MORAL AUTONOMY AND PERSONAL AUTONOMY
M

odern advocators of personal autonomy are eager to stress the distance between their belief in personal autonomy and moral autonomy. I hold a very different view that there is no need drawing a strict boundary between moral autonomy and personal autonomy. I introduce into this article two phrases—contextual autonomy and global autonomy, with the help of which we blend successfully moral autonomy with personal autonomy. Finally come to such a conclusion that contextual autonomyn+1 compromises global autonomy which in this sense is in an additive fashion; and moral autonomy is one variety of personal autonomy. I hope this would inspire a new angle to understand personal autonomy and moral autonomy, or even, autonomy and morality. 
I. A BRIEF REVIEW

  Autonomy, considered to be a basic human dignity, is one of the core concepts of moral theory and has assumed increasing importance in contemporary and political philosophy. Philosophers such as John Rawls, Thomas Scanlon, Robert P. Wolff, and Ronald Dworkin have employed the concept to define and illuminate issues such the nature of the liberal state, the limits of free speech,
 and a basic human dignity. Generally, most of the theorists and the Kantians chorused the idea that the word “autonomy ” derives from the Greek auto (“self ”) and nomos (“law” or “rule” ), and try to understand it by “self- legislation” . In modern times, with the weakening of religious authority forces and the warming of the political freedom, as well as the emphasis on individual rationality, its concept develops gradually mainly into two broad directions—one is personal autonomy which is calling for the elimination of external force and alien control while pursuing the aims to one’s own will. The other one is moral autonomy which focuses more on the norms or rules to abide by when one takes action. 

  When it comes to personal autonomy, we may naturally think of one to be his own person, in charge of his own life according to reasons and desires which are taken as one's own without influenced by any manipulative or distorting alien forces and external factors. To some extent, “personal autonomy” is meant as a trait that individuals can exhibit relative to any aspects of their lives.
 On the contrary, “Moral autonomy” is said to be originated from Kant’s moral philosophy, which is associated specifically with the relation between one person’s pursuit of his own ends and others’ pursuit of theirs, as well as the capacity to impose the moral law on oneself, this is particularly true of its Kantian manifestations, and it is claimed as a fundamental organizing principle of all morality.
 

Many scholars, including Joseph Raz, David Johnston, Gerald Dworkin, John Christman, etc,.almost regard “Moral autonomy” equivalent of Kant's moral autonomy. Because they hold the belief that Kant's moral autonomy only allows people to follow a set of universal law that they can rationally develop, and the moral law one imposing on himself makes one confined too much. Moreover, some of the scholars, especially those modern liberals, claim that moral autonomy has almost weakened the personal right or “self-power” to disappear. Thus, these scholars strongly urged strict distinction between moral autonomy and personal autonomy. Raz once wrote “Personal autonomy, which is a particular ideal of individual well-being, should not be confused with the only very indirectly related notion of moral autonomy... Personal autonomy is no more than one specific moral ideal which, if valid, is one element in a moral doctrine.”
 Christman John in his "Basic Distinctions" took an unwavering stand to state the conception of personal autonomy and moral autonomy. According to him, “Moral autonomy” refers to the capacity to impose the (objective) moral law on oneself while “Personal autonomy” is meant as a trait that individuals can exhibit relative to any aspects of their lives, not limited to questions of moral obligation. 

As to the fact that modern advocators of personal autonomy are anxious to stress the distance between their belief in personal autonomy and moral autonomy, only a few theorists, doubt about such a crucial and sensitive differentiation. Jeremy Waldron believes that it is worth considering some of the overlaps and affinities between the two. 
 He mainly centers upon "right" and "good".  We know that Rawlsian liberals' emphasis on the importance of subjecting individuals' pursuit of the good to moral principles of justice: "the right has priority over the good." If that’s the case, in Jeremy's opinion, then, the sharper the distinction between personal autonomy and moral autonomy, the more challenging it is to explain how this priority is supposed to work," for the more alien the requirements of morality will seem from the personal point of view." 
 How does he settle this issue? Firstly, since it is said moral autonomy stems from Kant’s, he chooses to make a contrast in Kant's moral philosophy between the pursuit of individual happiness and the realm of autonomy and free moral agency. Secondly, he tries to find something to reply to the modern liberals, like "to find out how sharp they need the distinction between the right and the good to be, and how sharp they can afford it to be, both in light of the tasks of morality and in light of the actual characteristics of people’s moral and ethical convictions. " Put it simply, what Jeremy trying to do is that he is to attempt to decipher something out, to shorten the distance between the liberals’ personal autonomy and the Kant’s autonomy. 

  And of course, Jeremy does do a great job. In his words, “We seem to have identified the horns of a dilemma.” 
 He figures out such a fact that if we erect too high a wall of separation between moral autonomy and personal autonomy, there is no way explaining clearly how the latter is subordinated to the former or the former to the latter. Finally, he has the position that there needs to be some sort of intermediate and moderate position. However, he does not work out that third way.

  I think I am neither going to seek for that intermediate or moderate position, nor am I going to work out a third way. What I am going to do is, like reconcilement, or maybe, “annexation”. In this paper, I try to make such a point, that is, moral autonomy is a contextual or specific practice of personal autonomy, and too sharp a distinction between the two is unnecessary. In what follows, I shall develop my idea in two directions. I shall first try to make a shift from the isolated man to a social man, understand autonomy in a naturalized sense, considering it as a global phenomenon. Then I shall introduce two conceptions into this paper, they are global autonomy
 and contextual autonomy, a series of contextual autonomy compromise the global autonomy. I have the position that personal autonomy is a global autonomy, and moral autonomy is a contextual autonomy, thus, moral autonomy is in effect subordinated to personal autonomy. (see Figure 1.)

                        

      

                          


    
             


 
            Figure 1. Moral Autonomy and Personal Autonomy

II. A SHIFT: FROM THE ISOLATED BODY TO A SOCIAL MAN 

The contemporary literature on personal autonomy within philosophy mainly focuses on two accounts: Procedural Accounts and Substantive Accounts. The former one, also called Content-neutral accounts, are those deeming a “particular” action autonomous if it has been endorsed or identified with by a process of critical reflection. Procedural accounts of autonomy , is said to determine criteria by which an agent’s actions can be said to be autonomous, that do not rely on any particular conception of what kinds of actions are autonomous or what kinds of agents are autonomous. They are neutral with respect to what an agent might conceive or think of as good, or might be trying to achieve.
 Some doubt, however, that such kind of accounts are sufficient to grasp autonomous motivation and action, or to rule out actions that or agents who we would hesitate to call autonomous. Which has bred an alternative accounts—Substantive accounts of autonomy, of which there are both weak and strong varieties, put forward more restrictive requirements for autonomous actions to count as autonomous. Whether weak or strong, almost all substantive accounts posit some particular constraints on what can be considered autonomous. 
 According to whichever accounts, to determine whether an act is autonomous depends on the characteristics and nature of this act, as well as the deciding process is purely internal and is proper to the agent. That is, contemporary concept of personal autonomy, is dependent on some characteristics of the agent, we here call it Agent-centered theory. What’s more, it is something with psychological authenticity. And the general theme of all psychological authenticity accounts is that a person behaves autonomously when “she chooses or acts in accord with wants and desires that she has self-reflectively endorsed, and her endorsement is somehow a part cause of her behavior.” 

Agent-centered or other traditional autonomy theories generally center on psychological authenticity and other relational internal structure. This psychological authenticity account, on the one hand, has been accused of being too narrow; on the other hand, since this account is on the basis of the agent's desire or psychological authenticity, it seems that we still cannot rule out the possibility of the “third part manipulation ". 

The "critical reflection" faces the difficulties too. Such accounts often require the agent have critical reflection ability, which means the agent must make rational assessment on his own desires, taking into consideration his internal consistency and reliability as well as the relationship between faiths and so on. However, excessive focus on the rational assessment binds these concepts with extreme intellectualism, making the agent a cold-blooded, independently transcendent impression. In reality, as a matter of fact, when we assess the value, desire, personal traits, other socialized factors will usually be taken into account, for instance, love and concern for others, commitment to others, as well as relationship with others, etc.. 

What’s more, a man has always grown up in a family, school, and other community and is brought up with accepting social culture. A person's identity cannot be separated from the social relationships which he was situated in. One must have been a member in his family, a member of his nation, belonging to one certain social sectors, profession, and associations after his receiving education. Some relationships or social factors, though we don't choose them, they also affect our self-identity. And also, although we might not need to chase such kind of relationship, as a matter of fact, we cannot completely extricate ourselves from the influence they bring to us.
 A socialized and socially interconnected person might simply be an extension of those who (e.g. the parents, the educator, or even the community) socialized her. 

In other words, since we are social ones rather than isolated ones, we cannot live in a vacuum. One’s identity is originated from all those relationships. If one doesn't know his own identity, how can he realize self-knowledge? It is impossible for him to realize self-consciousness, authenticity, not to mention "being autonomous". Therefore, an ideal and practical concept of autonomy must take all that "relationship" into account. 

    Traditional accounts like agent-centered theories centers on the internal structure of the agent. One of those possible reasons is that the focus these sorts of accounts zeroing on are the person isolated and dissociated from the vivid society and relationships. We here call the person “the isolated man”, one who is not affected by the society, and had nothing to do with the society. This sort of concept focusing on the desire of the authenticity of the psychology is apparently too local and narrow. Definitely, when man exercises his autonomy, his comprehensive personality traits will be involved in, including personal values, physical characteristics, relationships with others, social status, etc.. All those components of the individual, of the personality, or the environment in which the agent practices his reflection and action, should be assessed as criteria of being autonomous.

So our concern is the man exposed to a variety of social relations, with all kinds of preferences, having different psychological structure. We call it the social man. Compared to the traditional accounts, we shift the focus from the abstract "man" to a realistic one, from the "isolated individual" to the "social man".

In a realistic society, every man obtains more or less autonomy, or is more or less autonomous, the degree of autonomy changes with the changing of all the subjective and objective factors. So, autonomy is a matter of degree. There exists no completely autonomous man. No finite being is thoroughly autonomous.
 Even self-reflection, critical thinking or choice-making itself can range along a continuum. For example, the grown-up of the agent, the condition of autonomy being obtained, etc. Not every individual must meet the same extent and the same scope can be regarded as autonomy. 

Traditional accounts concern the personality of the individual as well. Believing that one’s identity or character matters much on “authenticity”. But the fact is that the formation of one’s identity must undergo a process, which may span from one’s childhood time to his senior time. Say, at the first brush, something’ s going on like this, one simply comes to choose somewhat consistently so that certain wants, values or preferences guide her choices frequently or steadfastly and thereby become “deepened” and steady aspects of her character or identity. Those deeper and steadier wants, values and preferences in turn make it possible for her to realize his “future autonomy”.

In addition, authenticity to a great extent is linked to one’s deepest concerns. Then the question is: Does autonomy need to be defined in terms of one’s deepest concerns? We prefer “No”. This is because, on the one hand, a person’ s deepest concerns may not be fully sure, completely clear or depicted until he confronts a wide diversity of types of situations. For instance, I would never know how much I care about my son, if he did not experience a car accident; I would never know my deepest concerns, if there was no car accident. It seems that the fact in china is that, it is more probable for most of the Chinese parents to give priority to their job that their children. In my point of view, a person’ s deeper concerns or deeper preferences are always open to changes in significance, and may fluctuate in relative importance as she refines them in response to some sheer unexpected circumstances. 

Changes may take place in our identity or character throughout our lifetime. Researchers, especially those who involve in psychology and sociology, have studied and recognized how people’s characters may change so long as they live. So, too, “our views, perspectives and commitments might change, even at their deepest dimensions, so long as we continue to encounter types of situations we have never dealt with before”
—a difficult boss or group leader, for example, the onset of a terminal illness of a parent, a transformation from wife to a new mother. So often those commitments have to be altered when faced with a novel situation. What to do in response to that situation may not be completely decided by someone’ s prior commitments or preferences, since those commitments or preferences might never have been articulated enough to cope with the sort of novelty in question. In that case, a person may deepen her prior commitments and preferences or forge new ones out of her sense of what had already mattered to her and how the choice she makes transforms her priorities and her identity gradually and quietly. 

Self-understanding or self- knowledge of the man is a complex and lengthy process. Then, the contents of the individual's deepest needs will change as the environment and conditions vary, this self-awareness is actually a refining and abstracting process. Making choices and decisions is stepping toward a possible future, and well-being is the final end, which involves a changing and uncertain process, all that makes personal autonomy a global phenomenon.

One thing seems certain, that is, the more extensively one reflects on one’s wants and commitments, the greater is one’s autonomy with respect to them. One rich sort of self-reflection consists in attending to the socialization and other causes lying behind the formation of one’s current wants and commitments. 

As for a social man, to be completely autonomous, there are a lot of conditions, both subjective and objective, to be met. As a matter of fact, it is impossible to have all those conditions met in reality. So, it is unnecessary to have all elements and factors one hundred percent satisfied, as long as they are obviously there, we can believe that the body is basically autonomous. In this regard, autonomy has some kind of "fuzzy boundary", this boundary is relative and ambiguous, and there exists no absolute and definite boundaries, because autonomy itself is a matter of relativity. If we have to work out the boundaries, then the processing and evolution of autonomy which including a series of contextual autonomyn+1 is the basic criteria of global autonomy (see Figure 1. ), the overall contextual autonomyn+1 is the criteria of global autonomy.

To understand personal autonomy in this way is sort of viewing personal autonomy as Marina Oshana’s naturalized autonomy, that is, to view it as a naturalized phenomenon. What does this mean? According to Oshana, a naturalized view of personal autonomy is a view according to which autonomy is a natural property of persons, possession of which can be an established a posterior on the basis of natural facts. Judgments about whether or not a person is autonomous are judgments about how that person is in the world, and the property of being autonomous is an empirical, natural property.
 

III. A RELATIVELY TRADITIONAL WAY OF COMBINING THE TWO INTO ONE 

Before coming to the combining way which I think is worth introducing into the discussion of personal autonomy and moral autonomy, I’d like to touch upon  a relatively traditional one, some sematic way, to combine the two and to soften he eagerness of setting up a boundary. Throughout the literature on moral autonomy and personal autonomy, there exists some fixed meaning of the two. Moral autonomy, to put it simply, comes down to choosing and acting on the basis of moral norms, rules and values which someone has made his own after critical thinking and reflective identification when situated in a moral scenario or situation. For instance, a man was troubled in such an affair: his wife has spent their entire fortune for her cancer, if she discontinues the chemotherapy, she is destined to death. The moment he is at a loss, there appears a big sum on the bench outside the patient ward, which may be left behind by another patient. Let’s suppose, there is little hope for him to raise money and the big sum is the only hope for his wife. Then he probably faces two choices bearing two better results respectively—one for his wife and the other for the patient who loses the money. The husband has to choose and take action on the basis of moral norms and values which he has made his own after reflective approval.     

On the other hand, personal autonomy refers to doing so on the basis of not only moral norms, rules and values. Personal autonomy links choices to authenticity, namely, one’s own wants, values, preferences or commitments. The husband may practice his personal autonomy with his true and authentic wants—uses the money to continue the wife’s treatment. Moral facts can be neglected here. Moral autonomy, on Friedman’s point view, also links choices about moral matters and affairs to states of oneself, namely one’s own conceptions of what morality requires. Both of the two require the competences of situational awareness, commitment, and self-understanding.

Comparing the two above, the mechanism or ways in which people are prepared for moral autonomy resemble the ways in which people are prepared for personal autonomy. For both, persons must be able to conceptualize themselves as selves among other selves, understand their authenticity—their own wants and motivations, grasp the nature of situations they are in, meditate on and compare alternatives for choice, and make choices that accord with their own relevant attitudes. 
 Suppose that personal autonomy is a generic term for acting in accord with any and all desires, values and commitments one has self-reflectively reaffirmed. Some of those commitments and values would be moral commitments, while others would not be. Then Friedman’s words may count, Moral autonomy is thus one variety of personal autonomy. 

In addition, since we are social men, we are always surrounded by all kinds of relationships except the hermit: colleagues in the workplace, siblings in the family, even passersby in the streets. We are not just “selves” but “selves with other selves”. The deciding or choice-making process is perplexed. The personal autonomy which we practice and finally realize is actually a relational autonomy, when we make reflection, others will more or less be involved in our reaffirmation, the “others” here indicates the moral aspects, which we practice is moral autonomy, a higher demanding psychological process. For traditional personal autonomy, just have to think about one’s true wants and desires, when others or other relationship involved in, it has become a morality-related personal autonomy — a more demanding one —moral autonomy.  

IV. A NATURALIZED WAY TO COMBINE THE TWO INTO ONE

In what follows, I will introduce a very different way of uniting moral autonomy with personal autonomy. And firstly let’s turn back to “personal autonomy”.  It has been advocated and drummed as an ideal to chase, especially by those liberals (the reason for them to put out this claim mainly is attempting to push the social transformation or using it to support their political Liberal stand in the political debate, whatever maybe.). Seriously speaking, according the etymon, to be autonomous is to take actions in accordance with the laws or rules one sets for himself; this means to have sort of authority over himself as well as the power to act on that authority.
 

Personal autonomy may be explicated in a local sense, or punctual sense, as a property of a person’s desires, acts or choices considered individually, and pertaining to the manner in which one conducts himself in particular situations or contexts. Here we follow with interest the “particular act” in a particular situation, the “specific choice”at a specific time point. Thus, we call such kind of personal autonomy the contextual autonomy. For example, when we say of the thief, “He acted autonomously.” Maybe a vivid case in the following will help us grasp the point. David Johnston once cited a similar case like what follows: 

Peter is a young male in his teens or early twenties. He is unemployed and spends much of time hanging out on the streets with some other young men whose life circumstances are similar to his. Peter and his buddies decide to form a gang, mainly to attain some kind of solidarity and to distract the attention from the fact that they have nothing more constructive to do, that their life is not going anywhere, rather than for any specific activity. One evening Peter decides to have a meeting in a vacant lot. In the midst of his meeting two teenage girls happen to walk onto the lot on their way home after a party. Motivated by the anger he shares with his buddies and accustomed to thinking of girls as sexual objects, Peter helps grab the girls and participates in a sexual assault on them. Afterward, Peter boasts about the assault. When caught several days later, he feels no guilt and expresses no remorse for his actions. We can imagine, what will happen to Peter in the following days, getting a punishment of detention or other penalty. And here we get the question: Is Peter autonomous? Yes, he is. He is autonomous in accordance with his act, desire, reasoning and choice, etc. at this time point. 

Actually, personal autonomy is and has been an ideal for man to chase and cherish, but as we look back to Peter’s case, we may believe that personal autonomy is not such a good fruit. For few men want to be constrained in the jail, no one wants to enjoy a consequence like this by practicing his personal autonomy, which is not the common sense of ideal worthy of chasing after. In order to stick to our belief and ideal, we’d better take Peter’s local autonomy as contextual autonomy, which is one of those contextual autonomyn+1 in the process of one’s chasing his global autonomy. Which is sort of Diana Meyers’ episodic autonomy, she once stated “Autonomous episodic self-direction occurs when a person confronts a situation,” then one choice made in one time spot or so, “asks what he or she can do with respect to it, ...and what he or she really wants to do with respect to it, and then executes the decision this deliberation yields.” 

According to traditional accounts, before his assault, Peter has done a great deal of reflective thinking, he knew very well what his true wants, desires are—to distract the attention from the fact that he has nothing to do, to make something different. And since he is in his twenties, he may be aware of the consequence of his act, in fact, Peter was proud of what he had done, and he even boasted for his actions. What’s more, when caught several days later, he felt no guilt and expressed no remorse for all that. Talking of this case non-morally, that is, excluding the moral facts, Peter can be said to be autonomous, for his self-reflectively reaffirmation, and also his psychological authenticity. 

However, throughout the event, Peter had never considered the moral factors into his critical reflection. Thus we can say of him not being moral autonomous. Till now, there exists two kinds of contextual autonomy, one typically about act and his wants and desires in a particular environment; the other is about the moral matter. He succeeds in contextual autonomy1, but fails in contextual autonomy2.  Because the failure of contextual autonomy2, he would face a detention or even more serious punishment, which is obviously of sure a hindrance to his global autonomy. Can his life be autonomous when being detained? This is really difficult to explain. Maybe he can enjoy a series of contextual autonomy, but that does not count as “he is autonomy”, he is not globally autonomous. 

Which is what I want to expound in the following: I believe that for the better part of this discussion, personal autonomy will be treated as a global phenomenon, or as a dispositional issue. When we talk of personal autonomy as an ideal worth following, it’s better to make it a “life plan” in the long run and in a macro perspective. That is, personal autonomy should have a broad sweep, not just focusing on a specific act or a time point, and it is better to be global autonomy than just one contextual autonomy. What is Global autonomy? What one centers on is not just the minute what he is interested in, global autonomy is not a “here and now” question,  In stead of raising the question ‘what do I really want to do here and now?’, this form of autonomy addresses a question like ‘What kind of life do I really want to live? ’ 

Therefore, in accordance with the time span of the act and the duration of the life end, i divide autonomy into contextual autonomy and global autonomy. Individuals situated in a particular scenario, facing an occasional affair, conjecturing what to do, being involved in choosing first-order or second-order desire, considering what he really wants to do. And finally, put the results of this reflection into practice, making it valid and effective. This type of autonomy is always associated with a specific context or scenario, we call it contextual autonomy. 

On the other hand, global autonomy is about the life on the whole and the life plan in the long run, rather than one act or one incident. When referred to life plan, the agent has to think about more comprehensive factors, take more long-term plan into consideration, meanwhile, he has to have an idea about what sorts of qualities he has to obtain, what kind of interpersonal relationship he wants to be involved in, what talents he wants to develop, what kind of interests he wants to pursue, and what sorts of goals he wants to achieve, etc.. The agent of self-evolution, self-development, finally achieves the self-realization of the ultimate goal of life, is autonomous. Apparently, global autonomy has truly and naturally expressed personal autonomy. Contextual autonomyn+1 is n+1 fragments of global autonomy (see Figure 1.), and one’s degree of global autonomy is not fully determined by facts about some particular contextual autonomy. 

    Thus, personal autonomy in a global sense radiates greater vitality. For one part, it is composed of a series of contextual autonomyn, these contextual autonomyn probably bring into his life ups and downs: contextual autonomy1 may make him frustrated, like, someone hates to smoke deadly from his bottom of heart, but he cannot stop it to take a cigar, which really makes him upset for the time being. While contextual autonomy2  may bring him a pleasant experience: his boss asks him to report to the investigating group that their blow-down system is complying with the 1st standard, without posing the question about one brand-new problem that may bring disaster to the whole town above the blow-down system, otherwise, he may lose his job. What should he? Should he obey to the boss running the risk of losing job? Or should he put all the people in potential danger? Ultimately, he chooses to protect the people’s interests, and experiences mental liberation. The contextual autonomy2, specifically moral autonomy, brings him a higher psychological benefit, which is a spiritual enjoyment. 

   Of course, there may be a lot of ups and downs like contextual autonomy1 and contextual autonomy2, some thing like contextual autonomy3, contextual autonomy4...or maybe, contextual autonomyn, contextual autonomyn+1. And sometimes, some contextual autonomy is moral autonomy. All those contextual ones compose one’s global autonomy.

V. CONCLUSIONS

  The traditional conceptions of autonomy focus upon the inner psychological aspect of the individual. What’s more, most of them like Frankfurt, Dworkin, Konsgard, etc., situate the individuals in a situation almost ruling out all the relations connecting the individuals, making them isolated ones, like Alexander Selkirk living himself a life on the solitary island for 4 years. However, as a matter of fact, nobody can seclude himself from the world. Even the hermit, for in the process of his growing into a hermit, a lot of relationships must be involved. Firstly, from the minute he was born, he was thrown into a son and family relationship; there are mother, father, siblings, etc., receiving a home education with a traditional culture background. Secondly, the school education and collective livelihood furthered his socialization. In a word, all those relationships and social connections make him a hermit. The points are mostly like the social self under discussion by Communitarianism. 
  So there is a shift from the focus of the isolated individual to a social one. Autonomy is not just being autonomous on the psychological sense, but all-dimensional, that is, both internal and external. Such a shift incorporates the moral facts.

  In addition, I treat personal autonomy as a global phenomenon and in an additive fashion. Personal autonomy is not a matter of “here and now”, but a life plan involving a great variety of factors (contextual autonomyn+1), including morality (moral autonomy). All those “here and now” autonomy, we call them contextual autonomy, constitute the global autonomy. So we don’t have to make a rigid distinction between personal autonomy with moral autonomy.   
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