, “Au-

thenticity Without a True Self,” in Authenticity in Culture, Self, and Society, eds. Philip Vannini and J. Patrick Williams 

(Farnham: Ashgate, 2009), 21-35. 
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commitments, but only when one is estranged and alienated from them. In many other situations, 

self-reflection will simply involve describing background facts about their lives. And this self-

reflection, of course, includes affective and bodily aspects of one’s experience. But what is im-

portant is that even in such cases, the person does exercise a psychological ability to make a re-

flective judgment about her personal history and social environments. 146 I align with Christman 

on this point. In fact, even the person who is satisfied with the current commitments and unwilling 

to change them can be perfectly capable of providing reasons why she is satisfied with and is 

willing to continue those commitments. I think authenticity cannot stand alone without incorpo-

rating this element of autonomy. 

Moreover, it looks unclear to me how the ideal of authenticity can be meaningful without 

committing to the ideal of equal respect. To be fair, Ferrara thinks his idea of authentic exemplarity 

is compatible with the ideal of equal respect.147 He does not intend to reject this modern ideal but 

is dissatisfied with the way it is conceived and utilized, i.e., with the foundationalist approach to 

the ideal. He is opposed to essentializing so-called “Western” interpretation of equality and elevate 

it as the universal law. I completely agree with him on this point. However, it is noteworthy that 

he often employs rhetoric which reminds the readers that the principle of equal respect is a dis-

tinctly “Western” ideal. 

We call the Nazi view of the good as racial purity evil in that it systematically, and not just 

occasionally, violates the principle of equal respect for all human beings regardless of their 

ethnic ancestry. The grounding of such a principle rests on nothing other than the fact that we 

could no longer regard us as ourselves-as Western moderns of the twenty-first century-if we 

embraced a view of the moral life that did not include equal respect at its core. […] At the 

same time, when we claim that the Nazi view of morality is evil, we claim something more 

than that. We claim that no one, not just we the Westerners of the twenty-first century, could 

embrace it and still remain faithful to herself.148 

 
146 Christman, The Politics of Persons, 109-132. 
147 Alessandro Ferrara, The Force of the Example (New York: Columbia University Press, 2008), 78. 
148 Ibid., 88-89. 
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This passage suggests that we can specify “radical evil,” which all of humanity would agree 

to condemn. To put it in other way, the violation of equal respect can be evil, but it is something 

different from the radical evil. The reason violation of equal respect is problematic for “Western 

moderns” is because it harms and challenges their sense of morality and the collective identity that 

defines them. While this may not be Ferrara’s intention, such rhetoric can be used to reinforce the 

common perception that equal respect is fundamentally a “Western” ideal, suitable for “Western-

ers,” and therefore need not be the concern for “non-Western” societies. Or one may go even 

further and contend that “non-Western” societies can legitimately reject the principle of equal re-

spect, resist to respect political dissenters, women, or other minorities as agents who should speak 

for themselves, because guaranteeing the principle will obstruct the process of constructing “us at 

our best,” harming the authenticity of one’s society.  

To avoid this line of argument, a conception of authenticity should presuppose the principle 

of equal respect. In fact, I do not think creating “us at our best” is possible without guaranteeing 

all its members equal standing to speak for themselves in a meaningful way.149 Anything created 

without this process cannot be seen as the authentic exemplary of a society. It is only a distorted 

image that disproportionately highlights a particular segment of society, especially those holding 

discursive power. Therefore, labeling equal respect as a “Western” ideal is unnecessary and even 

misleading. The problem does not lie in the ideal but in the fundamentalist approach that “West-

ern” people often take: the attitude that interprets the ideal as fixed, predetermined criteria, leaving 

practically no room for “non-Western” individuals to situate and reinterpret them in accordance 

with the social and historical contexts of their society. Promoting any normative principle in such 

an inflexible manner should be considered problematic. 

 
149 My argument here would align with Sheila Benhabib’s deliberative model she proposes in The Claims of Culture: 

Equality and Diversity in the Global Era (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2002). 
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For autonomy theory to serve as a more valid and attractive conceptual framework for 

contemporary societies dealing with pluralism and the legacy of imperialism, it should give more 

consideration to how collective narratives are woven into one’s self-conception and motivational 

structure. Theories highlighting the collective aspect of authenticity offer valuable insights here. I 

find Ferrara’s concept of exemplarity particularly compelling, as it presents a persuasive approach 

to achieving universality without treating particular normative principles as a fixed set of a priori 

standards. Nevertheless, I understand these insights as guidelines for refining the existing concep-

tions of autonomy rather than grounds for abandoning the concept.  
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4. Autonomy as Critical Appropriation 

So far, I have articulated why the existing account of individual autonomy can create irony 

within liberal theory when reconsidered within the context of liberal imposition. The existing ac-

count of individual autonomy is cautious about how external factors, especially higher authorities 

such as customs, religions, and government, distort agents’ motivational structure. The problem is 

that, due to its imperialistic history and the global expansion of liberal hegemony, the imposition 

of liberalism itself became one of these external factors that can distort agents’ motivational struc-

ture. I also pointed out that the mainstream conception of individual autonomy lacks conceptual 

tools to address this problem. It can neither adequately explain the nature of psychological harm 

underlying this irony nor provide a productive vision of how an agent can navigate this injurious 

situation. I identified two conceptual elements of the mainstream conception that should be recon-

sidered: emphasis on the absence of manipulation and the overly individualistic approach to the 

idea of an authentic self. These two conceptual elements, when put together, reinforce the notion 

that the essence of individual autonomy is protecting an agent’s authentic desires and motivations 

from possibly manipulative and distortive factors. However, I think such an account for individual 

autonomy cannot facilitate insightful and productive discussions about how so-called “non-West-

ern” agents maintain self-authorship amidst the conflict between “foreign” and “traditional” val-

ues. 

At the same time, I firmly support autonomy’s emphasis on human beings’ critical and 

reflective capacities and the principle of equal respect that all individuals should be respected as if 

they are equally capable of these capacities. I think this is the most compelling aspect of autonomy, 

which should not be easily discarded. It offers a powerful normative justification for challenging 

the oppressive elements of the status quo and ensuring marginalized individuals think and speak 
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for themselves about their essential interests. Therefore, instead of rejecting the liberal notion of 

autonomy altogether, I aim to develop a conception of reflective self-direction that is not grounded 

in the idea of undistorted self. I find the existing literature on relational autonomy particularly 

useful for this task because it provides various resources to conceptualize autonomy as something 

other than immunization of external influence. In other words, the literature is useful in explaining 

how different socio-relational factors can be woven into human agency. 

The remaining of this chapter consists of three sections. First, I provide a brief overview 

of the different conceptions of relational autonomy. Relational autonomy by no means has a single 

definition, even more so than the mainstream conception. Different conceptions of relational au-

tonomy are tied very loosely to each other by the assumption that social relations are an important 

factor of autonomy because individuals are socially embedded beings.150 Therefore, it is necessary 

to spell out their differences. Second, I identify the conceptual resources suitable for my purpose 

of reconstruction, and propose autonomy as critical appropriation,151 which I define as follows: a 

capacity to construct one’s life by appropriating given norms and life projects and providing le-

gitimate reasons why she appropriated them. In the last section, I explain why autonomy as critical 

appropriation provides a more nuanced analysis of how individuals maintain self-authorship in the 

face of the conflict between foreign and traditional values. In doing so, I revisit the two hypothet-

ical cases I articulated in Chapter 3, a nonautonomous choice and perpetuated marginalization. 

 
150 Catriona Mackenzie and Natalie Stoljar, “Introduction: Autonomy Refigured,” in Relational Autonomy: Feminist 

Perspectives on Autonomy, Agency, and the Social Self, edited by Catriona Mackenzie and Natalie Stoljar (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 2000), 3-31.; Andrea C. Westlund, “Rethinking Relational Autonomy,” Hypatia 24, no.4 

(2009), 26. 
151 I do not think all theories of relational autonomy welcome an individualistic approach to autonomy. A conception 

of autonomy I propose in this chapter can be understood as a synthesis of conceptions of relational autonomy that can 

be compatible with an individualistic conceptualization of autonomy. 
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4.1 Conceptions of Relational Autonomy 

Relational autonomy can be traced back to post-Freudian psychoanalytic theory, object-

relations theory, to be specific. Nancy Chodorow argued that object-relations theory provides a 

perspective of individuality very different from that of classic Western individualism. It attempts 

to reconstruct our understanding of autonomy by challenging individuality that expresses “rigid 

notions of autonomous separateness.”152 Instead, it provides an alternative account of individuality 

based on the idea that the self is constructed intersubjectively in a relational matrix. This means 

that our self-construction always includes aspects of the other.153 For instance, the process of self-

construction starts from our early relationship with the primary caretaker during infancy.154 Boys 

and girls follow different models of autonomy because they develop a different relationship with 

their mother: a boy follows the reactive model of autonomy based on separation, isolation, and 

independence because he learns that he is different from his mother. A girl follows the relational 

model of autonomy developed through mutual affirmation and the feeling of empathy because she 

learns that she is the same as her mother.155 While the conceptions of relational autonomy widely 

discussed today have come a long way from the object-relations theory and are presented within 

the framework of analytic philosophy, psychoanalytic theory is where the idea was originated. 

Feminist theorists inspired by object-relations theories challenged the mainstream liberal 

conception of autonomy, arguing that it is largely based on the male experience. It has been a 

widely shared intuition that male socialization is associated with autonomy as independence, while 

 
152 Nancy Chodorow, “Toward a Relational Individualism,” in Reconstructing Individualism: Autonomy, Individuality, 

and the Self in Western Thought (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1986), 207. 
153 Ibid., 204. 
154 Ibid., 203. 
155 Nancy Chodorow, Reproduction of Mothering: Psychoanalysis and the Sociology of Gender (Berkeley: University 

of California Press, 1978).; Nancy J. Hirschmann, “Autonomy? Or Freedom? A Return to Psychoanalytic Theory,” in 

Autonomy, Oppression, and Gender, edited by Andrea Veltman and Mark Piper (New York: Oxford University Press, 

2014), 65-66. 
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female socialization is associated with dependence on family and other personal relationships. For 

this reason, some feminist theorists argue that the mainstream conception of autonomy cannot 

explain female socialization without characterizing women’s experiences as inferior to that of men. 

They argue that, to counter stigmatization and valorize women’s experiences and identities, femi-

nists should reassess the importance of emotional attachment and dependence.156 On the other 

hand, other feminist theorists are more cautious about celebrating social relations because relation-

ships have been one of the primary sources of oppression of women. They are especially worried 

about the fact that private relationships and social institutions based on patriarchal norms have 

confined women to specific life projects and affected their ability to think about the possibility that 

they could live otherwise.157 These two contradictory arguments actually agree on the same as-

sumption that social relation is an important conundrum in theorizing autonomy. 

As I mentioned in the introduction, relational autonomy refers to a cluster of ideas rather 

than a coherent set of definitions. Debates around relational autonomy have sophisticated in recent 

years, and there are different views about how exactly relational factors should be included in 

autonomy theorizing. There are three common classifications used to distinguish different concep-

tions of relational autonomy: (a) causal or constitutive; (b) internalist or externalist; (c) procedural 

or substantive. 

4.1.1 Causal or Constitutive 

 
156 Carol Gilligan, In A Different Voice: Autonomy (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1982).; Jennifer Nedelsky, 

Law’s Relations: A Relational Theory of Self, and Law (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011).; Christine Tappolet, 

“Emotions, Reasons, and Autonomy,” in Autonomy, Oppression, and Gender, edited by Andrea Veltman and Mark 

Piper (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014), 163-180. 
157 Linda Barclay, “Autonomy and the Social Self,” in Relational Autonomy: Feminist Perspectives on Autonomy, 

Agency, and the Social Self, edited by Catriona Mackenzie and Natalie Stoljar (New York: Oxford University Press, 

2000), 52-71.; Natalie Stoljar, “Autonomy and The Feminist Intuition,” in Ibid., 94-111.; Hirschmann, “Autonomy? 

Or Freedom? A Return to Psychoanlytic Theory,” 61-84. 
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Conceptions of relational autonomy are often classified as either causal or constitutive. 

Some relational theorists work primarily on what kind of social relations are supportive or harmful 

to developing and exercising autonomy. Their theoretical focus is on explaining the nature of this 

causal relationship. If one defines autonomy as a causally relational concept, this means that au-

tonomy and autonomy-enhancing environments, such as structural independence and mutual 

recognition, can be conceptually separated. This is different from incorporating relational factors 

as one of the defining conditions of autonomy.158 

It is important to spell out how casually relational conceptions are different from the main-

stream liberal conception. Relational theorists sometimes equate the mainstream conception with 

the idea of self-government, practiced by isolated individuals who resist external influences when 

shaping their identity and making important life choices. Relational theorists argue that, in con-

trast, relational autonomy is committed to the fact that we are all socially embedded beings and 

are interconnected to each other.159 However, this may be an oversimplification of the mainstream 

conception. As mentioned in the previous chapter, liberal theorists admit that autonomy cannot be 

developed in a vacuum. J. S. Mill acknowledges that it is inevitable for any individual to be influ-

enced by culture and custom.160 Raz also emphasizes that autonomy depends a lot on the general 

character of culture and social environment.161 Many liberal theorists of autonomy, maybe with 

the exception of those who strictly follow Kantian conception, are aware of the fact that full de-

velopment of autonomy happens within the external factors that surround her. They do not cham-

pion the life of an isolated man. 

 
158 John Christman, “Relational Autonomy, Liberal Individualism, and the Social Constitution of Selves,” Philosoph-

ical Studies 117 (2004): 156. 
159 Nedelsky, Law’s Relations, 19-90. 
160 J.S. Mill, On Liberty, ed. Elizabeth Rapaport (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 1978), 87. 
161 Joseph Raz, The Morality of Freedom (New York: Oxford University Press, 1986), 394. 
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Nonetheless, a causally relational approach to autonomy has at least two differences from 

the mainstream conception. The first is its theoretical emphasis. One distinguishing feature of a 

relational approach to autonomy is the painstaking effort to validate the positive impact of social 

relations on autonomy. Although mainstream theorists of individual autonomy do not deny that 

some social factors are conducive to autonomy, this is not their primary concern. In contrast, rela-

tional theorists are particularly devoted to these issues. Second, relational theorists typically un-

derstand autonomy as a multi-dimensional capacity and argue that emotional and bodily faculties 

play a crucial role as much as rational capacity. Mainstream theorists in general, assume body and 

emotion as something that an autonomous agent should overcome or assume that they play only a 

marginal role in our capacity for autonomy. It is common for relational theorists to deny such 

assumptions. For instance, Jennifer Nedelsky has emphasized that a capacity for autonomy is more 

than the rational capacity of critical self-reflection and encompasses affective and embodied di-

mensions of the self.162 Diana Meyers emphasizes that emotional attachment such as love is im-

portant for understanding what an agent truly wants and, therefore, an integral part of autonomy 

competency.163 These modified interpretations of capacity for autonomy are efforts to reconcep-

tualize autonomy towards the direction that better reflects how people in the real world actually 

maneuver through the complex network of social factors. 

On the other hand, a constitutively relational approach modifies the mainstream conception 

more radically towards the relational direction by arguing that socio-relational conditions are an 

inseparable dimension of the definition of autonomy. For instance, Marina Oshana defines auton-

omy as having “a de facto power and authority to manage matters of fundamental importance to 

 
162 Nedelsky, Law’s Relations, 158-193. 
163 Diana T. Meyers, “Personal Autonomy and the Paradox of Feminine Socialization,” The Journal of Philosophy 84, 

no. 11 (1987): 619-628. 
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her life within a framework of rules that she has set for herself.”164 For Oshana, to have a de facto 

power is to be in “a stable social status” which makes practical self-determination possible.165 This 

implies that an agent is not autonomous even if she exercises agency on some decisions of her life 

unless she is located in a social structure that allows her to wield de facto power over important 

life decisions. Oshana, by definition, equates autonomy with a particular kind of socio-relational 

condition. 

Another example of a constitutively relational approach is a dialogical conception of au-

tonomy proposed by Andrea Westlund and Paul Benson. Westlund defines autonomy as a dispo-

sition to hold oneself answerable for her action-guiding principles to the external critical perspec-

tives.166 The interlocutor who provides critical challenges does not have to be an actual person, 

and the dialogue does not have to involve a face-to-face conversation. In fact, most of the time, 

this process consists of internal dialogue with imagined others. However, it is important to note 

that this imagined interlocutor is not any random individual, but a person situated in a context-

providing relationship with the agent. This relationship can range from a personal relationship, 

such as a mother, husband, and friend, to a broader relationship, such as a fellow citizen or a 

member of a moral community. What is important is that it should be possible to explain why this 

imaginary dialogue matters to both persons involved.167 Westlund’s definition has some similari-

ties with the mainstream conception because it understands autonomy as a reflective capacity pos-

sessed by all individuals. However, it is important to highlight that for Westlund, a kind of 

 
164 Marina Oshana, Personal Autonomy in Society (New York: Routledge, 2006), 2. 
165 Marina Oshana, “Is Social-Relational Autonomy a Plausible Ideal?” in Personal Autonomy and Social Oppression: 

Philosophical Perspectives, edited by Marina Oshana (New York: Routledge, 2015), 3-24. 
166 Westlund, “Rethinking Relational Autonomy,” 26-49.; Andrea C. Westlund, “Autonomy in Relation,” in Out from 

the Shadows: Analytical Feminist Contributions to Traditional Philosophy, ed. Sharon L. Crasnow and Anita M. 

Superson (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012), 59-81. 
167 Westlund, “Rethinking Relational Autonomy,” 39. 
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reflectiveness that enables autonomy is irreducibly dialogical, relational, and situated. Her ac-

count for autonomy is constitutively relational because it incorporates a socio-relational dimen-

sion, a critical dialogue with imagined others, as a defining condition necessary for analyzing au-

tonomy.168 Paul Benson also understands autonomy as an inherently dialogical and relational con-

cept. He argues that to be autonomous is to have the authority to speak to others about one’s 

choices and actions. According to Benson, if an agent regards herself as being in an appropriate 

position to speak for her decisions in response to potential criticism, she is autonomous, irrespec-

tive of whether her actions actually represent her authentic desires. Moreover, the agent’s authority 

is grounded in the fact that she regards herself as a potential answerer for her decisions, regardless 

of whether she has secured a stable social status conducive to autonomy. As Westlund, Benson’s 

agential ownership, by definition, needs ‘others’ who raise questions to the agent and, therefore, 

is constitutively relational.169 

4.1.2 Internalist or Externalist 

The second common classification is the distinction between internalist and externalist 

conceptions.170 This distinction is based on whether autonomy is defined by internalist conditions 

or externalist conditions. Internalist conceptions define autonomy as a particular psychological 

capacity. Many mainstream theories of autonomy can be classified as internalist. For instance, J. 

S. Mill defined autonomy as a capacity to critically reflect on traditions and customs and to make 

choices about moral actions and life plans in accordance with her own judgment.171 Similarly, 

 
168 Westlund, “Rethinking Relational Autonomy,” 26-49. 
169 Paul Benson, “Authority and Voice in Autonomous Agency,” in Autonomy and the Challenges to Liberalism: New 

Essays, ed. Joel Anderson and John Christman (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 101-126.; Paul Ben-

son, “Feminist Commitments and Relational Autonomy,” in Autonomy, Oppression, and Gender (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2014), 87-113. 
170 Catriona Mackenzie, “Relational Equality and the Debate Between Externalist and Internalist Theories of Rela-

tional Autonomy,” in Autonomy and Equality: Relational Approaches, edited by Natalie Stoljar and Kristin Voigt 

(New York:Routledge, 2021), 32-46. 
171 J.S. Mill, On Liberty, 88. 
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Gerald Dworkin defines autonomy as a capacity to critically scrutinize first-order desires, change 

them, and make them effective in her action.172 Both Mill and Dworkin provide internal psycho-

logical conditions as a definition of autonomy. 

Internalist conceptions of relational autonomy redefine these psychological conditions as 

a relational and multi-dimensional process. For instance, Nedelsky defines autonomy as a capacity 

for creative interaction, i.e., a capacity to reshape and re-create both the relationship and the agent 

herself.173 She points out that all individuals are placed in the nested structural relations: that is, 

various layers of social relations that intersect and interact with each other. According to Nedelsky, 

autonomy as creative interaction provides a better analysis of how individuals deal with the nested 

structural relations compared to the mainstream conception. Westlund’s autonomy as answerabil-

ity is another example of an internalist conception.174 Like Nedelsky’s, her definition of autonomy 

modifies the usual psychological conditions, such as critical reflection and self-direction, in a way 

that can better address situatedness and social embeddedness of self. Catriona Mackenzie also 

proposes our imaginative capacity as an alternative to the overly rationalized capacity of critical 

reflection.175 Mackenzie defines autonomy as a capacity to seriously imagine alternative possibil-

ities for one’s action, emotion, and desire and, therefore, to seriously imagine alternative lives. 

This imaginative mental activity is prompted by the reactive emotions that emerge when the agent 

sifts through her experiential memories.176 

 
172 Gerald Dworkin, The Theory and Practice of Autonomy (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 16. 
173 Nedelsky, Law’s Relations, 45. 
174 Westlund, “Rethinking Relational Autonomy,” 33. 
175 Catriona Mackenzie, “Three Dimensions of Autonomy: A Relational Analysis,” in Autonomy, Oppression and Gen-

der (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014), 33. 
176 Catriona Mackenzie, “Imagining Oneself Otherwise,” in Relational Autonomy: Feminist Perspectives on Autonomy, 

Agency, and the Social Self (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), 133-144 
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Externalist conceptions, on the other hand, incorporate social conditions that are external 

to an agent’s psychological capacity into the definition of relational autonomy. Among the main-

stream theories of autonomy, the Razian model follows the externalist account. Raz’s definition 

of autonomy consists of three dimensions: mental abilities, an adequate range of options, and the 

absence of coercion and manipulation.177 Among the three dimensions, an adequate range of 

choices can be interpreted as an externalist condition. According to Raz, an adequate range of 

options implies choices between meaningful options and choices between different kinds of goods. 

This means that choices between trivial options and choices between good and evil are not suffi-

cient for autonomy.178 Such an analysis shows that under the Razian model, an agent should meet 

a particular kind of social condition to be autonomous. 

Among the relational theorists, Marina Oshana is the most prominent example of external-

ist conceptions. As explained, Oshana understands autonomy to be in “a stable social status,” 

which makes practical self-determination possible. She thinks meeting this social condition is in-

tegral for a person to be autonomous regardless of the agent’s psychological capacity.179 Oshana 

illustrates her position with the cases of social reformers who struggle against their oppression. 

For instance, she argues that Martin Luther King gained autonomy “only when national and inter-

national circumstances forced a seismic shift in attention to the (civil rights) movement he pre-

sented.”180 Before this shift, King may have made autonomous choices from time to time in some 

domains of his life but could not make practical self-determination in important domains of his 

life. In other words, he could not wield global autonomy, and this is not satisfactory for Oshana. 

She also argues the successful struggles of social reformers should be understood as an exception 

 
177 Raz, The Morality of Freedom, 372-377. 
178 Ibid., 383-384. 
179 Oshana, “Is Social-Relational Autonomy a Plausible Ideal?” 
180 Ibid., 12. 
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or outlier, and there is no need to regard an exception or outlier as a definition of autonomy.181 All 

of these show that Oshana’s theory is strictly externalist. Natalie Stoljar also defends externalist 

conditions of relational autonomy. Stoljar is critical about how an internalist approach can over-

look cases like preference adaptation, the cases where an agent’s preferences are formed as a result 

of oppressive external factors. Therefore, in her view, the presence of a proper kind of social rela-

tions is a necessary condition for autonomy.182 

4.1.3 Procedural or Substantive 

The third classification is the distinction between procedural and substantive conceptions. 

Substantive conceptions prescribe certain substantive values and norms as incompatible with au-

tonomy. More specifically, they are cautious about socio-cultural norms that consolidate hierar-

chical relationships and assume that such norms go against the whole purpose of autonomy. Ac-

cording to substantive theorists, hierarchical socio-cultural norms permeate different levels of so-

cial relations, effectively constraining the mental faculties and the range of options necessary for 

an agent’s freedom and well-being. Therefore, even when an agent seems to willingly endorse 

these norms, substantive theorists argue that this is because the agent internalized existing oppres-

sion. 

This problem is sometimes framed as “adaptive preference formation,” the unconscious 

accommodation of desires to feasible options. If an agent voluntarily endorses social norms that 

seem to constrain her mental abilities and maintain discriminatory relationships, this may be the 

result of adaptive preference formation, not because that is her true desire. If this is so, she may 

choose to live otherwise when more options are given to her. For this reason, many substantive 

 
181 Ibid., 11-12. 
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theorists think that endorsement of hierarchical socio-cultural norms is an adaptive preference and 

is a sign of a defect in one’s autonomy. This view is sometimes challenged by theorists who worry 

that such analysis might belittle the life of an agent who is perfectly capable of weighing different 

options and making reasonable choices under the given circumstance. As a response to such criti-

cism, substantive theorists differentiate autonomy from agency. They do not deny that agents who 

have developed adaptive preferences exercise agency but still argue that this is not sufficient for 

autonomy.183 

Oshana is a prominent example of a strong substantive account for autonomy. Oshana pro-

vides an example of a happy slave who made an unhampered decision to become a slave and is 

satisfied with the life she chose. According to Oshana, the content of the slave’s decision goes 

directly against the kind of life we expect from autonomy; therefore, it is an oxymoron to argue 

that she is autonomous. While procedural theorists assume that a content-neutral account can log-

ically filter out extreme cases like voluntary enslavement, Oshana thinks that they failed to defend 

how this is possible without relying on some kind of substantive standard.184 Stoljar is another 

example of a substantive theorist. She argues that the relational theories that follow the feminist 

intuition should prefer substantive conceptions compared to procedural conceptions. The feminist 

intuition tells us that a woman who goes through feminine socialization may internalize oppressive 

and misguided norms that shape her preferences. For Stoljar, the problem of procedural concep-

tions that equate autonomy with the process of critical reflection is that they cannot properly ex-

plain how oppressive socialization may pervert this process. She thinks that a strong substantive 

 
183 Natalie Stoljar, “Autonomy and Adaptive Preference Formation,” in Autonomy, Oppression and Gender (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 2014), 249. 
184 Oshana, Personal Autonomy in Society, 53-60. 
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standard is needed to assess whether an agent’s critical reflection is uncoerced and unmanipu-

lated.185 

On the other hand, procedural theorists think that just like egalitarian norms, hierarchical 

norms are one of the materials an agent can use to make important decisions in her life. The content 

of the norms is not the deciding factor of whether an agent’s autonomy is constrained. As long as 

the agent can consciously authorize her decision, she is capable of exercising autonomy regardless 

of its content. Nevertheless, relational theorists who prefer procedural account of autonomy typi-

cally agree that the authorization process outlined in the mainstream model, such as uninfluenced 

choice or self-control, should be modified toward a relational direction. Take Westlund’s auton-

omy as answerability, for instance. In her view, if an agent can give justificatory answers to legit-

imate critical challenges against her decisions, then it is sufficient to conclude that she has author-

ized the norms she adopted. Here, it is important to note that Westlund confined legitimate critical 

challenges to challenges that are proven to matter to both the agent and the challenger. This means 

that internal authorization of norms is always context-based and should be situated in a relation-

ship.186 

By placing the authorization process, not the content, at the center of autonomy, procedural 

theories can give a more nuanced understanding of what it means to be autonomous in a seemingly 

oppressive situation. First, they can point out that there is a significant difference between a person 

who has consciously authorized hierarchical socio-cultural norms and a person who has drifted or 

even been forced into following these norms. While the latter clearly lacks autonomy, it seems 

unfair to deny that the former is exercising some degree of autonomy. Second, procedural theories 

allow to raise a more subtle question about the meaning of oppression. If an agent authorizes 

 
185 Stoljar, “Autonomy and Feminist Intuition,” 94-110.  
186 Westlund, “Rethinking Relational Autonomy,” 39. 



112 

 

certain norms as her own and is satisfied with them, on what grounds can we say these norms are 

oppressing her? Apart from extreme cases which seriously undermine the well-being of an agent, 

a more benign version of hierarchical norms might not be seen as oppression at all by some agents. 

Nonetheless, it is important to note that relational theorists seldom take a purely procedural 

position. This is because they take seriously the fact that some social relations hamper the capacity 

for autonomy. Therefore, some argue that it would be more accurate to use the label “weak sub-

stantive” than “procedural.” Diana T. Meyers makes interesting remarks on this point. Instead of 

using the common procedural-substantive classification, Meyers proposes the Double Axis thesis: 

she argues that theories of autonomy can be placed on the coordinates with two conceptual axes, 

the Directivity Axis and the Constitutivity Axis, based on how they deploy values. The Directivity 

Axis is about whether autonomy theory prescribes or proscribes certain types of behavior. Theo-

rists of autonomy can be classified as value-neutral, value-laden, and value-saturated: value-neu-

tral theories are similar to pure procedural theories, which “assess autonomy on the basis of the 

motivational structure;” value-saturated theories are similar to substantive theories, which “de-

mand that autonomous individuals repudiate particular disvalues or fulfill particular values;” 

value-laden theories are located between the two theories, and are “less prescriptive than value-

saturated theories and more prescriptive than value-neutral theories.” Value-laden theories do not 

restrict certain types of actions like value-saturated theories. They provide more flexible interpre-

tations for individuals who only occasionally comply with oppressive norms and have other ra-

tional considerations behind following those norms.187 

 
187 Diana T. Meyers, “Feminist Debate over Values in Autonomy Theory,” in Autonomy, Oppression and Gender (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 2014), 116-118 
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On the other hand, the Constitutivity Axis is about how an agent’s decision-making process 

utilizes a set of background values.188 Meyers argues that all autonomy theories that talk about 

internal procedure are, in the end, value-utilizing, although they differ on the specifics of what 

kind of values should be utilized. The reason Meyers separates the Constitutivity Axis from the 

Directivity Axis is because she wants to articulate what exactly we mean by “weak substantive” 

theories. For example, the key distinction between Westlund’s answerability and Benson’s agen-

tial ownership, which the authors themselves make, is that the former provides a formal and pro-

cedural account of autonomy, whereas the latter provides a weak substantive account. However, 

Meyer argues that within her Double Axis thesis, both conceptions are value-neutral and value-

utilizing. Meyer argues that while Westlund’s theory is indeed value-neutral, it does utilize back-

ground values such as rational dialogue or interpersonal accountability. This is set of constitutive 

values that are directly related to the process of autonomous choice. Also, Meyers suggests under-

standing Benson’s theory as value-utilizing rather than classifying it as “weak substantive” be-

cause it does not prescribe or proscribe certain types of actions inherently antithetical to autonomy 

like other so-called substantive theories. According to Meyers, what Benson is really arguing is 

that psychological values such as self-confidence and self-worth are constitutive of the process of 

autonomous choice. Benson focuses primarily on whether an agent regards oneself as a potential 

answerer of critical questions and, therefore, assumes positive attitudes toward oneself as a neces-

sary condition of autonomy. This is certainly something that Westlund does not accept. However, 

Meyers contends that this difference comes from the fact that they are utilizing different kinds of 

background values, rather than one being procedural and the other being substantive.189 

 
188 Ibid., 115. 
189 Ibid., 116-128.; Paul Benson, “Autonomy and Oppressive Socialization,” Social Theory and Practice 17, no. 3 

(Fall 1991): 385-408.; Paul Benson, “Agency and Self-Worth,” The Journal of Philosophy 91, no. 12 (December 1994): 

650-668. 
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4.2 Autonomy as Critical Appropriation 

As previously noted, my exploration into theories of relational autonomy has a distinct 

purpose. I aim to utilize the relational approach these theorists take to construct a liberal concep-

tion of autonomy that better addresses my puzzle, the irony of liberal universalism, which I ex-

plained in Chapter 3. This means that I have two primary focal points in utilizing existing concep-

tions of relational autonomy. First, I am interested in constructing a conception of autonomy that 

can be used as the basis for a liberal political model. In other words, while I will modify or even 

reject particular elements of the mainstream liberal conception, I will still endorse other elements, 

such as its individualistic nature, the underlying idea of equal respect, and its emphasis on reflec-

tive capacity, that I believe are key aspects of a liberal conception of autonomy. I understand my 

work as a complement to the mainstream conception rather than a complete replacement. For this 

reason, the conception of autonomy I propose here can be understood as a relational conception of 

individual autonomy, setting it apart from other theories of relational autonomy that might not 

favor an individualistic approach. Second, I am interested in constructing a conception of auton-

omy that can provide a more nuanced analysis of what it means for individuals to adopt liberal 

values autonomously, even when they are “foreign” values imposed on their society as a result of 

liberal imperialism or liberal hegemony. This means that (a) it should be sensitive to the cultural 

and historical backgrounds that the liberal model has been imposed on certain societies; (b) it 

should offer a clear guideline distinguishing why some decisions to adopt liberal norms and life 

projects are autonomous, while others are not. 

Having this in mind, I propose a relational conception of individual autonomy, defined as 

a capacity for critical appropriation. 

Autonomy is a capacity to construct one’s life by appropriating given norms and 

life projects and providing legitimate reasons why she appropriated them. 
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This conception has two main dimensions that need to be explained, which I have itali-

cized. The first dimension is a capacity to appropriate. I define appropriation as a type of internal 

authorization process that an agent goes through when she evaluates and adopts existing norms 

and life projects. An agent who is able to appropriate norms and life projects reinterprets them in 

a way that they fit into her experiences and make sense in the social contexts she faces. I observed 

that theorists of relational autonomy incorporate the element of appropriation as a sign of auton-

omy. For instance, Nedelsky’s creative interaction is about how an agent reshapes and re-creates 

her relationships, i.e., how she appropriates her relationships. Mackenzie argues that an agent’s 

current decisions and judgments are influenced by imaginative mental activities of sifting through 

experiential memories, appropriating some while externalizing others.190 My idea of capacity for 

appropriation is inspired by these approaches to autonomy. 

An agent who cannot appropriate only imitates the norms and life projects created by others 

and remains a passive recipient. She is unable to reinterpret existing norms and life projects with 

her perspective and follow them dogmatically. Or she might follow them unconsciously even when 

they do not resonate with her experience. The Gerald Dworkin’s example of Stefan Arkadyevitch 

from Anna Karenina, which I mention in Chapter 3, can be an example of a person who is not 

capable of appropriation.191 As Dworkin pointed out, what is problematic about Stephan is not the 

fact that he borrowed his beliefs from others but the fact that he borrowed them without justifying 

their validity with his words. Practically all of our thoughts and beliefs are borrowed from some-

where else, but only when we justify them in our words, they become our own. I largely agree with 

 
190 Mackenzie, “Imagining Oneself Otherwise,” 124-150. 
191 The passage goes: Stefan Arkadyevitch always read a liberal paper. It was not extreme in its views, but advocated 

those principles held by the majority of people. In spite of the fact that he was not really interested in science, or art, 

or politics, he strongly adhered to the same view on all such subjects as the majority and this paper in particular 

advocated, and changed them only when the majority changed. Or rather, it might be said, he did not change them at 

all – they changed themselves imperceptibly. 
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Dworkin on this point. I think appropriation, i.e., reinterpreting and reshaping existing thoughts 

and beliefs through one’s experience, is the first step of this justifying process. 

While appropriation is necessary for autonomy, it is not sufficient. Autonomy requires the 

second dimension, a capacity for reason-giving. To be specific, an agent should be able to provide 

legitimate reasons for why she appropriated certain norms or life projects in the way she has done. 

Internalist conceptions of relational autonomy often include the reason-giving capacity as a sign 

of autonomy. For instance, Nedelsky admits that, unlike freedom, autonomy has the element of 

reason-giving. She acknowledges that refusal to give reasons for one’s choice can be compatible 

with freedom but not with autonomy because autonomy requires conscious work, although it does 

not have to take the form of intellectual critical reflection.192 Mackenzie also explains how we 

make an evaluative judgment on our habitual modes of understanding ourselves and our surround-

ings based on emotional responses aroused from our imaginative deliberative process.193 I interpret 

this as a type of reason-giving capacity, yet it places greater emphasis on the affective and imagi-

native dimensions than a conventional understanding of self-deliberation. Moreover, I have al-

ready explained in detail how Westlund’s answerability and Benson’s agential ownership equate 

autonomy with the reason-giving process. 

I think anyone who endorses an internalist conception of autonomy would not deny that 

autonomy involves some kind of reason-giving process. The real question is what kind of reason-

giving process is necessary for autonomy. Some criteria to narrow down the scope are necessary 

for autonomy to be a meaningful conceptual tool. This is why I stated that an autonomous agent 

should be able to provide legitimate reasons, not just any reasons, for her decisions on 

 
192 Nedelsky, Law’s Relations, 2011, 61-62. 
193 Mackenzie, “Imagining Oneself Otherwise,” 136-139. 
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appropriating certain norms and life projects. And I argue that an agent’s reasons should fulfill the 

following two conditions. 

First, an agent’s reasons should express a sufficient degree of voluntariness. This condition 

rules out the cases where the agents forcibly or unwillingly adopt given norms and life projects. 

For instance, if a person thinks that she made a certain decision out of fear or complete helpless-

ness, then this cannot be counted as a reason sufficient for autonomy, although the agent might 

have made the most reasonable decision in her situation. Let’s assume a daughter who sacrificed 

her career to take care of her ill mother. There can be roughly three possibilities in why she made 

such a decision. 

Case (A) The daughter may wish to take care of her mother even if that may result 

in giving up a better job opportunity. 

Case (B) The daughter may not want to give up the opportunity but has been co-

erced to do so. For instance, other family members or the mother herself may have 

demanded her to do so. 

Case (C) The daughter may not want to give up the opportunity, but she feels pres-

sured to do so due to social expectations attached to her gender role. This can hap-

pen even if no one directly coerced her to take up the responsibility. 

There is a significant difference between (A) and the other two cases. In case (A), the 

daughter’s reason for appropriating filial duty would be something like, “family is the most im-

portant thing in my life, and I am genuinely happy to take care of my mother.” I argue that in case 

(A), the agent’s reason expresses sufficient degree of voluntariness. In contrast, in case (B), the 

daughter’s reason would be something like, “I was told to do so, and I cannot refuse my family’s 

demands.” This is a reason which can be sympathized, but it is not a reason sufficient for autonomy 

because it lacks voluntariness. Case (C) is the most complicated, and I think different interpreta-

tions might be possible in cases like this based on the context. However, I think that, at least in 

principle, the daughter would not be able to give a reason sufficient for autonomy because she was 

not willing to make the decision in the first place. For instance, her reasons would look something 
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like, “I would rather not take the responsibility, but it is usually a daughter’s job, and I do not want 

to be a bad daughter.” This type of response is, of course, qualitatively different from direct coer-

cion, like case (B), but it cannot be said that it expresses voluntariness. 

Before I articulate the second condition, I want to make additional comments on case (A). 

I think people who have concerns with adaptive preferences would probably question whether the 

daughter’s answer is sufficient. Adaptive preference formation is an unconscious alteration or for-

mation of one’s preferences in light of feasible options. The underlying assumption is that the 

agent prefers the current set of options only because they are achievable and would have preferred 

other options if they weren’t practically impossible to achieve. This is typically described as un-

conscious psychological process. In other words, the agent who formed adaptive preferences does 

not realize in a conscious level that her preferences do not reflect her real aspirations. Ben Colburn 

explains this process by proposing the notion of covert influence: he argues that an agent’s prefer-

ences are covertly influenced when the explanation for those preferences is hidden from the agent, 

in the sense that the agent is completely unaware of what’s happening and would have thought 

otherwise if she was aware of it.194 People who have strong worries about adaptive preferences 

would raise the possibility of the daughter’s commitment to filial piety being an adaptive prefer-

ence. What if, they would ask, the daughter’s preference for taking care of her mother is not her 

real preference but a result of bending her desires toward a feasible option? For instance, some 

may argue that the daughter’s seemingly voluntary preference for filial piety over her career might 

not just stem from a personal trait but from a complex interplay between gender norms: female 

socialization prioritizing emotions and social relations over one’s success, gender stereotypes that 

designate caretaking as women’s work, social expectations that a woman who serves as a primary 

 
194 Ben Colburn, “Autonomy and Adaptive Preferences,” Utilitas 23, no. 1 (2011): 52-71. 
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caretaker will not be competent in workplaces, to name a few. The daughter, thoroughly shaped 

by these gender norms, may not even tried finding other feasible options to fulfill filial piety with-

out turning down the job opportunity. Then, to reduce frustrations, she could have unconsciously 

downplayed the value of the job opportunity, convincing herself she didn’t really want the job that 

much in the first place. Let’s assume that this psychological process is hidden from the agent. This 

shows that it is possible to interpret Case (A) in a way that meets the definition of an adaptive 

preference. 

Adaptive preference formations seem very relevant to women’s autonomy because gender 

norms can be the typical example of covert influence. Feminists who argue that an adaptive pref-

erence is autonomy impairment worry that women and other oppressed individuals may uncon-

sciously form preferences limiting their freedom to cope with oppressive and discriminatory social 

structures. They would ask, even in case (A), whether the daughter’s preference was really her 

preference in the first place. Other feminists who are skeptical about the idea of adaptive prefer-

ences argue that women’s choice to limit their freedom to achieve other values they cherish can 

be their genuine preference.195 

While I sympathize with some of the worries suggested by the notion of adaptive prefer-

ence formation, I disagree with approaching this problem within the framework of manipulation 

and distortion. Adaptive preference formation assumes the agent would not have formed certain 

preferences if she had known that there were other possible ways to tackle the situation. In other 

words, it assumes that adaptive preferences are distorted preferences even when the agent em-

braces them because her motivational structure involves a certain degree of manipulation. On the 

 
195 Serene J. Khader, Adaptive Preferences and Women’s Empowerment (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 

100-101; Uma Narayan, “Minds of Their Own: Choices, Autonomy, Cultural Practices and Other Women,” in A Mind 

of One’s Own: Feminist Essays on Reason and Objectivity, edited by Louise Antony and Charlotte Witt (Boulder, CO: 

Westview Press, 2002), 418-432. 
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other hand, critics of this line of argument tried to validate that adaptive preferences are the agent’s 

authentic preferences. What I want to question is whether this is really an insightful debate. 

Whether or not an agent’s desires, convictions, and commitments are authentic or undistorted is 

very difficult to prove from the third-person point of view, especially when the agent herself is 

unaware of the psychological process through which they are formed. I do agree that extreme 

oppression may make the agent develop preferences that threaten her fundamental well-being. I, 

as a liberal, think this is wrong and undesirable. However, are they wrong because they are inau-

thentic and distorted desires? 

When we posit that the possibility of unconscious perversion of an agent’s preferences is 

central to autonomy, it is difficult to resist our propensity to interpret preferences that seem prob-

lematic and dissatisfying in our view as deformed preferences. And we often witness that when 

the analysis is made by someone unfamiliar with the agent’s situation, it gets easily criticized as 

insensitive and disrespectful. We can easily imagine the daughter would become offended if she 

is told that her decision out of filial piety and family love can be interpreted as a deformed prefer-

ence. When the same logic is expanded to the level of the collective, it is related to why there has 

been the rise of Third World feminism with a major pushback against Western feminism.196 The 

discontent toward Western feminism often revolves around how Western feminists fail to under-

stand and respect deep differences among various cultural and ethnic groups. I am personally 

against a theoretical and rhetorical move that exaggerates or romanticizes the difference between 

Western and Other and I do not think that liberals are responsible for answering all the claims 

based on differences. However, much of the discontent also stems from the fact that “Third World” 

women feel like their voices have been disregarded, that so-called Western feminism did not let 

 
196 Chandra Mohanty, “Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and Colonial Discourses.” Feminist Review, no. 30 

(1988): 61-88.; Lila Abu-Lughod, Do Muslim Women Need Saving? Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2013. 
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them speak for themselves. This kind of discontent, I think, offers an important insight into what 

it means to be an autonomous agent. Suppose a person adopts certain norms and practices that 

seem problematic in another person’s view. I think the person is autonomous if she is able to speak 

for herself, counter the criticisms, and provide reasons why she wants to adopt those norms and 

practices despite the criticisms. What is really problematic about extreme oppression is not because 

the agent’s preferences are most likely distorted but because the agent is deprived of the oppor-

tunity to develop and exercise such capacity. 

This leads to the second condition for identifying legitimate reasons necessary for auton-

omy: whether an agent can provide a reason intelligible to meaningful others.197 I want to make 

two remarks on what I mean here. If an agent provides a reason not intelligible to anyone, it is 

impossible to decide whether the agent can speak for herself even when she provides reasons. 

Nevertheless, an agent’s justificatory reasons don’t have to be equally intelligible to everyone 

across time and space. It is sufficient if they are intelligible to people who can prove to have mean-

ingful relationships with the agent. This second condition is inspired by Andrea Westlund’s ac-

count of “legitimate challenges.”198 Westlund, while endorsing the dialogical conception of auton-

omy, argues that the kind of answerability necessary for autonomy does not involve defending 

oneself from all comers but from legitimate challengers. She then proposes two necessary condi-

tions for the objections to be considered legitimate: relational situatedness and context-sensitivity. 

The notion of meaningful others I suggest is related to the condition of relational situatedness, 

which requires the agent and the critic to be in a context-providing relationship that matters to both 

of them. Westlund argues that this can range from narrow personal relationships to broader social 

 
197 The element of reason-giving I discuss here has similarities with how Seyla Benhabib understands a person’s au-

tonomy is exercised in a political sphere of cross-cultural settings. Unlike Benhabib, who distances herself from lib-

eralism, I aim to utilize this element to reconstruct the liberal notion of autonomy and rebuild liberal theory in general. 
198 Westlund, “Rethinking Relational Autonomy,” 39-41. 
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relationships, such as members of the same moral community, fellow citizens of the nation, etc. 

The important and interesting implication of this condition is that the critic also has a responsibility 

to prove why their relationship matters to the agent. Westlund argues that “part of the burden of 

facilitating justificatory dialogue” is on “the would-be-critic who must position herself appropri-

ately with respect to the agent in question.”199 The question raised by a person who fails to meet 

this condition will be regarded by the agent as irrelevant or even offensive and outrageous in some 

cases. 

The capacity for reason-giving I emphasize here resembles the capacity for critical self-

appraisal in some respect. Both of them involve evaluating, questioning, and justifying existing 

norms and life projects with a critical perspective. In other words, they both emphasize an agent’s 

critical agency as an essential dimension of autonomy. However, there are also conceptual differ-

ences between them. Critical self-appraisal assumes that an agent should be capable of abstracting 

herself from the current commitments and embarking on a search for different alternative options 

in a somewhat objective manner. Critical self-appraisal may involve radical thought experiments 

that will realistically not happen in the agent’s life or even seem fundamentally at odds with her 

current commitments. For this reason, critical self-appraisal, has been criticized as a kind of psy-

chological process that people with a particular disposition, such as people with a cosmopolitan or 

philosopher-like mindset, willingly and readily adopt and does not reflect how ordinary people 

make moral judgments and life decisions.200 I think this is a valid criticism. But I also think we 

shouldn’t forgo the liberal position that defends the importance of critical agency. I suggest the 

capacity for reason-giving as a more defendable form of critical reflection, which not only aligns 

 
199 Westlund, “Rethinking Relational Autonomy,” 40. 
200 David Johnston, The Idea of a Liberal Theory: A Critique and Reconstruction (Princeton: Princeton University 

Press, 1994), 91-96.; Nedelsky, Law’s Relations, 2011, 158-199. 
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with our ordinary value judgments but also ensures a sufficient degree of critical agency necessary 

for maintaining the liberal political model. 

I will make a further explanation of what I mean here. It is true that not all people are 

accustomed to abstracting themselves from their current commitments, and I agree that a person 

can live a perfectly good life without developing such capacity. However, most people are capable 

of speaking for themselves in the sense that they can justify why they cherish certain norms and 

values or why they are satisfied with their life projects. This is true even if the person hasn’t ever 

thought about changing their preferences or will not change them in the future. Even this type of 

person will likely face challenges about her judgment in their everyday life: she may get challenged 

by people she knows or may learn about opinions that challenge her views when listening to a 

Podcast, searching the web, etc. Most of these challenges she encounters in everyday life would 

come from others whom she can easily recognize as meaningful others. In some other cases, the 

person may need further explanations on the context behind those challenges. (For instance, if a 

“Western” human rights activist questions the validity of the cultural practices the person holds 

dearly, the activist is also responsible for explaining the legitimacy of her question in a way intel-

ligible to the agent. Also, the activist may have to prove to the agent why she and the agent are in 

a meaningful context-providing relationship.) When this happens, an autonomous agent would 

either justify or modify their previous judgments in response to these challenges. Unable to or 

refuse to think in response to legitimate critical challenges indicates a lack of autonomy.201 

 
201 My argument here can be understood as a response to Christman’s critique of autonomy as “the responsiveness to 

reasons test.” Christman thinks that if we conceptualize autonomy as being responsive to reasons, then it faces the 

difficulty of identifying the criteria of how many and what kind of hypothetical scenarios an agent should respond to 

remain autonomous. My answer would be that answers to this question should be decided intersubjectively, based on 

an agent’s social relations and cultural contexts. See John Christman, “Liberalism, Autonomy, Self-Transformation,” 

Social Theory and Practice 27, no. 2 (April 2001): 185-206. 
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It is important to note that the act of reason-giving I demonstrate does not imply an actual 

face-to-face dialogue with an actual challenger. While that can certainly be the case, it can also be 

an internal reflection one makes with imagined others. The point here is not that we engage in an 

actual conversation but that our ordinary reflective capacity is mostly relational and situated. It is 

unlikely that we one day randomly reflect critically on our previous commitment and judgment. 

Rather, we come to redeliberate about our commitment and judgment in relation to specific con-

texts: others’ opinions we encounter in our everyday life, a critical life event, or our imagination 

based on these experiences to name a few. This reflection may not take the form of direct expla-

nations of the reasons behind our judgment if it shows our ability to make self-reflection and speak 

for ourselves. For instance, Westlund argues that an autonomous agent can take various approaches 

to demonstrating her answerability. The agent may “provide a life-narrative that manifests one’s 

reasons; provide an interpretation of relevant experience, putting them in the context of a wider 

pattern of meaning; describe the actions of an admired other in a similar situation; tell parables or 

other stories that are chosen and recounted in a way that demonstrates responsiveness to the ques-

tion.”202 Westlund emphasizes that this is not an exhaustive list but only examples of possible 

responses. Her second condition of legitimate objections, the condition of context sensitivity, em-

phasizes the legitimate objections allow a diverse form of dialogue beyond the rational and artic-

ulate dialogue, depending on the context.203 

To sum up, the capacity for critical appropriation suggests that an agent should not follow 

the existing life-constructing materials dogmatically and should be capable of reinterpreting and 

 
202 Westlund, “Rethinking Relational Autonomy,” 40. 
203 In fact, Westlund goes further and suggests that non-conversational responses can also demonstrate an agent’s 

answerability in certain contexts. On Westlund’s account, if an agent’s actions give implicit or explicit signs that she 

has re-deliberated in the result of the critical challenges, then she has shown that she is answerable although she has 

not provided her responses. I agree on this point but only when we can reasonably assume that the agent was capable 

of articulating her responses and acted based on them, i.e., she engaged in an act of reason-giving. 
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situating them in a way that makes sense to her experience. Also, when the agent faces critical 

challenges from meaningful others about the life-constructing materials she has been appropriat-

ing, she should be able to justify or modify her judgment on them in relation to those challenges. 

I think to deny that all individuals should be equally respected as if they have this capacity, in the 

name of cultural or religious differences, for instance, is to conspire with oppression. Such a posi-

tion abuses the talk of culture and community and cannot escape the criticism that it consolidates 

the interest of the powerful and privileged who benefit from the status quo. On the other hand, I 

expect criticisms from more hardheaded liberals who might be concerned that critical appropria-

tion is not enough. My argument may sound something similar to the social thesis, for instance, 

that our normative judgment is bounded by the authoritative horizon that is set before us.204 How-

ever, I emphasize that the relationality and situatedness I endorse do not imply that individuals’ 

reflective capacity is determined by given social factors. In fact, I think a person’s decisions and 

judgments are autonomous if she is constantly capable of answering different challenges about 

those decisions and judgments. This means that the kind of reason-giving I propose allows the 

possibility of continuing and open-ended challenges that, under certain conditions, may even push 

an individual to engage in a thought process radically different from everyday considerations to 

which she is accustomed. Again, these challenges, whether they are from a real person or an im-

agined other, must be sensitive to an agent’s situation and cultural contexts in the sense that the 

agent can think of them not just as intelligible but as something that matters to her. However, this 

doesn’t mean that there are fixed boundaries on the content of possible challenges. I think the act 

of reason-giving I propose here provides one possible way to make a distinction between a person 

 
204 Charles Taylor, Hegel and Modern Society (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979), 157-159. 
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who has been indoctrinated and a person who can speak for herself without resorting to the talk of 

undistorted self. 

Before closing this section, I want to talk about where I locate autonomy as a capacity for 

critical appropriation in the existing theories of relational autonomy. First, autonomy as critical 

appropriation is an internalist conception that focuses on the capacity of an individual, conceptu-

ally separated from externalist conditions. I expect a capacity for critical appropriation to serve as 

a conceptual basis of a liberal political model. As explained in Chapter 2, the mainstream liberal 

political models fulfill the ideal of equal respect by treating all its citizens as if they can develop 

and exercise individual autonomy. Similarly, I would like to develop a liberal political model that 

treats all citizens as if they can develop and exercise a capacity for critical appropriation. I sympa-

thize with John Christman’s argument that the externalist approach may have some problematic 

implications, given the fact that we understand autonomy as a characteristic of persons who are 

candidates for full participation in the democratic decision-making process. Externalists usually 

argue that citizens who refuse to embrace certain externalist conditions are not autonomous be-

cause there is a high probability that they are being oppressed, manipulated, etc. Christman worries 

that such an approach to autonomy may imply that these citizens fail to meet the candidacy for 

collective decision-making in democratic societies.205 I agree with Christman in the sense that even 

if this was not their intention, externalists cannot prevent deducing this conclusion from their the-

ory. I do not intend to deny that liberal theorists care about guaranteeing externalist social condi-

tions conducive to development of autonomy. However, this discussion can proceed without treat-

ing these social conditions as defining conditions of autonomy. 

 
205 Christman, “Relational Autonomy, Liberal Individualism, and the Social Constitution of Selves,” 156. 
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Second, autonomy as critical appropriation is constitutively relational. While externalist 

approaches like Oshana’s are often considered as a primary example of a constitutively relational 

conception, I think Westlund has shown one convincing way of how relationality can be built into 

an internalist conception of autonomy. The idea that a kind of reflective capacity required for au-

tonomy is always situated in a context-providing relationship is a crucial part of my conceptual 

framework. This idea emphasizes that autonomy, by definition, cannot be abstracted from the com-

plicated web of structural contexts in which an agent is situated because identifying the legitimate 

and meaningful challenges the agent should respond to be autonomous requires full consideration 

of those contexts. I argue that such an interpretation of relationality and situatedness of autonomy 

opens the possibility of constructing a conception of autonomy sensitive to different socio-histor-

ical contexts and cultural backgrounds. 

Third, I am against strong substantive conceptions because they risk treating the voices of 

agents who have different cultural and historical experiences with paternalistic attitudes. In fact, I 

understand critical appropriation is a procedural conception because, in principle, it does not pre-

scribe or proscribe the content of autonomy. It is logically possible for a person to appropriate 

hierarchical norms and provide legitimate reasons why she decided to appropriate them. Reversely, 

it is also logically possible for a person to fail to appropriate liberal egalitarian norms and follow 

them in a dogmatic and alienating manner, unable to provide clear reasons why she ended up living 

a liberal way of life. This shows that critical appropriation does not determine the autonomy of an 

agent with the content of norms she appropriates. At the same time, I already have mentioned that 

I am against romanticizing cultural differences and am deeply concerned that the person’s agential 

faculties can be severely damaged through cultural oppression. Therefore, I do not endorse what 

the substantive theorists often describe as “purely procedural.” I think Diana Meyers made a useful 
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distinction of how a procedural approach can also be value-utilizing. Autonomy as critical appro-

priation does utilize some background values necessary for well-functioning autonomy proce-

dures, such as creative and reflective capacity, equal and reciprocal dialogue, and interpersonal 

accountability. 

4.3. Irony of Liberal Universalism Revisited 

In this section, I provide further explanation of why autonomy as critical appropriation is 

a better theoretical framework than the mainstream conception of autonomy to understand the 

irony of liberal universalism, which I proposed in Chapter 3. In Chapter 3, I argued that liberalism 

faces the following irony in the current international landscape: while liberalism aims to guarantee 

the autonomy of all individuals, the expansion of liberalism through imperialistic imposition can 

undermine the autonomy of “non-Western” individuals. Individual autonomy is usually defined as 

a capacity to act upon moral principles or pursue life projects that they chose to be her own after 

critical reflection on existing norms and life projects. This mainstream conception of autonomy 

consists of two defining conditions: (a) identification condition, which requires an agent to identify 

with the norms and life projects she endorses as her own preferences; (b) independence condition, 

which requires the process of forming that preferences be independent of external influence that 

may distort the person’s motivational structure. 

I argued that following the logic of the mainstream conception of autonomy leads to a self-

defeating outlook that “non-Western” individuals are not autonomous in relation to liberal values. 

I provided two hypothetical situations, nonautonomous choice and perpetuated marginalization, to 

explain why this is so. Nonautonomous choice refers to a situation where a person may seem to 

adopt a liberal way of life, but how she ended up with such a life may not meet the defining con-

ditions of autonomy. There are two scenarios of nonautonomous choice. In the first scenario, a 
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person (Agent X) adopts a liberal lifestyle to avoid being left behind in the social trend of “West-

ernization” without identifying with liberal values. This person only imitates a liberal lifestyle on 

a surface level and has not developed beliefs on or a commitment to liberal values. This person 

fails to meet both identification and independence condition. In the second scenario, a person 

(Agent Y) believes in liberal values, but her belief is undoubtedly shaped by the manipulative 

narrative of the “advanced West” versus the “backward Rest.” This means that even when a person 

identifies with liberal values as her own preference, her motivational structure can still fail to meet 

the independence condition. 

Now, to make a clearer comparison between the mainstream conception and autonomy as 

critical appropriation, I will add more contexts to my hypothetical agents. Suppose a South Korean 

woman, Mikyung, who was born in the 1960s and raised in a family devoted to traditional Confu-

cian values. On one hand, she lived in a large family and saw her mother taking care of the family, 

including her paternal grandparents. Her family raised her, both explicitly and implicitly, to think 

that taking care of one’s in-laws is a desirable cultural practice. On the other hand, she was also 

exposed to messages that this is an outdated tradition. The books and TV shows portray the lives 

of “Western” or “Westernized” women, which represent independence and individualism, as being 

more advanced and sophisticated compared to the lives of Korean women adhering to traditional 

customs. She also realizes that Korean society is changing rapidly and witnesses that many of her 

friends have started to live lives in accordance with the “Western” model. When she was planning 

to marry, she found out that her fiancé was considering living with his parents, arguing that it is a 

filial piety to do so. She had a good relationship with his parents, and being raised in a large family, 

she is accustomed to such a life. However, she eventually rejects his demand. 
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Mikyung’s choice would probably increase her freedom in some respect. However, 

whether she made an autonomous judgment and decision in relation to liberal norms and life pro-

jects is a different story. Following the mainstream conception of autonomy, we must judge (1) 

whether Mikyung really identifies with liberal values as her own preferences and, if so, (2) whether 

the motivational structure that shaped her preferences for liberal values was undistorted by external 

factors. However, accomplishing this task is exceedingly challenging, if not entirely impossible, 

for an agent under the overlapping influence of conflicting normative ideologies. Whether 

Mikyung simply imitated the social trend or developed a strong feminist belief, her judgment and 

decision are inseparable from the imperialistic ideology which has been reinforcing the idea that 

liberal individualistic life projects are advanced, educated, sophisticated and desirable. How would 

we know whether or not this imperialistic ideology has distorted the motivational structure that 

shaped Mikyung’s preferences? Can we guarantee her current preference is less distorted com-

pared to the counterfactual situation where she developed a preference for traditional Confucian 

customs? I think this kind of knowledge is inaccessible even to the agent in question. 

On the other hand, autonomy as critical appropriation does not ask whether liberal life 

projects are Mikyung’s undistorted desires. It asks how she interacted with liberal life projects: 

whether she imitated them passively and dogmatically as part of the “Westernization” trend or 

reinterpreted them through her experiences and given social contexts. It also asks whether 

Mikyung will be able to provide legitimate answers to the critical challenges posed to her. Suppose 

Mikyung is asked why she rejects having the traditional form of family. Let’s say her answer was 

one of the three listed below: 

[Answer 1] It is an outdated way of life. Not many people in my generation (espe-

cially successful urban couples) choose to form a large family anymore. 
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[Answer 2] Traditional family norms are oppressive, incompatible with a modern 

society. Like Western advanced societies, we should depart from backward cultural 

traditions that oppress women’s freedom. 

[Answer 3] After seeing my mother sacrificing herself to take care of a large fam-

ily, I found out that I am different from my mother. While I do not completely deny 

the importance of filial duty, I began to realize that securing a sufficient degree of 

autonomy is crucial to my well-being. I still want to maintain a close relationship 

with my in-laws, but I want to find ways compatible with other life projects I wish 

to pursue. 

In Section 4.2, I argued that a person is autonomous if she (1) appropriated given life-

constructing materials when constructing her life plans, i.e., reinterpreted them through her expe-

riences and social contexts; if she (2) expresses a sufficient degree of voluntariness and (3) re-

sponds to critical challenges posed by meaningful others. All three answers seem to express a 

sufficient degree of voluntariness. In other words, in all three cases, we can reasonably assume 

that she is not forced into her decision. I argue that [Answer 1] and [Answer 2] are examples that 

fail to appropriate liberal life projects. In the case of [Answer 1], Mikyung only imitates the social 

trend, images portrayed in the media, etc., without explaining why underlying liberal values are 

important to her. In the case of [Answer 2], Mikyung only follows “Western” liberal modernity in 

a dogmatic manner rather than seeing it through her experience. While [Answer 2] may resemble 

the stereotypical image of autonomy, i.e., an agent who overcomes the oppressive cultural tradi-

tions and pursues one’s freedom, I think by now I have provided a sufficient explanation of why 

this is not as simple as it seems. 

Unlike the other two answers, [Answer 3] shows that Mikyung was successful in appropri-

ating liberal values. It shows that she sees liberal values through her experience and relates them 

to her practical well-being. She also tries to interpret them in a way that fits into existing cultural 

norms such as a Confucian ideal of filial piety. This implies that she has a creative relationship 

with the life-constructing materials she endorses, having the potential to become the author of 

those materials instead of remaining a passive recipient. Of course, autonomy is a matter of degree, 
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and in practice, the reason behind one’s decisions would not be as clear-cut as these three answers. 

Nonetheless, what I want to point out with these examples is that an agent is autonomous in relation 

to the life-constructing materials she adopts, only to the extent that she can situate them and ac-

tively relate them to her experience. 

The second hypothetical situation, perpetuated marginalization, refers to a situation where 

a “non-Western” individual who endorses liberal values perceives herself only as a passive recip-

ient of the liberal discourse that produces those values and, therefore, is always somewhat alienated 

from the values she endorses. This is because she cannot escape from the perception that liberalism 

is the creation of Western civilization: it represents a philosophical doctrine developed by “West-

ern” philosophers, a form of social and political institutions realized by “Western” revolutionaries, 

and a lifestyle embraced by “Western” peoples far before her people. Her society is not part of the 

creation and development of liberal norms and life projects but only imported them afterward. In 

fact, norms and institutions associated with her society are, in many times, antithetical to liberal 

ideals. It is commonplace to view liberalism as something fundamentally different from the cus-

toms, culture, history, and collective identity of her society. Anything liberal is foreign, a result of 

applying the “Western” liberal model. In this way, “non-Western” individuals who endorse liberal 

values think that they are located on the receiving end of the liberal discourse. They are used to 

evaluating themselves with the global standards and ideal types written by “the West” and cannot 

imagine writing them by themselves. Their liberalism is always at best a derivative of “Western” 

(or White) liberalism. As in a scenario I presented in Chapter 3 (Agent Z), a person who meets all 

the defining conditions of the mainstream conception of autonomy in relation to liberal values will 

still experience this problem. 
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As argued in Chapter 3, no individual can become an author of her values simply by en-

dorsing them: she becomes an author of those values as being part of the collective that produces 

those values. I explained that “non-Western” individuals lack this experience of collective value 

formation in relation to liberal values. To foster such collective experience, we must move beyond 

the rhetoric that understands the liberal model as a fixed set of normative criteria fundamentally 

external to the social and cultural narratives of some societies. We must also find ways to avoid 

the narrative which interprets adopting liberal values as radically departing from one’s cultural 

community. This line of mistake is often made by the liberal theorists themselves in the name of 

cultural respect. For instance, Kymlicka alludes that the endorsement of liberal values for the mem-

bers of non-liberal communities can be equated with “leaving one’s culture” or “moving freely 

between societal cultures.”206 This typical description of the relationship between liberalism and 

“non-Western” individuals places them in the margins of the liberal discourse, albeit unintention-

ally. 

In fact, a person who adopts liberal values autonomously, i.e., appropriate liberal values 

critically and creatively, does not depart from her cultural traditions or collective identity by adopt-

ing liberal norms and life projects. For instance, in [Answer 3], Mikyung is appropriating liberal 

norms and life projects as a woman living in the Confucian cultural community. She is justifying 

the validity of liberal values in relation to the particular social and cultural experiences she had 

gone through, situating and reinterpreting those values in a way that makes sense in the given 

contexts of her society. In this way, she is making liberal values part of her culture, which can be 

more easily shared by other members of her society. Moreover, through this process, she is also 

contributing to the liberal discourse with her cultural resources. In other words, the agent who is 

 
206 Will Kymlicka, Multicultural Citizenship: A Liberal Theory of Minority Rights (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

1995), 86-90. 
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successful in the critical appropriation of foreign values not only transforms the particular societal 

culture in which she is situated, but also makes herself the source of those foreign values by re-

writing the dominant interpretation of those values. For this reason, I contend that autonomy as 

critical appropriation can provide one possible image of how a “non-Western” individual can over-

come the problem of perpetuated marginalization that I outlined in Chapter 3.   
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5. Liberal Struggles under Liberal Imperialism 

“Non-Western” individuals who advocate liberalism often confront the common percep-

tion that struggles for liberal values are imitation of “the West” or rejection of cultural traditions. 

Challenging this view is difficult, in part because there is some truth to it. Those who have lived 

through histories of imperialism may indeed be conscious of “the West,” sometimes feeling they 

are becoming more like “the West” as they embrace liberal values. Nevertheless, liberal struggles 

in non-liberal societies deserve a better assessment than a betrayal of one’s culture or following 

the footsteps of “Western” modernity. While these elements might be present, these struggles fun-

damentally aim to promote the well-being and happiness of individuals who are suffering or being 

marginalized in the status quo. I want to reemphasize that one of the main objectives of my disser-

tation is to give these struggles the more nuanced consideration they deserve. 

So far, I have made a conceptual analysis using hypothetical examples. In this chapter, I 

show what differences autonomy as critical appropriation can make in our perception, interpreta-

tion, and analysis of important empirical cases. Using the theoretical framework I developed in the 

previous chapters, I analyze the complexities of the Korean family law reform movement, a 60-

year-long activism for women’s freedom and autonomy that took place from the 1950s to 2006. 

This chapter consists of three parts. In Section 5.1, I provide a brief context and explain why I 

chose this movement as my case example. In Section 5.2, I demonstrate how the conflict between 

liberal and Confucian values proceeded during the reform movement and what kind of rhetorical 

strategies participants of the movement employed to validate their objectives. In Section 5.3, I 

show why autonomy as critical appropriation offers a more insightful understanding of the reform 

movement than the mainstream conception of individual autonomy. Then, I offer concluding re-

marks and discuss further implications. 
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5.1 Korean Family Law Reform Movement 

Korean family law reform movement is women’s rights activism that aimed to revise the 

discriminatory clauses of existing family law. While family law reform continued after 2005, this 

60-year timeframe is important because it was only after the two groundbreaking changes in 2005 

that the family law guaranteed female citizens full legal equality in the sphere of marriage and 

family. These two groundbreaking changes were the abolishment of the hoju system and the legal-

ization of married couples with the same surname and family origin. 

The hoju system is a system of family law that constitutes and documents a family centered 

around a hoju, a family representative who has legal authority over one’s family. When the hoju 

system was codified into the newly drafted civil law in 1958, it granted a substantial degree of 

special rights to a hoju: rights to decide who enters and exits the family; rights to decide family 

members’ place of residence; a 50% larger share of one’s original inheritance to name a few. Sup-

porters of the hoju system argued that these special rights were attributed to the hoju’s duty to 

support family members, especially elderly parents. However, the hoju system had a major prob-

lem regarding the way the succession of a hoju works: a hoju was succeeded by the eldest son of 

the previous hoju, if absent, to other sons or grandsons according to seniority. A female family 

member could become a hoju in a very exceptional situation when there is no male member in the 

whole family, including minors. The fact that an adult female had lower priority in becoming a 

hoju, even more so than a male adolescent, restricted women’s freedom and autonomy severely. 

While the hoju’s legal authority has been reduced over time, the hoju system remained until 2005, 

depriving women of the right to become the legal head of the household. This caused tremendous 

complications for people who have non-traditional form of families, such as divorced or single-
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parent households, children raised by their grandmother, and other forms of alternative families 

that are not blood-related. 

Another groundbreaking change was the legalization of married couples with the same 

surname and family origin. In South Korea, one’s family origin is documented with one’s surname. 

Family origin is believed to be the place of origin where one’s paternal ancestral clan comes from. 

Until 2005, South Korean law banned the marriage between individuals with the same surname 

and family origin and treated it as a type of incestuous marriage. This legal ban had many irrational 

aspects to apply to modern society. A surname and family origin started out to be an exclusive 

property of aristocrats and gradually expanded to commoners, and this expansion sometimes in-

volved buying or forging aristocratic surnames and family origins.207 This means that for contem-

porary Koreans, their surname and family origin only had symbolic meaning and did not indicate 

real biological ties. Also, only the paternal ancestral line was documented, which leads to the ques-

tion of why the maternal line is not considered if an incestuous marriage is a real concern. The 

problem becomes clear when we examine the real data. In 2000, more than 4 million people had 

Kim of Kimhae as their surname and family origin, and this was about 9% of the whole Korean 

population. This shows how banning marriage based on surname and family origin severely re-

stricted people’s right to marry without reasonable grounds. 

In addition to these two achievements, the reform movement encompassed a wide range of 

major and minor legal reforms such as marriage equality, the right to divorce, women’s inheritance 

rights, women’s parental rights, and adoption rights. For this reason, it exceeds the scope of this 

chapter to discuss all its achievements. Instead, I narrow down my focus in two ways. First, I focus 

mainly on the hoju system, and the marriage ban rather than covering all changes achieved by the 

 
207  Hwaboon Lee, Kajokbeob kaejung undong 60 neon-sa (60 Years of Family Law Reform Movement) (Seoul: 

KLACFR Press, 2009), 191. 
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reform. Since the hoju system and the marriage ban symbolized the reform movement for both 

supporters and opponents, focusing on these two topics can represent how the conflict has pro-

ceeded. Second, I focus on the rhetorical justifications of the activists and conservatives rather 

than delving into legal details. While the specific legal focus of the reform had changed over 60 

years, conservatives repeated similar rhetoric: they argued that the family law reform was a grave 

threat to Confucian traditions, which are the essence of Korean identity. Activists had to find ways 

to counter these claims, and they have developed roughly four different reasonings to justify the 

legal change: (a) appealing to the higher law, i.e., the Constitution; (b) emphasizing a duty to 

comply with the international trend; (c) explaining the gravity of everyday sufferings faced by the 

victims; and (d) overturning the common perception that the original family law symbolizes au-

thentic Korean traditions. 

Now, I want to provide some explanations on why I chose this particular social movement 

as my case example. Of course, as a Korean, I am personally interested in the South Korean cases 

and want them to be included in the serious scholarly debate on liberalism. However, apart from 

my personal interest, there are two reasons why this particular social movement is an appropriate 

example for my theoretical discussion. First, contemporary Korea is a good illustration of a non-

liberal society that has been transformed into a liberal society after the imperialistic imposition of 

liberalism. Currently, South Korea is, by and large, a liberal society both legally and culturally. 

South Korean law and Constitution incorporate liberal principles such as the protection of basic 

individual rights and state neutrality. Confucian morality still plays an important role in Korean 

society, especially among older generations, but they are no longer the predominant moral doc-

trine. In fact, a substantial number of people take their autonomy and privacy seriously and prior-

itize them over Confucian values and traditions. However, even though liberalism has permeated 
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Korean society, liberal values are still perceived to be “Western,” something separated from au-

thentic Korean identity. This is because the social and political institutions of contemporary Korea 

were designed and developed under the context of the ROK-US military alliance and international 

aid from the First World. This sense of alienation in relation to liberalism present in Korean society 

is the real-world example of non-autonomous adoption of liberalism which I have been explaining. 

Second, there can be questions about why I chose a women’s rights movement as an ex-

ample of liberal social movement. Certainly, the alliance between feminism and liberalism is not 

at all self-evident. Feminist theory and women’s rights movement were sometimes developed by 

criticizing how the existing liberal model excludes and distorts women’s experiences. Feminists 

are always cautious about subsuming feminist agendas under the liberal framework. They point 

out that the inclusion of women in the liberal institutional structure is not enough for women’s 

liberation: the way the existing liberal institutions are structured is inherently flawed, and therefore 

feminists need to explore various possibilities to dismantle the predominance of the liberal model. 

Nevertheless, at least within the debate on liberal universalism and the claims of culture, the rights 

of women and children were often understood as the vanguard of a liberal conception of human 

rights.208 While I have no intention to argue that all struggles for women’s rights are liberal,209 

women’s rights movement often have liberal aims such as protecting individual autonomy and 

guaranteeing equal respect, especially when it counters the oppressive element of cultural tradi-

tions. 

 
208 Susan Moller Okin, Is Multiculturalism Bad for Women? (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1999) 
209 For instance, other women’s rights movement in South Korea expressed more radical views than the family law 

reform movement. The labor movement led by female factory workers in 1970s had the view of Marxist feminism, 

and the new wave of feminism started in late 2010s until today expresses radical feminist views on pornography, 

heterosexual marriage and etc. 
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Korean family law reform movement seems to reiterate the liberal universalist vs. cultural 

relativist debate. The primary opponents of the reform were Yurim, the Korean Confucian com-

munity.210 Grounded in the sharp contrast between authentic Korean identity and Western liberal 

modernity, Yurim argued that the family law reform was a blind submission to Western civiliza-

tion.211 On the other hand, the primary supporters of the family law reform were women’s group 

activists and law professionals who typically had a Western-style education. They aimed at ex-

panding liberal rights to women who could not fully enjoy these rights due to the existing social 

and legal structure. Yet, it is important to note that they did not aim at the fundamental transfor-

mation of the liberal style marriage institution or inheritance system. This might be because many 

of the participants, especially in the early stage of the movement, were upper- and middle-class 

women who were part of the elite class. However, because the movement focused primarily on the 

liberal agenda, it fits into the purpose of my project. 

5.2 Navigating the Conflict Over Values 

5.2.1 Constructing “the Authentic:” Rhetoric of Conservatives 

It is often surprising to see Americans’ attitude, particularly white Americans’ attitude, 

towards their Constitution – their enthusiasm and pride for the founding fathers and the Federalist 

Papers. As W. E. Du Bois has pointed out,212 this might be a fiction, but at least they have a fiction 

to hold on to. In contrasts, it will be surprising to see how average Koreans know so little about 

 
210 Members of Yurim are deeply committed to Confucian values, dedicating themselves to studying Confucianism 

and practicing Confucian rites. Yurim consists of Sungkyunkwan (the central academic and administrative organization 

of the Korean Confucian community), Hyang-gyo (the local organizations focus on local level Confucian education 

and ancestral rites) and Yudoheo (a grass-root civic association). 
211 I use the term “West” or “Western” without quotation marks in this chapter because the supporters and opponents 

of the family law reform movement frequently used these terminologies. 
212 W. E. B. Du Bois, The World and Africa (Oxford: Oxford University Press on Demand, 2007), 13-14; W. E. B. Du 

Bois, Darkwater: Voices from within the Veil (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Howe, 1920), 29-34. 
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who made their Constitution and how. What Koreans know instead is the fact that their Constitu-

tion could be made only with the permission of the U.S. military government, and therefore, it was 

not the expression of the people’s will but more of the external will imposed on the people.213 In 

fact, the constitution-making process of South Korea was grounded on double consciousness and 

the inferiority complex of Korean elites. For instance, Jin-oh Yoo, the drafter of the first constitu-

tion, emphasized that while adopting liberal democracy implies becoming more like the West, this 

is nothing to be ashamed of but something natural and desirable. Interestingly, Yoo argued that for 

South Korea to become a liberal democracy, imitating Western laws and political institutions is 

not enough: he called for a fundamental transformation in culture, customs, and lifestyle. Some-

times Yoo goes as far as arguing that the soul and spirit of Koreans should resemble that of the 

Western peoples for Korean society to overcome its backwardness.214 Not all Korean elites suf-

fered from the inferiority complex as strongly as Yoo, but differences among them were more a 

matter of degree than fundamental disagreement. The fact that the final draft of the first constitu-

tion has not changed a lot from Yoo’s draft shows that Korean elites shared his worldview. 

Conservatives’ obsession in family law should be understood in this context. From the very 

beginning, the rhetoric of the conservatives against the family law reform always revolved around 

the claims of culture. They believed that family law serves a special role in maintaining Korean 

culture and national identity. While other parts of civil law were by and large written based on 

liberal individualist principles which the Constitution encourages and protects, family law was 

treated as an exception, a kind of sanctuary that the foreign influence should not permeate. This 

 
213 Kwang-seok Choen, “Conception of Constitution in the Constitutional Assembly,” Beophak-yeongu (Law Review) 

15, no. 4 (2005): 1-76; Jung-min Kang, “The First Constitution of Korea and Liberalism,” Jeongchisasangyeongu 

(The Korean Review of Political Thought) 11, no. 2 (2005): 83-105.; Byoung-joo Hwang, “A Study on the Elite Intel-

lectuals’ Understanding of Democracy in 1950s,” Sahak Yeongu (The Review of Korean History), no. 89 (2008): 215-

256. 
214 Hwang, “A Study on the Elite Intellectuals’ Understanding of Democracy in 1950s,” 242-248. 
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perspective was explicitly stated by Byeong-ro Kim, the drafter of the first civil law. Kim empha-

sized that family law should not imitate that of foreign countries but should reflect the culture, 

traditions, national identity, and history of given society. He argued that this principle should be 

maintained even when the content of family law contradicts the Constitution. 

Kim justified his position by militantly utilizing the cultural integrity thesis. He created a 

sharp distinction between family law and other areas of civil law, and argued that the former is the 

locus of authentic Koreanness and the bastion of cultural integrity. He explained that unlike other 

areas of law that can be easily changed, family law is “fundamentally about whether we respect, 

destroy, or preserve Korea’s thousand-year-long history.”215 This means that Kim did not com-

pletely reject liberal egalitarian principles but sought to limit their scope to ensuring equal access 

to political, social, and cultural resources in the public sphere.216 Women are allowed to vote, par-

ticipate in the economy, be educated, and engage in cultural activities. However, within the family, 

she should remain in the proper place as a wife, mother, sister, and daughter-in-law designated by 

the Confucian tradition. Kim argued that this hierarchical family structure should be codified into 

law through the hoju system, to preserve cultural integrity at stake in the flood of Western influ-

ence. 

Kim also justified the marriage ban with a similar logic. Like other conservatives at that 

time, Kim contemned the idea of marriage and romantic relationships based on individual consent. 

He lamented that attending a social party, having a date, and being in a romantic relationship was 

becoming more common among the younger generations and argued that these were Western ways 

of life that were barbaric and licentious. The infiltration of liberal principles into the practice of 

 
215 Byeongro Kim, “Explanation of the Fundamental Principles Behind the Draft of the Civil Code (1957),” in Kajok-

beob kaejung undong 37 neon-sa (37 Years of Family Law Reform Movement) (Seoul: KLACFR Press, 1992), 468-

475. 
216 Lee, Kajokbeob kaejung undong 60 neon-sa (60 Years of Family Law Reform Movement), 37. 
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marriage was even more nonsensical and outrageous. And since they perceived a marriage between 

the same surname and family origin as near incest, a direct threat to patrilineal succession, lifting 

the marriage ban based on the liberal principles was simply unacceptable.217 This shows that he 

associated freedom of marriage with Western individualism and believed that protecting the tradi-

tional idea of marriage is crucial for maintaining cultural integrity. 

Kim’s argument, of course, did not reflect historical facts but was based on common mis-

conceptions. No Western theorists would easily be convinced that gender equality and freedom of 

marriage is a Western tradition, whatever “Western” means. Even the modern enlightenment tra-

ditions, whether liberal, republican, or democratic, have excluded women from their general prin-

ciples in the very beginning. Attempts to distinguish the domain of family and marriage from the 

public sphere governed by the egalitarian rule of the Enlightenment were part of “Western” history 

as well. It was only after a series of struggles that pointed out the contradiction of the exclusion 

women were considered full moral and political agents of modernity. Similarly, the succession of 

the paternal line was seen as crucial throughout Western history, and individual consent was never 

a predominant form of marital or romantic relationships until recently. However, all these com-

plexities are simplified to create the dichotomy of Western civilization and authentic Koreanness. 

And such dichotomy reinforced the image of the Western civilization threatening the authentic 

souls of Korean people. 

Interestingly, Kim sometimes argued that Korean traditions are superior to Western civili-

zation. This argument was based on another arbitrary dichotomy of the materialist West and the 

spiritual Korea. He argued that while South Korea might be behind in scientific technologies, it is 

far more advanced in terms of morality and ethics because Koreans cherish family values over 

 
217 Kim, “Explanation of the Fundamental Principles Behind the Draft of the Civil Code (1957).” 468-475. 
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individual desires. In his view, Westerners only follow their desires, almost like “the barbaric 

times” when the human species mated as they pleased like animals. The more advanced human 

race will have a more well-ordered patriarchal family based on an appropriate hierarchy between 

men and women, the elderly and the young. In this sense, Koreans have beautiful and laudable 

customs,218 which all human races, including the Western peoples, should approximate.219 These 

are bold claims but almost sound like a tautology: Koreans are culturally advanced because they 

have desirable customs. Moreover, “the materialist West” was a very caricaturish way to under-

stand Western modernity, and this was a deliberate move to overcome the inferiority complex that 

was prevalent among the conservative elites at that time.220 Kim and other conservatives who made 

a similar line of argument were later classified as traditionalists, i.e., people who prioritize tradi-

tions over the Constitution. 

Some more reasonable lawmakers who did not adhere to the cultural integrity thesis or 

believed in cultural superiority still thought that family law should not be completely alienated 

from the common practices in the real world. These people were later classified as gradual re-

formers, and Kyeong-gun Jang, one of the drafting committees of civil law, expressed this position. 

Jang argued that family law is the area of law that gradually adjusts to social changes and should 

not be placed in the vanguard of democratization.221 Jang was different from traditionalists like 

Kim because he thought of cultural traditions not as the absolute truth but as the given reality, 

which should be balanced with the global trend. For this reason, he was not completely against the 

 
218 A beautiful and laudable customs, Mi-poong-yang-sok, is an idiomatic expression frequently used to describe Ko-

rean traditional customs.  
219 Kim, “Explanation of the Fundamental Principles Behind the Draft of the Civil Code (1957),” 468-475. 
220 Hyun-Ah Yang, Hankook Kajokbeob irki (Comprehending Korean Family Law) (Paju: Changbi, 2011), 248. 
221 Lee, Kajokbeob kaejung undong 60 neon-sa (60 Years of Family Law Reform Movement), 36. 
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idea that there were certain undesirable feudalistic aspects of family law that needed to be modi-

fied. 

However, Jang’s position had limitations. Jang did not understand liberal individualism as 

the moral ideal of equal respect but as an economic principle that organizes the nuclear family.222 

Jang anticipated that the family structure would transform from the traditional extended family to 

the modern nuclear family due to the changes in economic structures. He thought that some legal 

reforms that expand freedom and autonomy were needed to adjust to these changes. However, this 

only shows that he adopted liberalism as an economic framework and did not delve into a norma-

tive discussion about how Koreans should incorporate the ideal of equal respect into their soci-

ocultural structures. In fact, Jang’s position was a spin-off of the materialist West and spiritual 

Korea dichotomy. When Jang argued that family law should not be alienated from the “common 

practices in the real world,” this implied two different observations. On the one hand, it was about 

the emergence of nuclear families due to the changes in economic structure. He argued that tradi-

tions completely divorced from this reality are undesirable.223 On the other hand, it was about 

everyday sociocultural practices which, in his view, reflected the Confucian customs. He clearly 

stated that family law could not be isolated from these everyday life practices.224 This is a strange 

dualism. If Jang really thought that law should be responsive to real-world practices, his argument 

should have considered both economic and sociocultural changes. Instead, he divided inevitable 

material-level Western influence, which the law should recognize from the undesirable cultural-

level Western influence that should be slowed down. Consequently, Jang’s argument had an affin-

ity with the traditionalist and eventually skewed toward the traditionalist position. 

 
222 Yang, Hankook Kajokbeob irki (Comprehending Korean Family Law), 242-244. 
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In fact, these two conservative positions were on the same page when they marginalized 

and demonized the voices that supported the reform. Women’s group activists and their supporters 

were marginalized in the sense that they were depicted as a handful of women whose opinions 

were remote from common sense held by the majority of society. They were demonized in the 

sense that they were depicted as blind followers of Western civilization who had no respect for the 

nation’s culture and history and only followed their selfish interests. 

The conservative rhetoric did not change much over time and has been repeated whenever 

the attempts for reform took place. For instance, in 1975, during the public hearing for the second 

reform, the opposition panel reiterated the cultural integrity thesis based on the dichotomy of ma-

terialist West and spiritual Korea. Sehoon Ki, the opposition lawyer, expressed concerns about 

how the growing number of women no longer want to become the first son’s wife and take care of 

their parents-in-law. He lamented that due to this popular trend, the cultural traditions that cherish 

the emotional ties between the elderly and their offspring were completely lost. He argued that the 

hoju system should remain to maintain the valuable customs that foster filial duty..225 Byeong-il 

Lee, another speaker in the opposition panel from Sungkyunkwan, stressed that the family law 

reform is a matter of choosing between “a family centered around ethics” and “a materialist view 

that only cares about individuals and neglects our ancestors and offspring.” Grounding on this 

dichotomy, he posed a question, “Which is more desirable, Western material happiness and Korean 

 
225 Sehoon Ki, laywer, 1975 public hearing, second reform. Interestingly, to emphasize the excellency of Korean cus-

toms, Ki referred to Arnold J. Toynbee, a British historian known for praising the Korean family institution. Ki high-

lighted that even Toynbee, the established Western professor, recognized the Korean family institution as “the ideal-

istic family institution for humanity” which should be preserved and exported to the West.; This statement can be 

found in Kajokbeob kaejung undong 37 neon-sa (37 Years of Family Law Reform Movement), 172. 
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family’s spiritual happiness?” and then answered that the West might be affluent, but spiritually, 

Koreans are happier.226 

About a decade later, Yurim organized a series of collective actions against the third reform 

and had fully emerged as the major opposition of the reform movement. Their official statements 

consisted of all three arguments proposed in the drafting stage. First, their primary arguments still 

revolved around the idea of cultural integrity. At the anti-reform rallies,227 Yurim emphasized that 

Koreans have accepted Western material civilization uncritically and did not try to assimilate it 

into their cultural traditions in a proper way. They even cried out that family law reform is like 

denying ancestors’ existence, disregarding one’s homeland, and neglecting one’s people and will 

turn Korean society into “a society of beasts” and “a colony of Western culture.” Regarding the 

idea of universal human rights, they showed the typical position of cultural relativists. They asked, 

“Why should we ratify CEDAW to the extent we abandon our traditional ethics and submit to the 

provisions that contradict our beautiful and laudable customs?”228 Also, much like the traditional-

ists during the drafting stage, Yurim occasionally took the cultural integrity thesis to the extreme 

by highlighting cultural superiority. They argued that Korean family law represents the core and 

essence of Eastern culture, serving as the final stronghold of cheonryoon—a Confucian term de-

noting familial moral obligations determined by Nature. They even described Koreans as “cultured 

people with superior blood” and stressed the excellency of the Korean race. Lastly, Yurim contin-

ued to marginalize the supporters of the reform by describing them as the voice of the few and 

 
226 Byeong-il Lee, 1975, public hearing, second reform. His statement can be found in Kajokbeob kaejung undong 37 

neon-sa (37 Years of Family Law Reform Movement), 177-178. 
227“Yurim-ui bandae gwolgisah / Seongtomun / Gyeol-uimun (1984) (Opposing Manifesto / Denouncing Statement / 

Resolution (1984)),” in Kajokbeob kaejung undong 37 neon-sa (37 Years of Family Law Reform Movement), 593-

595.; “Yurim-ui bandae geon-uimun / Gyeol-uimun (1986) (Yurim's Opposing Proposal / Resolution (1986)),” Ibid., 

636-638. 
228 “Yurim-ui bandae gwolgisah / Seongtomun / Gyeol-uimun (1984) (Opposing Manifesto / Denouncing Statement / 

Resolution (1984)),” 594-595. 
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demonizing them as the betrayers of the cultural traditions. They criticized that the government is 

being swayed by a few female figures who are trying to destroy the beautiful and laudable customs 

passed down for generations and generations.229 

This was the conservative rhetoric until the day the hoju system and the marriage ban were 

finally abolished. In 1997, the Constitutional Court made the decision that the marriage ban does 

not conform with the Constitution, and in 2005, the court made the same decision on the hoju 

system. The minority opinion of each decision was a good summary of the conservative position. 

The marriage ban is not originated from China but is one of our beautiful and laudable na-

tional customs, and even though our thoughts and social environment have changed in many 

respects after the rapid economic development in the 1970s, there is no data that our marriage 

customs have changed fundamentally. Family law, by nature, reflects the traditional customs, 

and it is up to legislators to decide to what extent the customs should be codified or not […] 

the marriage ban aims at protecting social order by codifying and coercing traditional mar-

riage customs and is closely related to the constitutional ideal of inheriting historical facts 

and cultural traditions. Moreover, the citizens’ right to pursue happiness and freedom of mar-

riage can be limited by law within the boundaries of traditional culture […] 230 

The hoju system, as defined by current law, retains only the most basic elements for the con-

tinuation of paternal lineage, which inherits our authentic and reasonable patriarchal tradi-

tions that have evolved from ancient times to the middle of the Joseon Dynasty, and it has 

eliminated the remnants of Japanese influence and has been reaffirmed as our authentic cus-

toms, [...] and our traditional family culture should not be entirely rejected and dismantled 

due to the imposition of a schematic standard of equality on our traditional culture [...] 231 

The Court’s decision influenced the legislative process significantly, serving as a catalyst 

for the fifth reform that ultimately abolished both the hoju system and the marriage ban. Yurim 

continued to rally after the fifth reform criticizing the Court decisions as anti-historical and anti-

nationalist.232 They lamented that the government and legislators were embroiled in the politically 

 
229 “Yurim-ui bandae geon-uimun / Gyeol-uimun (1986) (Yurim's Opposing Proposal / Resolution (1986)),” 636-637. 
230 Petition for the Unconstitutionality of Article 809, Paragraph 1 of the Civil Code, 95HeonGa6 (Constitutional 

Court of Korea, July 16, 1997), https://law.go.kr/detcInfoP.do?mode=1&detcSeq=137451. 
231  Petition for the Unconstitutionality of Article 781, Paragraph 1 of the Civil Code, and Related Provisions, 

2001HeonGa9 (Constitutional Court of Korea, February 3, 2005), 
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motivated movement led by a few women’s groups, while the majority of citizens wanted partial 

supplements and remedies, not the complete abolition.233 However, while their rhetoric hasn’t 

changed over sixty years, the society has changed, and their voices no longer represented the ma-

jority of the population as they believed to be.234 

5.2.2 Imitating or Situating?: Four Rehtorical Strategies of Family Law Reform Movement 

In her book, Comprehending Korean Family Law, Hyeonah Yang poses an interesting 

question, which the women’s group activists probably pondered as well. She asked, “Why did 

modernity not amalgamate with traditions in South Korea and the dichotomy [between modernity 

and traditions] perpetuates? Why do Koreans have to forgo their traditions to be modernized?”235 

This is an essential question to understand the central aim of the family law reform movement. 

While the conservatives blame the activists for denying and betraying cultural traditions, this is a 

simplistic understanding of their demand. It is true that the activists, from time to time, criticized 

the Korean cultural traditions as anachronistic, especially in the early stage of the movement. For 

instance, Taeyoung Lee, the primary figure of the reform movement, understood the predominance 

of men over women as one of the major characteristics of Korean traditions and argued that the 

“beautiful and laudable customs” claimed by traditionalists are no longer valid in modern society. 

She also argued that like “Western women” who “made an effort to claim their freedom and rights 

as human beings,” Korean women should also “forgo their lazy, ignorant and superstitious life-

style.”236 Such rhetoric seems to characterize Korean cultural traditions as backward and assumes 

 
233 Lee, Ibid., 280. 
234 Daekyon Choi, Jinsoo Yoon, Yanghee Kim, and Jungjin Oh, Hojuje kaeson bangan eh kwanhan chosa yeonkoo 

(Research on Remedies for Hoju System) (Ministry of Gender Equality and Family, 2003), 53-141. 
235 Yang, Hankook Kajokbeob irki (Comprehending Korean Family Law), 36. 
236 Lee, Taeyoung. “Kajung Hyangsang kwa Yeosung yi jiwi (Improvement of Family and Status of Women).” Saega-
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that South Korea is in the position of following Western modernity. Other activists also used neg-

ative expressions such as “obsolete” and “antiquated” to describe Korean cultural traditions.237 

However, their critical position of cultural traditions never went as far as the complete 

denial of Korean identity. They made it clear that what they wanted to rectify was the “feudal 

components” of family law, which no longer fit with the rapidly changing social structures and 

therefore caused unreasonable suffering to many individuals.238 Moreover, the sharp contrast be-

tween Western liberalism and Korean culture was not central to their arguments. In this section, I 

interpret the reform movement as one of the important sources for understanding how Koreans 

appropriated liberal values and tried to integrate them into Korean society. The supporters of the 

reform developed at least four rhetorical strategies to justify their demand: (a) appealing to the 

higher law, i.e., the Constitution; (b) emphasizing a duty to comply with the international trend; 

(c) explaining the gravity of everyday sufferings faced by the victims; and (d) overturning the 

common perception that the original family law symbolizes authentic Korean traditions. I will 

show how their rhetoric consists of both imitating and situating foreign values. 

The most frequent rhetoric that can be found in all time periods of the reform movement is 

an appeal to the higher law, in this case, the Constitution. During the drafting stage, women’s 

groups activists emphasized the draft was against three constitutional articles of the first constitu-

tion:239 Article 5, which proclaims that the state has a duty to respect individuals’ freedom, equal-

ity, and creativity; Article 8 which guarantees equality before the law, including gender equality; 

 
237 Sookjong Lee, “Geon-uimun (1973) (Petition (1973)),” in Kajokbeob kaejung undong 37 neon-sa (37 Years of 

Family Law Reform Movement), 524-525.; Taeyoung Lee, “Gajokbeop gaejeongeul wihan cheongwonseo (1984) (Pe-

tition for Family Law Reform (1984)),” Ibid., 587-590 
238 Sookjong Lee “Chokjinheo gyeolseongdaehoe daehoesa (1973) (Opening Speech of Chokjinheo (1973)),” Ibid., 

517-518; Sookjong Lee, “Geon-uimun (1973) (Petition (1973)),” Ibid., 524-525.; Taeyoung Lee, Ibid., 396-399. 
239  “Jeongukyeoseongdanche-yeonhap-hoe uigyeonseo (1953) (National Women’s Group Union’s Opinion on the 

Draft of Family Law (1953)),” Ibid., 395-404.; “Jung Il-hyeong (oe 33in) uiwon-ui chinjoksangsokpyeon sujeongan 

(1957) (Ilhyeong Jung et al., Revised Draft of Family Law (1957)),” Ibid., 439-467. 
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and Article 20 which guarantees equal marital rights for both sexes and protects purity of mar-

riage.240 

The appeal to the Constitution has been the central pillar of the reform movement since 

then. The 1974 revisions proposed during the second reform state that “the revision is proposed to 

consolidate the basic order of liberal democracy which our constitution pursues.” More specifi-

cally, they pointed out that the gender discriminatory elements of the family law contradict Article 

9 of Constitution No. 8., the equality before the law, and Article 31, the protection of the purity of 

marriage.241 It is important to note that women’s group activists interpreted “the purity of mar-

riage” as an individualistic and consensual notion based on the mutual respect of individual will.242 

This line of argument continued in the third reform during 1980s. Activists argued that the existing 

family law is harming human dignity, intensifying domination, and aggravating an undemocratic 

lifestyle by discriminating family members based on their gender and birth order. They argued that 

this was against the three articles of Constitution No. 9:243 Article 9, “All citizens have dignity and 

worth as a human being and have a right to pursue happiness. The state has a duty to confirm and 

guarantee the inviolable basic human rights of individuals.;”244245 Article 10, “All citizens are 

equal before the law. No one is discriminated based on one’s sex, religion, or social status, in all 

areas of political, economic, social, and cultural life;” and Article 34, “marriage and family life 

 
240 Lee, Kajokbeob kaejung undong 60 neon-sa (60 Years of Family Law Reform Movement), 49. 
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should be established and maintained based on the dignity of individuals and the equality between 

both sexes.”246 For women’s group activists, the existing family law is invalid because it goes 

against the constitutional spirit, which they interpreted as “human dignity, individual freedom, and 

equality before the law.”247 

Their consistent demand finally came to fruition when the Constitutional Court made de-

cisions that the marriage ban and the hoju system do not conform with the Constitution. In 1997, 

the court ruled the marriage ban as unconstitutional, citing its contradiction with the constitutional 

principles of human dignity, equal worth, and the right to pursue happiness. More specifically, the 

court explained that the ban violates the constitutional article on equality before the law and on 

equality and dignity in marriage, just as activists had argued.248 Interestingly, the court stated that 

while the Constitution allows to restrict citizens’ freedom and rights when it is necessary for na-

tional security, social order, or public welfare,249 the marriage ban no longer aligns with “social 

order” or “public welfare” that might justifiably restrict citizens’ marital rights. 250 Similarly, in its 

2005 ruling on the hoju system, the court declared that gender equality and individual dignity are 

firmly established in the South Korean Constitution. The court emphasized that the Constitution 

 
246 Taeyoung Lee, “Gajokbeopgaejeongeul wihan cheongwonseo (1984) (Petition for Family Law Reform (1984)),” 
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takes precedence over family law, and if the family law widens the gap between the constitutional 

norms and everyday life practices, it must be amended.251 

The second rhetoric used by the activists was the duty to comply with the international 

trend. There were roughly two ways to proceed with this line of argument. First, women’s group 

activists referred to international human rights law to justify their position. One prominent example 

of this was their emphasis on Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 

Against Women (CEDAW). After South Korea signed CEDAW in 1983, activists pressured the 

National Assembly to ratify the convention, which implied the revision of discriminatory provi-

sions in the family law.252 The ruling party and the incumbent government decided to ratify the 

convention only partially, to the extent it does not contradict the domestic law. Activists demanded 

full ratification, arguing that revising the existing family law is the primary concern of CEDAW. 

They cited Article 16 of the convention, which demands the elimination of discrimination against 

women in all matters relating to marriage and family relations. The full ratification of CEDAW 

without reservations became one of the main goals and justificatory tactics during the third reform. 

Second, the activists often discussed the global legislative trend. They introduced how Western 

countries such as the United States, the United Kingdom, France, and Germany have more reason-

able family law, and argued that South Korea should also be part of this trend.253 They thought the 

hoju system and the marriage ban were particularly problematic because these legal institutions 
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exist only in South Korea. They sometimes even lamented that it is a national disgrace that these 

institutions persist.254 

These two rhetorical strategies of the reform movement require close and careful analysis. 

This is because they cannot be separated from the imperialistic ideology that South Korea should 

follow the liberal modernity created by the West. The second rhetoric, appealing to the interna-

tional trend, is particularly vulnerable to such critique. This rhetoric is a spin-off of the universal-

istic position. Why did the activists believe that demands from the international community or 

legislative trends of another country could serve as a reasonable justification for the domestic re-

form in their country? This is because they believed that certain rights were universal. The univer-

salistic argument is not itself problematic but can lead to completely different implications based 

on how one proceeds the argument. First, there should be a good justification of why certain rights 

are crucial enough to be considered essential to human beings despite the vastly different socio-

cultural contexts. Second, it is important to question who established this international trend and 

how. For the international trend to serve as a reasonable justification for domestic reform, it should 

be constructed by different cultural and national identities through mutual influence. This means 

that who creates the trend and who receives the trend should not be perceived as permanent. 

Appealing to the Constitution should also be under scrutiny but has much more compli-

cated implications. As I mentioned earlier, the South Korean Constitution was drafted in the con-

text of the US-ROK alliance and was heavily influenced by Korean elites’ admiration of the West-

ern civilization and their interest in being recognized by the First World. While the Constitution 

has been amended nine times, the perception that the central tenet of the Constitution, the liberal 

democratic ideal, is originated from the West persists. On the other hand, due to the active pro-
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democracy movement throughout the authoritarian period and successful democratization in the 

1990s, liberal democratic norms are no longer completely external or alien to South Korea. What 

is the implication of emphasizing the Constitution as the supreme law in this context? This is a 

crucial question to be answered for appealing to the Constitution to be a truly meaningful strategy. 

I think it is ahistorical to deny that these complex questions were not at the forefront of the 

reform movement, especially in its early stages. This is why the activists’ demand, in some sense, 

looks like imitating Western modernity. On the other hand, the next two rhetorical strategies I will 

discuss differ in nature from the previous ones in the sense that they focus more on situating liberal 

norms and life projects in real-world experiences or given social contexts. First, activists publi-

cized the gravity of everyday sufferings experienced by actual individuals. This rhetoric has been 

present since the early stage of the movement. Founded in 1956, the Korea Legal Aid Center for 

Family Relations (KLACFR) has been one of the primary actors of the reform movement, provid-

ing consultation and assistance to victims of family law. 255 Drawing from their clients’ experi-

ences, KLACFR called for reforms, publicizing various types of harm that the hoju system caused 

to divorced women, single moms, and their children. The most compelling arguments came from 

how these individuals face difficulties in everyday legal and administrative processes. For in-

stance, a divorced woman raising her child alone must have got official consent from the child’s 

biological father even for minor administrative issues because the child is still documented under 

him; a woman who remarried could not legally change her child’s surname to her husband’s; a 

single mom could easily lose custody of her child when the child’s biological father exercises his 

rights as hoju, and etc.256 KLACFR also problematized unreasonable hardships faced by couples 
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with the same surname and family origin. In the civic gatherings organized by KLACFR, the cou-

ples explained the problems of the marriage ban based on their own experiences, especially the 

difficulties that arise because they had to document their children as children of a single parent.257 

These efforts of KLACFR show that the reform movement was grounded in the real interest and 

well-being of marginalized individuals, unlike the conservative critique that the movement was 

alienated from the common practices in the real world. Activists of KLACFR argued that the prob-

lems these individuals suffer were not a matter of ideology but literally a matter of necessity.258 

The movement’s emphasis on the everyday sufferings of the victims has increased over 

time, and this was because the movement has been democratized and transformed into a bottom-

up social movement. South Korea’s successful democratization and the growth of civil society in 

the 1990s to early 2000s influenced the movement in important ways and the actual voice of the 

affected citizens has become more central to the movement.259 The overall nature of the movement 

has transformed in two ways. First, the subject of the movement has changed from the intellectuals 

to the general public, including the farmers and laborers.260 This was a crucial change considering 

how the movement in the 1970s aimed to “enlighten” female working-class citizens. Second, the 

rhetoric of the movement changed from pleading to struggling for rights. Until the 1980s, the typ-

ical narrative of the movement was educated female intellectuals pleading to the government or 

the National Assembly to do the right thing for suffering individuals. However, after the 1990s, 

the activists felt the need to reframe the movement to something that ordinary citizens fought for 

themselves. 
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This change was reflected in a voluntary social meeting of ordinary citizens called Ho-

paemo (Civic Gathering for Abolishment of the Hoju System) emerged in the late 1990s. Hopaemo 

was organized through the internet and took fundamentally different methods compared to the 

previous waves of the reform movement. Previously, the reform movement was largely shaped by 

established law professionals, activists, and academics. However, Hopaemo was an online network 

consisting of ordinary citizens who voluntarily participated and shared their firsthand or 

secondhand experiences regarding the specific harm and suffering of the hoju system. These spon-

taneous public debates that emerged in cyberspace were very effective in persuading the necessity 

of the reform to the general population.261 While the activists in the previous stage understood the 

family law reform within the discourse of modernity and cultural integrity, these new participants 

situated the family law reform in various social contexts they have experienced, such as colonial-

ism, authoritarianism, and the pluralization of families. And most importantly, they understood 

these problems as “their own problem,”262 i.e., as a matter of practical interest critical to them-

selves and their fellow citizens. 

These transformations in the nature of the reform movement were reflected in the Consti-

tutional Court’s decision. In its majority opinion on the hoju system, the court emphasized the 

growing diversity of family structures in Korean society, such as remarried couples and single 

mothers. The court explained why it is a serious social problem that these individuals were unable 

to form a legal family in accordance with their actual way of life.263 This shows that the primary 

justification for the abolishment of the hoju system was no longer about fulfilling the conception 
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of modernity and morality external to Korean society but was about revising the law that has been 

marginalizing the actual life of existing individuals. 

Another noteworthy strategy of employed by the activists was its effort to debunk the cul-

tural integrity thesis. This has been done in two ways. First, activists showed that the central tenets 

of the existing family law, such as the marriage ban and the hoju system are not authentic Korean 

traditions but have been constructed as one. For instance, they highlighted that the marriage ban 

was imported from Chinese Confucianism during the Chosun dynasty. Before the Chosun dynasty, 

marriage between the same surname and family origin was not viewed as greatly immoral, and 

even incest was common in the noble class.264 Activists pointed out that the conservatives did not 

provide any serious historical or philosophical demonstration on why the marriage ban symbolizes 

authentic cultural traditions despite these historical facts. Activists also argued that championing 

the hoju system as the symbol of authentic Korean tradition is even more problematic. This is 

because the hoju system was the vestige of Japanese colonial rule.265 The inheritance system in the 

Chosun dynasty was mainly about inheriting the authority to organize the ancestral rites and an-

cestors’ property. This was largely a matter of custom and was not codified into law. However, 

after the Japanese colonial rule, these existing customs were integrated into the Japanese headship 

system as adjunctive rights. This is the origin of the hoju system: the law that gives the head of 

household legal authority to determine the documented status of his family members. In fact, it 

was the colonial government and the colonial court which produced the discourse that the headship 

system already existed in the Chosun dynasty as customary law. Activists argued that Korean male 

elites uncritically embraced this legal discourse because it served their interests. The Japanese 
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headship system did not oppress the Korean patriarchs’ cultural authorities but rather reproduced 

and resignified them in a way that they can be easily consolidated. 266 Based on these reasonings, 

activists pointed out that it is simply ahistorical to argue that the hoju system is the symbol of 

authentic Korean tradition. 

This effort to disentangle the marriage ban and the hoju system from the authentic Korean 

identity was crucial because of two reasons. First, it could counter the conservatives’ attempt to 

silence any productive discussion under the name of patriotism.267 Second, it could help overcome 

the self-deprecating assumption that Korean culture is fundamentally oppressive and backward. 

Building on these efforts, activists made another line of argument that could push the discussion 

further: they argued that adopting liberal values implies a creative and productive succession of 

cultural traditions and national identity. 

This new line of argument emerged during the third reform when activists reappropriated 

the usual conservative rhetoric. They argued that one of the main goals of the family law reform 

was to pass down and develop Korea’s own beautiful and laudable customs. They explained that 

only when a family institution is grounded in reasonable marital relations and mutual respect 

among its members, it fosters good cultural traditions and national identity. Moreover, they em-

phasized that the reform movement encourages us to think about how the value system has changed 

in South Korea, helping future generations develop a creative perspective on values. Lastly, they 

emphasized that the family law reform does not imply denying traditional values such as filial 

duty. While these values are important, they could be passed down through teachings and guidance 

in the non-legal area of one’s life and do not need legal regulations to be fostered.268 
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This effort to blur the strict boundary between liberal egalitarian norms and Korean identity 

was reflected in the Constitutional Court’s majority opinion on the hoju system. The court claimed 

that while the Constitution protects “cultural heritage” and “national culture,”269 these notions have 

historicality and temporality. They concluded that culture should be interpreted within the con-

temporary contexts, and therefore, it is unreasonable to be obsessed with strict preservation or 

succession. Moreover, the court stated that beautiful and laudable customs could be succeeded and 

developed in non-legal areas of our lives and cannot be served as a basis of preserving legal insti-

tution that undermines individual dignity and gender equality.270 

5.3 Interpreting Liberal Struggles Under Liberal Imperialism 

In the current globalized landscape where liberal ideology has spread through imperialistic 

imposition, some “non-Western” people are reluctant to recognize liberal norms and life projects. 

Confucian conservatives’ response to the family law reform movement can be understood as one 

example. This idea is not totally new to the discourse on autonomy. Some people simply do not 

prefer to live in accordance with liberal values, and denying this fact may lead to paternalism, 

which is, by definition, the opposite of autonomy. And, of course, this is why there has been heated 

debate on substantive and procedural conceptions of autonomy. My focus is the reverse version of 

this debate. I point out that “non-Western” individuals who seem to adopt liberalism may not meet 

the conditions of autonomy defined in the mainstream conception of autonomy. This was the cen-

tral argument of Chapter 3. The discussion on “non-autonomous choice” can be the most relevant 

here. As one possible scenario of non-autonomous choice, I proposed a person (Agent Y) whose 
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motivational structure was influenced by the imperialistic ideology and the idealized image of 

“Whiteness” when she formed her preferences for liberal values. I argued that this agent does not 

meet the independence condition, which requires an agent’s motivational structure to be her own, 

independent of external influence.271 In Section 5.2, I started the discussion by explaining how the 

drafter of the first constitution, Jin-oh Yoo, strongly believe that South Korea should become like 

the West, not just institutionally but fundamentally from their souls. Now if this is how and why 

one adopts and endorses liberalism, then clearly, such decisions are not autonomous, no matter 

how strong one’s conviction on liberal values is. We cannot rule out the possibility that liberal 

hegemony and imperialistic ideology, which operate as a higher authority over the person, per-

verted the desires      that may have formed otherwise without the influence. 

Should we, then, interpret the participants support for the family law reform movement as 

another example of a non-autonomous choice? As I mentioned in the previous section, the reform 

movement cannot be understood apart from the imperialistic history that has influenced the desires 

of the Korean people. The Korean Constitution, in which this movement was grounded, was 

drafted under the control of the United States and reflected Yoo and other South Korean elites’ 

admiration for the First World. In the early stage of the movement, the activists and supporters 

themselves were part of this inferiority complex, and they seemed to be strongly conscious of the 

so-called “Western civilization.” They were concerned about the backwardness of Korean culture 

and lamented the Korean public’s ignorance of human rights issues as well as their anachronistic 

lifestyles. Therefore, it is difficult to deny that their value-acquiring process was influenced by the 

imperialistic ideology to some extent. 
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Of course, something is unjust and discomforting to conclude the discussion in this way. 

However, the mainstream conception of individual autonomy cannot provide a conceptual toolkit 

that can make clear analysis of this problem. If the absence of manipulation is central to autonomy, 

one needs to show why one thinks the influence of the imperialistic ideology prevalent at the time 

and even today did not affect the participants’ value judgment. This will lead to a counter-produc-

tive and ambiguous question on agents’ inner psychology, which is simply impossible to answer: 

what are the agent’s real beliefs and desires in the face of conflict between “foreign” and “tradi-

tional” values? How can we prove that the participants effectively controlled the imperialistic and 

racist ideology that constantly affected their motivational structure? While I think some liberal 

practices under the context of liberal imperialism can be construed as an expression of autonomy 

and others are not, I do not think these types of questions are adequate questions to ask. 

The alternative framework I am trying to develop through autonomy as critical appropria-

tion offers a clearer guideline discerning why some decisions to adopt liberal norms and life pro-

jects are autonomous, even when it is formed under the legacies of imperialism. In Chapter 4, I 

defined autonomy as a capacity for critical appropriation as follows: 

Autonomy is a capacity to construct one’s life by appropriating given norms and 

life projects and providing legitimate reasons why she appropriated them. 

This conception has two main dimensions that need to be explained, which I have itali-

cized. The first dimension is an agent’s capacity for appropriation. An autonomous agent appro-

priates existing norms and life projects when she develops her views about herself and the world 

surrounding her. Appropriation here means that the agent has reinterpreted the existing materials 

in a way that they fit into her experiences and make sense in the social contexts she faces. An agent 

who appropriates does not simply receive or imitate others’ normative standards or action-guiding 

principles in a passive and alienated manner and is able to see them through her situation. Second, 
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I emphasized an agent’s capacity for reason-giving. When an autonomous agent appropriates cer-

tain norms or life projects to construct her life, she should be able to justify her decision, i.e., give 

reasons why she appropriated them. And her reasons should meet certain conditions. First, her 

reasons should express a sufficient degree of voluntariness: reasons that include a narrative of 

coercion, threat, fear, and strong reluctance cannot be compatible with autonomy in any circum-

stance. Second, her reasons should be intelligible to meaningful others. This dialogical dimension 

of autonomy is inspired by Andrea Westlund’s answerability. Westlund defines autonomy as an 

agent’s capacity to speak to or answer the critical questions posed to her about her decisions and 

actions.  Yet, she argues that an autonomous agent does not have to defend oneself from all comers 

but from legitimate challengers and suggests relational situatedness as one of the necessary condi-

tions for the challenges to be considered legitimate. This condition of relational situatedness re-

quires the agent and the would-be critic to be in a context-providing relationship that matters to 

both of them, whether it is a narrow personal relationship or broader social relationship, such as 

members of the same moral community, fellow citizens of the nation, etc. If their relationship is 

not self-explanatory, it should at least be possible to demonstrate why the critic and the agent can 

be considered to be in an important context-providing relationship. 

Just as the mainstream conception of individual autonomy emphasizes critical reflection, 

autonomy as critical appropriation also understands an agent’s reflective capacity central to auton-

omy. However, this reflective capacity is framed in a much more situated and relational term. The 

term appropriation assumes that an agent’s reflective capacity is constituted by her experiences 

and the social contexts in which she is situated. The process of reason-giving highlights that a kind 

of critical judgment necessary for autonomy is fundamentally relational, dialogical, and context-

driven. Together, it suggests that the reflective capacity necessary for autonomy does not have to 
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look like a philosopher-like or cosmopolitan-like thought process, i.e., my undistorted self, dis-

tanced from the external factors that may have affected me, making rational appraisal in an abstract 

setting. Rather, the plausible image of critical judgment most people make on existing norms and 

life projects looks something like this: each individual constructs her life by appropriating certain 

norms and life projects. Then, she may get challenged by people she knows, learn about opinions 

that challenge her views, or imagine possible challenges based on these experiences. When this 

happens, she would either justify or modify her previous judgments in response to these present 

or imagined challenges. Liberals who endorse the ideal of equal respect will respect or at least 

tolerate the agent who has gone through this thought process, even if they disagree with her unless 

her actions harm other individuals. This is not because they can be sure that the agent’s motiva-

tional structure is immune from the possibility of manipulation, but because she has demonstrated 

a sufficient degree of agential capacity for others to believe she is capable of reflecting on her 

experiences and speaking for herself. 

So why is autonomy as critical appropriation a better analytical framework for liberal strug-

gles under liberal imperialism, such as the family law reform movement? This is because we can 

push the discussion away from the discussion of authentic desires and engage in a more nuanced 

and productive discussion on what it means to make an autonomous judgment amidst the conflict-

ing normative demands. To illustrate my argument, I will go back to the discussion on the reform 

movement. I have shown that activists, from time to time, used rhetoric based on the imperialistic 

ideology, which revolves around the dichotomous understanding of modernity. Modernity equates 

to liberal egalitarian standards that “advanced countries” of “the West” have set up, and South 

Korea should fulfill these standards because that is how a more progressive society should be like. 

Cultural traditions are often seen as one of the major obstacles to fulfilling these standards, and 
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this sometimes leads to self-denigrating assumptions that what is authentically Korean is backward 

and premodern. This vestige of imperialistic imposition of liberalism has been present throughout 

the reform movement and still remains even today. To demonstrate why this imperialistic 

worldview is problematic, critical appropriation will focus on the danger that people might not 

appropriate liberal values but accepts them in a rather passive manner; imitating Western liberal 

democracy as an ideal type of liberalism, something they must follow to become part of modernity. 

However, as explained, activists gradually departed from the ideological conflict of mo-

dernity versus tradition and have developed different kinds of rhetorical strategies that situate lib-

eral values. While all four rhetoric were present in all periods of the movement, emphasizing the 

gravity of the everyday sufferings and overturning the cultural integrity thesis became more prev-

alent in the later stage of the movement. This shift, I argue, shows that the participants of the 

movement started to appropriate the Western liberal model and answered the critical questions that 

were posed to them by meaningful others. 

Appropriation: In terms of appropriation, the participants of the movement re-

flected on their firsthand and secondhand experiences and concluded that the re-

form was crucial to the practical well-being of themselves and their fellow citizens. 

For instance, abolishing the hoju system was crucial for individuals who were un-

able or unwilling to have a traditional form of family because the hoju system 

caused unreasonable legal and administrative difficulties to otherwise perfectly 

well-functioning families, reproducing the stigma that their lives were abnormal. 

The marriage ban caused similar problems for couples with the same surname and 

family origin who sincerely love each other. Abolishing the ban was not just crucial 

for the happiness of these individuals but was even more critical to the well-being 

of their children. 

Reason-giving: In terms of reason-giving, the participants of the movement were 

capable of responding to the criticism from the conservative opponents. They pro-

vided at least three responses. First, as a result of appropriation, they could explain 

why the reform was crucial to the practical well-being of themselves or affected 

citizens. Second, they debunked the cultural integrity thesis by showing that both 

the hoju system and the marriage ban, the two central agendas presented as the 

symbol of authentic Korean tradition, were, in fact, the product of foreign influence. 

Consequently, they invalidated the conservative idea that authentic Koreanness 

could be protected through strict adherence to the existing form of family law. 
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Third, they argued that incorporating an egalitarian ideal is actually a better way to 

inherit and develop cultural traditions and foster creative perspectives on values for 

future generations. 

As we can see, the participants of the movement were capable of appropriating liberal 

norms by situating them as a matter of practical well-being in given social contexts. They did not 

simply accept the ideals as a kind of standard criteria of modernity but adopted them through their 

experience. Also, they were capable of justifying their judgment by providing legitimate reasons 

to the challengers who were in an important context-providing relationship. 

If we understand autonomy as critical appropriation, it becomes clear to what extent the 

reform movement and other liberal practices in similar contexts can be considered as an expression 

of the participants’ autonomy and to what extent they cannot. If an agent was unable to relate 

liberal values with her experiences and adopt them as a fixed set of normative criteria that should 

be approximated to become a part of modernity, advanced countries, global trends, etc., then her 

pursuit of liberalism was not autonomous to that extent. She is not autonomous because she only 

imitates them as a passive recipient without seriously reflecting on how to situate them. On the 

other hand, if an agent shows that she is capable of situating, mixing, and transforming liberal 

norms and life projects in accordance with her experience, and to the extent she can justify her 

judgment, her pursuit of liberalism was autonomous to that extent, irrespective of where those life-

constructing materials were initially originated. And this discussion can proceed even when we 

accept that liberalism was imposed on a given society and, therefore, cannot be separated from the 

history of imperialism. 

Before closing the discussion, I want to reemphasize what I expect from autonomy as crit-

ical appropriation. First of all, I hope it can help us dispel the perception that the pursuit of liberal 

values under the context of liberal hegemony necessarily contradicts cultural traditions or national 

identity. This perception is not just common rhetoric of traditionalists and conservatives but 
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something that haunts liberals as well in various ways. For instance, this perception sometimes 

evokes negative feelings toward one’s own cultural or political community, thinking that it is back-

ward, oppressive, authoritarian and etc. Or it makes people think that liberal values can be obtained 

by departing from or becoming less like what has been attributed to their culture, ethnicity, country 

and etc. However, this is a distorted way of thinking about how people have been practicing liber-

alism. Many times, what has actually been done was relating the experiences of themselves and 

people around them with the new ideal which they have encountered; molding and situating the 

ideal in a way that can make sense in the given sociocultural structures; and possibly transforming 

both the existing characteristics of her society and the new ideal by merging them together. I hope 

that the discussion around liberalism in the globalized world can focus more on this creative pro-

cess. 

Moreover, I hope we can dispel the common perception that adopting liberalism is approx-

imating the fixed sets of normative or political principles already developed outside the given so-

ciety. If we truly believe that liberalism cherishes how each individual becomes the author of her 

own life by living in accordance with her self-constructed principles, then the primary focus should 

not be on how the canonical ideas of liberalism are well applied in each society. Rather, it should 

be on how members of the society relate and interact with liberal ideas: how they interpret liberal 

values as well as why they think they want and need them. I think understanding liberalism in this 

situated sense opens up the possibility of these agents becoming full and equal participants of the 

liberal discourse, and thus overcome the problem of perpetuated marginalization. 
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6. Conclusion 

This research examines the theoretical puzzle, which I have been describing as an irony of 

liberal universalism: while liberalism aims to guarantee the autonomy of all individuals, the ex-

pansion of liberalism through imposition became one of the external factors that interfere with 

individuals’ autonomous judgment. To a certain extent, this question can be seen as part of recent 

literature that seeks to reveal the imperialistic dimension of the liberal discourse. As outlined in 

Chapter 1, the harm of liberal imperialism has been explored primarily through the lens of cultural 

differences, which highlights liberalism’s notorious insensitivity to this matter. My approach is 

different from this literature because it aims to explain similar observations within a liberal theo-

retical framework with the logic internal to liberalism. I argue that the reason liberals should be 

concerned with the imperialistic dimension of liberalism is not just because it neglects cultural 

differences but because it is closely related to a liberal problem of individual autonomy and equal 

respect. 

The research can also be seen as revisiting the Kantian question of Enlightenment. Kant 

defines Enlightenment as “man’s emergence from his self-imposed immaturity,272” and in Kant’s 

view, this implies cultivating a specific “manner of thinking,” that is, using one’s own understand-

ing of the world. Indeed, the Enlightenment project, in practice, has been rightly condemned for 

hypocrisy and arrogance and this is well-explained in the literature on liberal imperialism. The 

idea of Enlightenment, alongside the idea of progress, is tainted and misused to such an extent 

people are reluctant to invoke these ideas when constructing emancipatory projects. I also share 

these reservations. And my reservations go beyond the criticisms that these ideas have been used 
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to stigmatize non-Western societies as immature. I criticize that they created a worldview restrict-

ing non-Western individuals from using their own understanding to evaluate the Enlightenment 

project. Throughout the research, I articulated that liberal hegemony, grounded in the legacies of 

imperialism, has wielded authority over members of non-Western societies. This situation implies 

the Enlightenment itself became the object of a kind of manner of thinking it promoted. 

The important takeaway of this situation is that for non-Western individuals to develop 

their own understanding of liberal emancipatory projects, they always have to consult with the 

collective narratives of their society that are embedded in particular cultures and histories. This 

shows that cultivating one’s own perspective of certain norms and speaking for oneself about those 

norms is always a relational and situated process. It is not about maintaining her reflective capac-

ities independent from external influence, as Kant suggested, but about interacting critically and 

creatively with social factors that surround her. Therefore, it would be more accurate to describe 

that a person is cultivating a distinctive manner of social interaction, compared to a manner of 

thinking, to live in accordance with her own understanding of the world. 

My work has several theoretical implications. First, as research on autonomy, my work 

demonstrates the validity and utility of relational autonomy in analyzing non-Western liberal ex-

periences. Feminist theories of relational autonomy have been at the forefront of emphasizing the 

relationality and situatedness of human beings’ agential capacities. This is why I found them to be 

a useful resource for my project. Relational autonomy was typically used to explain the nature of 

female agency, usually more dependent on social relations. It was used to demonstrate how the 

mainstream conception has been neglecting the fact that some social relations are conducive or 

even integral to development of human agency. Also, by showing that the idea of an independent 

man is an illusion, it has highlighted how this illusory image of man only reflects the perspective 
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of upper-middle-class white males, and marginalized other agents as dependent and, therefore, as 

inferior. This research adds a new interesting topic to theories of relational autonomy, namely, 

liberal experiences in the context of cultural and imperialistic imposition. I show that a relational 

approach is useful in explaining how mainstream theories of autonomy have reinforced an illusion 

that Western people are more critical of culture whereas non-Western people are more accepting 

of it. 

In fact, I think autonomy as critical appropriation captures how any agent maintains self-

authorship irrespective of one’s sociocultural background. Even for a white individual who lives 

in a “Western” society, self-authorship isn’t about making entirely independent judgments on her 

moral or life decisions, as suggested in mainstream theories of autonomy. It is about appropriating 

influential external factors in light of her own experiences and engaging in critical dialogue with 

others about them. Also, if individual autonomy is conceptualized as critical appropriation, there 

is no reason to think of the concept as antithetical to “non-Western” cultural identity and normative 

traditions. It is one thing to cherish some elements of existing culture and social customs that 

resonate with a person’s own understanding of good life, and it is another thing to reflect on them 

and have a critical dialogue with others. Any individual, no matter how deeply invested in partic-

ular norms and life projects, can be perfectly capable of defending her opinion on them from crit-

ical challenges she encounters in everyday life. Throughout this process, she may learn some as-

pects of those norms and life projects she has not considered before and partially revise her opin-

ion. Even when she does not revise her opinion, she will come to understand her opinion more 

clearly by acknowledging the existence of possible challenges. In my view, suppressing this pro-

cess to uphold cultural integrity is nothing more than oppression. 
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At the same time, I firmly believe that there is nothing inherently oppressive about the 

culture itself. I have observed that many individuals living in societies where liberalism is imposed 

often adopt liberal values in defiance of their existing culture. This sometimes leads to a self-

colonizing attitude that views any attempt to advocate existing norms and customs as oppressive 

and backward. However, this attitude is only the flipside of the cultural integrity thesis. It is per-

fectly possible for a person to appropriate certain elements of existing culture while criticizing 

other elements that she believes contradict her essential interest. The relational framework of au-

tonomy I propose places this process at the center of autonomy. It shows that what autonomy 

requires is not a rejection of certain cultures but active and inclusive interpersonal dialogue about 

how to inherit culture, determining which aspects should be cherished and which should be re-

vised. 

It would be important to note that critical appropriation aligns with the idea that an indi-

vidual in the contemporary world often consists of, or at least can potentially consist of, multiple 

cultures, norms, and lifestyles that may sometimes be in tension with each other. It is a capacity 

for critical appropriation that a person needs to make sense of this tension within her. In fact, I 

expect critical appropriation to be a more useful conception of autonomy for any contemporary 

society dealing with the issues of pluralism and cultural imperialism, either “West” or “non-West.” 

As research on liberalism, my work shed light on the problems and implications of non-

Western liberal experiences that have been marginalized from the liberal discourse. While there is 

extensive research on what is problematic about promoting liberal norms and lifestyles to people 

who prioritize cultural or communal values over individual liberties, not enough attention has been 

given to the fact that an increasing number of non-Western individuals are adopting and pursuing 

liberal values even in the context of imposition. This research illuminates why these liberal 
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experiences deserve a serious theoretical analysis. By analyzing them with the liberal notion of 

individual autonomy, I show that these previously marginalized experiences uncover ambiguities 

of liberal theory that have been relatively unexplored and suggest a possible direction for recon-

struction. 

As explained in Chapter 1, this research is the first step to the broader aim of challenging 

the dominant status of Western experiences as the ideal type of liberalism. It also aims to rethink 

the common dichotomy of liberal West and non-liberal rest. In my view, to achieve this goal, it is 

important to interpret “non-Western” liberal experiences as something more than replicas of West-

ern experiences. This is why I focus on the capacity to appropriate the dominant interpretation of 

existing values through one’s own experiences and social contexts. Suppose that a person has de-

liberated why certain values, usually perceived as external to her society, are important to her 

essential interests and reinterpreted these values in a way that fits into the collective narrative of 

her society. Suppose the number of people in this society has appropriated these foreign values as 

such. Then, these values have become an authentic part of the societal culture even when they are 

initially developed in fundamentally different cultural and historical contexts. By emphasizing this 

process, critical appropriation shows how adopting so-called “foreign” values can be more than 

just an act of imitation. Critical appropriation suggests one possible way for non-Western individ-

uals to overcome the problem of perpetuated marginalization and make their experiences equally 

represented in the liberal discourse. On a related note, I hope my work can resonate with activists 

who have experienced similar dilemmas, helping them dispel counterproductive assumptions that 

they are following the normative standards that are inherently a Western product. One of the mo-

tivations behind my research is to construct a conceptual framework that non-Western individuals 
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who utilize liberal discourse can become more confident about becoming the source of values they 

endorse, with the power to rewrite existing values with their experiences and perspectives. 

There are several remaining questions that should be considered in future research. First, 

there is a question of how appropriation is qualitatively different from simply applying universal 

standards to local contexts. I think the key distinction lies in creativity: appropriation is a creative 

process that actively rewrites the dominant discourse with agents’ own experiences and perspec-

tives. While I sketched out the overall process of critical appropriation in Chapter 5 with the ex-

ample of the Korean family law reform movement, a more systemic analysis is needed to clarify 

what aspects people are adding and contributing to the dominant discourse when they situate for-

eign values. This may require supplementing this research with more examples that successfully 

appropriated liberal values, preferably outside the East Asian region. 

Also, since I characterize critical appropriation as a liberal conception of autonomy, it 

raises the question of how exactly the liberal political model grounded in critical appropriation is 

different from the mainstream liberal political models such as perfectionist liberalism and political 

liberalism. A liberal political model consists of autonomous individuals who have the capacity to 

make decisions about legal and normative structures that affect them. In other words, it treats each 

individual equally as if they have the capacity for autonomy. If we reconceptualize individual 

autonomy as critical appropriation, how would this change our understanding of a liberal political 

model? What would be the challenges and implications of building up a liberal political model 

based on citizens’ capacity for critical appropriation? These are the important questions that need 

to be answered. In my view, one potential answer could be as follows: a liberal political model 

based on critical appropriation would be a situated model of liberalism, which is responsive to 

different sociocultural contexts and is open to creolization as a result of respecting citizens’ 
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creative capacity to situate values and respond to critical challenges. Of course, this doesn’t mean 

that liberalism should be open to any transformation. A liberal political model should always take 

seriously the ideal of equal respect: this is the basic requirement for any institution to be classified 

as liberal. What I am skeptical about is proposing a fixed set of basic rights or principles of justice 

as the standard model or ideal type of liberalism. In my view, what is commonly referred as to the 

standard model of liberalism is just another situated model evolved through interactions with par-

ticular social, cultural, and historical narratives of Europe and North America. Members of socie-

ties who do not share these narratives need not understand this particular model as the global 

standard that should be applied to local culture but can create another situated model of liberalism 

that equally contributes to the liberal discourse just as its “Western” counterpart.273 With this idea 

of situated liberalism, I want to show why adopting liberalism need not be seen as approximating 

Western civilization and thereby conforming to the linear model of progress. 

  

 
273 This will have some similarities with Alessandro Ferrara’s idea of constructing authentic exemplarity. While Fer-

rara distances himself from liberalism, I aim to make similar arguments within a liberal framework.; Alessandro Fer-

rara, The Force of the Example (New York: Columbia University Press, 2008). 
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