
 7 
 “SHE BUT NOT HERSELF”—SELF-ALIENATION 
AS INTERNAL DIVISION 

 Our life as we lead it is just our life, except that some elements in it seem like 
intruders, interpolators. Some thoughts we have, emotions we feel, some of our 
beliefs, desires, and actions are experienced as not really ours. It is as if we lost 
control, as if we were taken over, possessed by a force which is not us. 

 —JOSEPH RAZ, “WHEN WE ARE OURSELVES” 

 IN THIS CHAPTER I DEAL with cases in which one experiences one’s own 
desires and impulses as alien, cases in which one sees oneself as dominated 
by desires that one has, but as if from an alien power, or cases in which one’s 
own behavior leads one to feel like a stranger to oneself. These are situations 
in which one wants to say “that can’t be me,” but in which, at the same time, 
one is oddly incapable of rejecting the behavior one experiences as alien or of 
dismissing the desires one feels so distant from. In this sense being alienated 
from oneself means not being able to identify with oneself or with what one 
wants and does, which seems to be not really “part of our story” and not really 
to belong to our own life. How are we to understand that? And, conversely, 
when are desires really  our   own  and when are we really  ourselves ? My claim 
is that in these forms of self-alienation there is a certain way in which one is 
not accessible to oneself in one’s own desires and that this phenomenon can 
be explained without appealing to an authentic “core self.” 

 I will again proceed by fi rst (1) elaborating the phenomenon with the help 
of an example in order next to (2) bring out the characteristics that make 
 self-alienation  a plausible interpretation of the described situation. From this 
arise two sets of questions. The fi rst has to do with the internal structure that 
characterizes a division of this type within a person’s own will, the second 
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100 LIVING ONE’S LIFE AS AN ALIEN LIFE

with the standard in relation to which certain of our desires are able to claim 
authority and others not. I address both sets of questions in sections (3) and 
(4) in conjunction with an extended discussion of Harry Frankfurt’s account 
of the person. I conclude (5) that his model is incapable of resolving the 
problem of how our desires can acquire authority if what we are interested 
in is overcoming processes of internal division in the name of emancipation. 
Finally, (6) the view of self-alienation as practical inaccessibility to oneself 
will yield some clues as to how the dilemma elaborated here can be resolved. 

 (1) THE GIGGLING FEMINIST 

 H., a self-professed, refl ective feminist of strong convictions, catches herself 
over and over again communicating with her lover like a silly, giggling ado-
lescent girl. She rejects such forms of feminine coquetry as unemancipated, 
as the mannerisms of a “little girl.”   She has long understood that the idea that 
women must present themselves as cute, petite, and harmless in order to be 
attractive is the projection of a world dominated by men. Yet, as she discov-
ers to her irritation, she constantly falls back into these patterns of behavior 
against her will. She experiences her own behavior, so starkly in contrast to 
her convictions, her self-conception, and her life plan, as contradictory and as 
not really part of herself. It triggers in her a feeling of disconcertedness when 
she sees herself behave in such a manner: “That can’t be me.” Formulated 
somewhat dramatically, it is as if in her giggling something were speaking 
through her that is not herself. 

 (2) DEMARCATING THE PHENOMENON AND DEFINING 
ITS CHARACTERISTICS 

 One can describe the discrepancy that makes the situation depicted here an 
experience of self-alienation as follows: H. cannot  identify  with her impulse 
to giggle and with the desires she suspects lie behind it. The talk of feeling 
alien in relation to herself indicates that more is going on than (or something 
different from) a mere rejection of certain behaviors. She desires and does 
things that do not “fi t” or belong to her, things that at the same time she has 
no infl uence over. She is  internally divided  insofar as she seems to be split 
into two parts that do not stand in a coherent or meaningful relation to each 
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“SHE BUT NOT HERSELF” 101

other. Similarly to the academic in chapter 1, she feels herself to be a “help-
less . . . bystander to the forces that move [her].” 1  And yet what is at issue here 
is nevertheless (to return to the Heidegger quotation from part 1) “a power that 
is she herself.” How precisely, though, can we explain that a person can do 
and desire things that at the same time do not belong to her? Who is alien to 
whom here? When, and having which desires, would she be  herself ? 

 In what follows I elaborate the features that make the confl ict I describe a 
problem of self-alienation. 

 1. The Signifi cance of Desires. The behaviors of her own that she rejects 
are not merely insubstantial inconsistencies that occur at the periphery of 
her personality and have no vital importance for her. The part of herself that 
she experiences as alien stands at the center of her personality and is of great 
signifi cance to it. 2  Her behavior, then, is no mere quirk, not merely a vestige 
of previously learned behavior that is inconsequential for her. (She is not 
someone whose feminism resides merely at the surface of her personality and 
who would almost be relieved to be able to discard its strong demands; she 
is, rather, a woman whose identity is deeply informed by her feminist convic-
tions, who owes much to them, and who in many other respects successfully 
leads an emancipated life.) One can imagine that in refl ecting on these is-
sues H. discovers that her pattern of giggling is intertwined with deep-seated 
desires and thoughts, for example, with the fact that her idea of romantic 
relationships corresponds far less to the picture of a symmetric relationship 
between equals than she could admit. Her giggling, she discovers, is an expres-
sion of the need she feels to be protected, as little as that fi ts with her otherwise 
self-confi dent manner. (It would be excessive to regard behaviors that are 
really involuntary and trivial—without explicable meaning 3 —as symptoms of 
an internal division.) 

 2. The Incompatibility of Desires. To speak of an internal division further 
presupposes that the opposed sets of desires are mutually exclusive or at least 
that pursuing one of them stands in signifi cant tension with pursuing the 
other. H.’s desires are incompatible insofar as they—at least for her—suggest 
relationships and forms of life that are mutually incompatible: whereas, on the 
one hand, she wants to be an independent woman, she also, on the other hand, 
longs for a love relationship in which she is dependent but protected. This is 
a case, then, in which the inconsistency between those desires becomes an 
explicit problem, at least in the protagonist’s own self-conception. (Otherwise 
there would be no reason for a stronger reaction to her own  behavior than 
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102 LIVING ONE’S LIFE AS AN ALIEN LIFE

mild bemusement.) The two attitudes sketched earlier are understood by our 
protagonist as an opposition between an emancipated and an unemancipated 
way of life. As such they are mutually exclusive. To borrow a distinction of 
Charles Taylor’s: they contradict each other  qualitatively  and are therefore 
incompatible in a different and stronger sense than that they merely cannot 
be realized simultaneously. 4  In contrast to this, for example, the desire she oc-
casionally has to play competitive sports confl icts with the rest of her life only 
because of time constraints. This desire, even if it were to remain unfulfi ll-
able, is not an alien element in her economy of desires, and—as long as it is 
not reinterpreted and integrated into the framework of more fundamental life 
decisions—she will not have the impression of being alienated from herself 
regardless of whether the desire is fulfi lled or not. 

 3. The Inauthenticity of These Desires. That the existence of certain de-
sires is interpreted as alienating implies, further, a very specifi c attitude to 
those desires and a corresponding understanding of their nature. When we 
regard our own desires and behavior as alien to us, we understand them as 
desires that we do not  truly  (authentically) have. When H. experiences her 
desire for protection or subordination to a man as an alien part of herself, 
she distances herself from it not merely in the sense that she rejects it; she 
understands the desires she interprets as alien as being  not really  her  own ; 
they are not her authentic desires. The assertion “they don’t belong to me” is 
more than just a confused way of saying “I don’t want that.” What is implied, 
rather, is that they are  not genuine . These desires, one could say, masquerade 
as her desires. This calls into question—places under suspicion or expresses 
a reservation about—the authority of the desires she in fact has. Talk of self-
alienation—this is the important point—presupposes the possibility of criti-
cizing desires, which takes the form of doubting their authenticity. 

 This feature also distinguishes the confl ict in which our protagonist fi nds 
herself from inner ambivalence. 5  Someone is ambivalent when she stands be-
tween two of her own desires; in this case both sides represent desires—even if 
qualitatively incompatible in the sense explained earlier—that are equally her 
own and can therefore each claim an  equal right  to authority. So understood, 
a confl ict of ambivalence is a  tragic  confl ict. 6  (In this sense, for example, one 
can stand ambivalently between two lovers or be ambivalent about deciding 
for a life with or without a child.) In contrast to this, the potential for confl ict 
in  inauthentic  or  alien  desires, or in desires one understands as such, resides 
in the fact that one rejects a desire and therefore cannot identify with it but 
still cannot be rid of it. H. would not say of herself that she stands between the 
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“SHE BUT NOT HERSELF” 103

desire for emancipation and the desire not to be emancipated or that she has 
both desires simultaneously. She rejects her desires not to be emancipated. 
Whereas a confl ict of ambivalence is due merely to the fact that one cannot 
realize the two desires simultaneously, an inauthentic desire is one that one 
 truly  does not even have. 7  In the one case we must simply decide; in the other 
we must fi nd out what we  really  want. This presupposes not merely that one 
of the two desires is more important but that one of them corresponds more 
to oneself. The question then is how we can make sense of these presupposi-
tions—how one can distinguish real from unreal, authentic from inauthentic 
desires if both are desires one in fact has. Is it so clear whether her giggling or 
her normally self-confi dent manner better represents H.’s authentic desires? 
When is she really herself: when she no longer giggles or when she no longer 
distances herself from her giggling? 

 4. Self-conceptions. Understood in this way, confl icts of this type concern 
what is often called a person’s self-conception or identity. What is at issue 
for the young woman who is in internal confl ict over her girlish behavior is 
clearly who she  is  and how she  conceives of  herself. It is not for her merely a 
question of whether she should decide in favor of one form of life or another 
(and about the consequences this would have in each case) but rather of what 
her actions would make of her and of how she could understand herself in 
them. The role of interpretation and self-interpretation is crucial here: H.’s 
behavior is not contradictory as such. It is contradictory insofar as it contradicts 
her feminist self-conception. Without entering into such refl exive relations 
oneself—not merely  doing  this or that but  conceiving of  oneself in this or 
that way while doing it—the entire phenomenon of self-alienation would be 
inexplicable. One can understand one’s behavior or one’s desires as an alien 
element of oneself only because one has an implicit or explicit conception 
of what belongs or should belong to one, because one can integrate certain 
things into one’s self-conception and not others. 

 5 .  Freedom and Emancipation. If self-alienation in the present case means 
being driven by desires that one in some sense does not really have and thus 
becoming someone one really is not, then one is not really free when con-
trolled by such desires. As Raymond Geuss writes: “Someone is ‘free’ in the 
full sense only if he does what he really wants to do, that is, only if he acts out 
of a genuine, authentic, or real desire. The authenticity of the desires that mo-
tivate action is an essential component of freedom.” 8  Unmasking inauthentic 
desires has in this respect an emancipatory signifi cance, if processes of eman-
cipation involve more than casting off foreign domination and oppression and 
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104 LIVING ONE’S LIFE AS AN ALIEN LIFE

also involve emancipation in relation to the alien power “that we ourselves 
are.” 9  Such processes of emancipation typically include a complex process in 
which someone wants to become different from what she is and at the same 
time interprets this as corresponding better to who she is—as being “freed into 
being herself,”   as the promising formula would have it. 

 Now in order to examine the relation between real desires, the self, and 
self-conceptions, as well as to articulate what justifi cation there can be for 
speaking of self-alienation here, two sets of questions must be analyzed in 
relation to the example sketched above: 

 First, how can we understand the claim that alienating, inauthentic de-
sires are those that are alien to the person and that nevertheless mysteriously 
compel her in certain ways? How exactly are we to understand the fact that 
one has such desires, but does not really (authentically) have them, that one 
supposedly—and paradoxically—at once has and does not have them? 

 Second, what kind of criteria can there be for establishing which of two 
confl icting desires is one’s own in this strong sense? What authorizes desires? 
What makes them our own or alien? Bound up with this is the question of 
under what conditions a self-image or self-conception is appropriate or fi tting. 

 I will discuss these questions by critically examining the views of Harry 
Frankfurt, whose theory of the person, as we will see, is relevant in various 
respects to reconstructing a theory of alienation. 

 (3) THE ALIEN CHARACTER OF ONE’S OWN DESIRES 

 The fi rst problem—how one’s own desires can be alien to oneself and how we 
should understand the distancing from desires that is bound up with this—
can be investigated with the help of the model of the will developed by Harry 
Frankfurt in his paper “Freedom of the Will and the Concept of a Person.” 10  

 According to Frankfurt, the defi ning characteristic of persons resides in a 
specifi c structural feature of their wills, namely, that they can relate evalu-
atively to their own desires. Frankfurt elaborates this claim with the help of 
a hierarchical model: persons relate to their “fi rst order desires” by means of 
“second order volitions.” A second order volition is a desire to have or not to 
have a fi rst order desire. So, for example, one can have a second order volition 
not to give in to one’s fi rst order desire for a cigarette. What makes someone 
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“SHE BUT NOT HERSELF” 105

a person is not merely having desires but being able to take a position with 
respect to them and to distance oneself from them. 

 Besides wanting and choosing and being moved  to do  this or that, men 
may also want to have (or not to have) certain desires and motives. They are 
capable of wanting to be different, in their preferences and purposes, from 
what they are. 11  

 This conception of the person has several important implications for our 
problem: 

 First, not every desire that one has is  one  ’  s own  merely because one has 
it. It is a positive relation to one’s desires—which Frankfurt later calls identi-
fi cation—that makes them one’s own in a meaningful sense. Just as one can 
identify with one’s desires in order to make them one’s own, one can also be 
alien with respect to them (be alienated from them) insofar as one does not 
identify with them. 

 For Frankfurt the paradigm case of this kind of alienation is the unwilling 
addict. Someone who is an unwilling addict is dominated by a fi rst order 
desire (to take drugs) that contradicts her own second order volition (not to 
take drugs or, more precisely, not to give in to her fi rst order desire for drugs). 
This is a case, then, in which fi rst and second order desires diverge. In a way 
that is structurally similar to our feminist, the unwilling addict is internally 
divided—at odds with herself—because she is driven by desires she does not 
 really  have, which is to say, by desires she does not have at the level of her 
second order volitions. She is, as it were, unable to turn her second order 
volition into effective action. Exactly like our feminist, she experiences her 
powerlessness in the face of the continued presence of an unwanted desire as 
alienating. In this sense, her continuing desire to take drugs is one she “does 
not really have” because she does not affi rm it on the second order level. This 
enables us to explain nonparadoxically how desires can be at once alien and 
one’s own: an alien desire is one that I in fact have—on the level of fi rst order 
desires—but with which I cannot identify—on the level of second order voli-
tions. Calling a person’s desires  alien  does not mean that she does not  have  
them; it means, rather, that she has not  made   them her own . Here, too, the situ-
ation is not one of merely confl icting desires (as discussed above in confl icts of 
ambivalence) but rather a rejection of a desire that one experiences as an alien 
element. Allying oneself with the second order volition, one has, so to speak, 
taken sides against the lower level desire. And the specifi cally alien character 
of these desires is not that one is not  aware of  them—the unwilling addict is 
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106 LIVING ONE’S LIFE AS AN ALIEN LIFE

aware of her desire for drugs all too well—but rather that one does not make 
them one’s own. Understood in this way, a condition of self-alienation is one 
in which a person has failed in some way to bring her fi rst and second order 
desires into agreement. 12  

 Second, the account of the person that emerges from Frankfurt’s discussion 
is of great interest for the problem of alienation. For Frankfurt the decisive cri-
terion for the ascription of personhood is the capacity to develop second order 
volitions. What distinguishes us from other living beings is not the capacity for 
rationality (or language or other human characteristics) but the structure of 
our will. If being able to distance oneself from one’s own desires—being able 
to take a critical or affi rmative stance to them—is the distinctive characteristic 
of persons, it follows that the possibility of a divergence between what one 
factually  is  and one’s  project  (for oneself )  is constitutive of personhood. Put 
differently, a person is not determined by the “raw material” of her desires but 
rather by how she gives form to them (and along with them herself). Authentic 
desires, then, are not natural or given but rather higher-level, shaped desires; 
being oneself or being in agreement with oneself is not a natural or immediate 
condition but a higher-level process, the result of which Hegel refers to as the 
“purifi cation of the drives.” 13  

 This becomes clear in the contrast between an unwilling addict and a 
“wanton.” A wanton is an addict who will-lessly gives in to her addiction and 
allows herself to be determined exclusively by her fi rst order desires without 
taking a position to them in the form of a second order volition. What distin-
guishes the wanton from the unwilling addict is not the result—both in the 
end succumb to their desire for drugs—but rather the fact that the former does 
not refl exively relate to her desires. For a wanton, who lacks the capacity to 
take a refl exive position to her desires—and, so, to evaluate her own desires—
every desire that moves her is immediately  hers . She does not distance herself 
from her desires and hence knows no internal division. For Frankfurt it is for 
precisely this reason that a wanton does not really have her own desires and 
is not really a person. She lacks the capacity to distance herself (for example, 
from her desires)—and therefore lacks the feature that for Frankfurt consti-
tutes the core structure of personhood. 14  If the wanton, therefore, is  one with 
herself,  it is at the price of the essential feature of personhood. Conversely, it 
follows that real “being one” with one’s desires is achieved only on the higher 
level of refl ective will formation—precisely when fi rst order and second order 
desires agree. The wanton, who does not give form to the raw material of her 
desires, is not, as one might think, herself to a particularly strong degree; she is 

C6471.indb   106 6/3/14   8:38 AM

Jaeggi, Rahel. Alienation, edited by Frederick Neuhouser, Columbia University Press, 2014. ProQuest Ebook Central,
         http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/umboston/detail.action?docID=1643202.
Created from umboston on 2019-04-12 12:18:40.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

4.
 C

ol
um

bi
a 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



“SHE BUT NOT HERSELF” 107

not authentic in the sense of being immediate or spontaneous. Rather, she is 
not capable of real authenticity because she lacks personhood, a higher-level 
structure that fi rst makes it possible for something to be authentic or inauthen-
tic. One might say that because she does not have a relation to herself she also 
cannot be in agreement with herself. For that reason she is not alienated from 
herself, but  has lost  her self. 

 What follows from Frankfurt’s account of the will for our example and 
our two problems? The model of second order volitions allows us to give a 
nonparadoxical answer to the fi rst question as to how something can simulta-
neously be an alien desire and one’s own—as to how H. can simultaneously 
have and not have her desires, can both desire and not desire something. Her 
second order volition to be emancipated is directed against her fi rst order 
desire to behave coquettishly, like “a little girl.” 

 How, though, does this help us to solve the second problem regarding 
the authorization and disowning   of desires? The position that emerges from 
Frankfurt’s account of the person with respect to the authority of desires at 
fi rst appears to be simple:  real willing  is not found in lower-level, immediate 
desires; what one really wills, according to Frankfurt, is what higher-level, 
refl exive volitions aim at. In the case of H. this means that what is decisive for 
her as a person is not the giggling that she cannot hold back but rather the 
desires that lead to emancipated behavior. This answers the question of what 
makes one’s desires one’s own or of what  authorizes  them: the higher-level vo-
lition is the authority that makes a desire one’s own; it has the power to defi ne 
what is one’s own and what is alien and what belongs to a person or does not. 
And not being alienated means bringing one’s desires into agreement with 
this higher-level volition. This follows simply from the formal structure of the 
will as Frankfurt defi nes it. 

 (4) THE AUTHORIZATION OF DESIRES 

 It is not so simple, however, to solve the second problem raised by our example. 
For it is possible also to question—and it is even probable that H. sometimes 
asks herself this, too—whether the second order volition for emancipation that 
we have taken to be authoritative in fact corresponds to H., whether it is “in 
keeping” with who she is. Could it not be that the uncontrollable impulse 
against which she defends herself expresses something that she does not have 
at her command but that is nevertheless undeniably a part of her personality? 
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108 LIVING ONE’S LIFE AS AN ALIEN LIFE

We see here that the question of the authenticity of desires—the question of 
what really belongs and corresponds to us—cannot be answered with the for-
mal, hierarchical structure that Frankfurt’s model offers us. An unsympathetic 
misogynist, for example, might claim that when H. distances herself from her 
giggling and her fantasy of protection this shows that her feminism is a mas-
querade. In truth, according to the claim, it is precisely when she wants to rely 
on a man’s instinct to protect that she is “fully a woman” and when she giggles 
she is really herself. How, then, are we to decide in which position our young 
feminist is really herself and what corresponds to, or is more appropriate for, 
her? How are we to decide whether the tension between self-image and reality 
that reveals itself in H’s confl ict is due to an illusory self-image or simply to 
the diffi culties that have to be overcome in the course of emancipation? What 
makes desires or impulses authentic? What authorizes them as really  mine ? 

 The diffi culty before us is as follows: if one were to ask H. why she does 
not consider her desire for protection to be a real desire of hers, the answer 
“because I don’t want to have it” would be just as inadequate as the assump-
tion that this desire is her own simply because it is there. A “barren assurance” 
(Hegel) is not enough. 15  Everyone knows that one is not simply and immedi-
ately what one would like to be and that one does not merely decide to follow 
whatever desires one has. The fact that H. prefers to be emancipated is—with-
out further elaboration—not decisive. It would be just as mistaken to think 
that she is herself precisely in the uncontrollable giggling that spontaneously 
breaks out in her despite the constraints her feminist self-image imposes on 
her. For if, to follow Frankfurt, it is constitutive of being a person that we can 
want to be different from what we are (precisely because we can desire that 
our desires be different from what they are), then authentic desires are always 
evaluated and formed. This means that the question of their authenticity is a 
question about the  appropriateness  of this evaluation. It is a question of which 
of our second order volitions are appropriate or on what basis we identify with 
some of our desires and distance ourselves from others. But this means it is a 
question of their  justifi cation . When H. distances herself from her disposition 
to behave coquettishly, she makes a certain claim of authority—and accord-
ing to the considerations just discussed, she must do this. But what legitimizes 
this claim? How can she be sure that her second order volition is her real, 
authentic desire, the one that is “her own”? The question here is the follow-
ing: what truly authorizes a second order volition? What makes it one’s own? 

 Frankfurt’s model does not allow us to answer this question. In order to 
come closer to an answer, it is necessary to examine more precisely the nature 
of the process of identifi cation that underlies will formation, as Frankfurt has 
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“SHE BUT NOT HERSELF” 109

done in (among other places) his essay “Identifi cation and Externality.” 16  I 
will argue that even his refl ections here (and in other essays) cannot solve the 
problem; yet examining the reasons for this failure will bring further dimen-
sions of our problem into view. 

 IDENTIFYING WITH ONE’S OWN DESIRES 

 What exactly does it mean that we can  identify  with one desire but not with 
another? On what basis are desires alien or our own? What makes them be-
long to me or not? And to what do we appeal when we distance ourselves 
from expressions of emotion? Identifying with something means regarding it 
as belonging to oneself, as a part of oneself. Conversely, desires, feelings, im-
pulses, and passions with which one cannot identify can be seen as  external . 
Frankfurt addresses these issues in discussing a case of a violent outburst of 
temper. When one apologizes for such an outburst—“I don’t know how that 
could have happened; somehow in this moment I wasn’t myself”—one means 
to show that what was expressed in the outburst does not correspond to what 
one really feels, but one does this without denying that in that moment one 
was in fact under the sway of a feeling of rage. 

 One could understand this distancing such that—as in the case of the 
feminist—we do not identify with these impulses inasmuch as they cannot 
be integrated into our self-image: “we regard them as being in some manner 
incoherent with our preferred conception of ourselves, which we suppose 
captures what we are more truly than mere undistilled description.” 17  It is 
obvious that this does not solve our problem. As we saw before, the fact that a 
certain behavior “does not fi t” with us, that it does not agree with our preferred 
self-image, is not suffi cient to explain its being external or alien. For, in the 
end, one’s self-ideal can be just as alien or inappropriate as the impulse that 
does not fi t with it. 18  Cannot persistent impulses that run counter to one’s 
self-image even serve to uncover illusory aspects of it? 

 Even if one is not to be identifi ed with all that spontaneously bursts out 
of oneself, one also cannot reasonably claim simply to be identical with what 
one  would like  to be. In any case, simply appealing to what one would like 
to be, which is nothing more than a declaration of intention, cannot do any 
justifi catory work. The question whether an impulse or a desire is alien or 
one’s own (is internal or external) cannot be determined solely by the person’s 
attitude toward it. As Frankfurt himself says: “It is fundamentally misguided 
to suggest that a passion’s externality is entailed by the person’s disapproval 
of it, or that its internality is entailed by his approval.” 19  If this were so, then 
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110 LIVING ONE’S LIFE AS AN ALIEN LIFE

instead of saying “That’s not me” it would be more appropriate and less con-
fusing to say “I don’t want to be like that.” This, however, would leave the 
phenomenon we are attempting to explain untouched. If calling something 
alien has any explanatory value, and the process of identifi cation is to have a 
higher authority than that of mere wishing, we cannot simply make a desire, 
disposition, or feeling into something alien by declaring it to be such, just as 
a certain ideal image of ourselves cannot become  our authentic  identity by 
declaring it to be so. 20  

 This is a question of interpretive sovereignty, of the conditions under which 
it can be said of a certain interpretation that it really captures who we  are . The 
problem, which Frankfurt himself recognizes, is that the authority and status 
of even second order volitions can be called into question; they can themselves 
be alien or external: “Attitudes towards passions are as susceptible to external-
ity as are passions themselves. This precludes explication of the concepts of 
internality and externality by appealing merely to the notion of orders of at-
titudes.” 21  What we need, then, is a criterion for the internality or externality 
of desires that goes beyond merely subjective attitudes, a description of what it 
means to identify with something, a criterion according to which identifi cation 
means more and is grounded in something other than merely a positive view 
or attitude. If identifi cation is to  authorize,  it must involve something beyond a 
mere subjective wishing, something more compelling or decisive. And it is not 
easy to see where this is supposed to come from if what is at issue is the status 
of one’s own desires, not an objective account of what one  ought  to desire or 
an appeal to what content “real desires” can have. (What is at issue in the case 
of H. is not whether it is right to be a feminist or not but whether she really is 
or wants to be one, whether she  corresponds to  or    fails to be       herself  in what she 
does; it is not a question, then, of being in agreement with what is objectively 
good or right but of being in agreement with herself.) The problem of fi nding 
a criterion presents itself with such urgency because we also lack any essen-
tialist criteria for being in agreement with oneself; that is, we cannot claim 
knowledge of a human essence that would make such a judgment possible. 

 BETWEEN DECISIONISM AND THE CORE MODEL 

 It is instructive to see why Frankfurt cannot solve this problem within the 
framework of his model. Frankfurt remains undecided between two opposing 
models of explanation, which, translated into Heideggerian terminology, one 
could characterize as  resoluteness  and  thrownness . The fi rst emphasizes the 
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“SHE BUT NOT HERSELF” 111

active elements of the identifi cation process (making decisions), whereas the 
second emphasizes the passive (fateful) elements. Both models, however, run 
into diffi culties: the fi rst cannot justify the authority of desires; the second 
falls back into an essentialism that makes it impossible to capture aspirations 
for self-transformation and emancipation as they appear in our protagonist’s 
initial feelings of alienation. 

 (a) Resoluteness. Sometimes (in the essay we have discussed) Frankfurt 
characterizes the process of identifi cation in which one relates to one’s own 
desires and passions as a kind of decision with a fundamentally active charac-
ter: “it appears to be by making a particular kind of decision that the relation of 
the person to his passions is established.” 22  However, Frankfurt has a diffi cult 
time characterizing the specifi c nature of this kind of decision such that it has 
the binding force and necessity it is supposed to have: “In any event, the na-
ture of decision is very obscure.” 23  There are good reasons for this diffi culty. As 
explained above, the authorization of desires cannot be a merely voluntaristic 
process. The decision in question must be determined by something that—in 
a way that is indeed diffi cult to grasp—comes from a “deeper,” “weightier,” or 
better founded stance. A further point is also crucial for my way of posing the 
question: the resoluteness model cannot really explain the possibility of self-
alienation as it appears in our case. If identifi cation is conceived of decision-
istically—if we make our desires our own by means of a simple decision—it 
is possible to fall into a condition of irresoluteness that threatens our identity. 
This dissolution of identity, however, is not equivalent to self-alienation. Ac-
cording to this model, every decision (as long as it is suffi ciently fi rm) results 
in an “agreement with self” that cannot be further questioned or evaluated. 
The question “What do I really want?” is then no longer meaningful. It can 
refer only to the intensity or resoluteness with which one wills. The question 
“Am I really resolute?” cannot be meaningfully posed or, at best, only rhetori-
cally.   The problem of a desire’s authority in the sense of its legitimacy has no 
place here. Applied to H., who questions her identifi cation with her second 
order volition for emancipation: in the decisionist version of Frankfurt’s posi-
tion the problem cannot be posed such that there could be a correct answer 
to the question of what she should identify with. From this perspective the 
only problem is that she asks this question at all, that she is not suffi ciently 
resolute in leaning toward one of her desires. She cannot fail to be herself in 
deciding for one side or the other; her identity is threatened merely by the 
fact that she is undecided. 
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112 LIVING ONE’S LIFE AS AN ALIEN LIFE

 What, then, authorizes the authenticator? According to this model, the 
authenticator authorizes itself. A desire is authorized by the fact that one has 
decided for it. It is this decisiveness that stops the threat of a regress of higher-
level desires. This is where we hit bedrock and “the spade is turned.” For the 
purpose of answering our question, however, the spade hits bedrock too soon. 
The authority of desires, as it arises for the problem of self-alienation, can be 
neither questioned nor justifi ed on this model. 

 (b) Thrownness. The second version of Frankfurt’s account, which I as-
sociate with the term  thrownness,  explains the problem of identifi cation dif-
ferently. Even if identifi cation with one’s own desires still has an essentially 
active character here, Frankfurt emphasizes the passive dimension—the in-
tractability ( Unverfügbarkeit ) of one’s deepest commitments and identifi ca-
tions—in speaking of “ideals” and “volitional necessities.” The account of the 
person that Frankfurt develops over time in his writings attempts to do justice 
to the intuition that persons are characterized by a dimension of intractabil-
ity. Persons are beings who relate to their desires by shaping them; their will 
“carves a path” for itself through the desires and needs that confront them on 
the level of their fi rst order desires. At the same time, however—and Frankfurt 
emphasizes this more and more as his work develops— this dimension of the 
will should not be misunderstood voluntaristically. The possibility of relating 
evaluatively to one’s own desires does not mean that a person’s will is com-
pletely unbound or uncommitted: a person cannot will just anything; she is 
not free to redesign her will from scratch. 

 Frankfurt is concerned here with the will’s limits, with the limits of what 
one is free to will. He even goes so far as to claim that it is precisely these 
limits that make up the character of a person: “The boundaries of his will de-
fi ne his shape as a person.” 24  Conversely, someone who could will everything 
would have no identity as a person: “Since nothing is necessary to him, there 
is nothing that he can be said essentially to be.” 25  Frankfurt gets to the heart 
of this topic with his concept of volitional necessities: there are things we 
cannot help but will and, on the other hand, things we cannot will. This in 
turn depends on what we are really committed to, what we really “care about,” 
what is unalterably important to us: “Our essential natures, as individuals, are 
constituted, accordingly, by what we cannot help caring about. The necessi-
ties of love, and their relative order or intensity, defi ne our volitional bound-
aries. They mark our volitional limits, and thus they delineate our shapes as 
persons.” 26  Someone who was capable of everything, who had no volitional 
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“SHE BUT NOT HERSELF” 113

limits, would, according to Frankfurt, have no identity. By the same token, 
following one’s volitional limits means being in agreement with oneself. 

 Once again Frankfurt elaborates his point with a striking example: the 
case of a woman who has decided to give her child up for adoption but who 
realizes in the decisive moment that she simply  cannot . 27  It is signifi cant that 
Frankfurt does not interpret this decision in what would seem to be the most 
natural way, as a victory of fi rst order desires over second order volitions—as a 
triumph, for instance, of spontaneous emotion over reason. For if the woman 
cannot make the second order volition to give the child up “her own” even 
though she has it, then the force that prevents her from doing so in the de-
cisive moment operates on a level that, according to Frankfurt’s hierarchical 
model of desires, is higher than that of her second order desires. 28  Volitional 
necessities, then—sometimes Frankfurt speaks of ideals, but this can lead to 
misleading associations—are the authority that decides which second order 
volitions a person can embrace. Thus, one cannot follow just any second 
order volition, not because pure, unevaluated desires confl ict with it, but be-
cause one  cannot  follow some second order volitions when considered from 
the higher authority of one’s volitional necessities. 

 The crucial point here is the following: according to Frankfurt’s account, 
the limits set by volitional necessities, although they place constraints on what 
we can do, do not constitute  compulsion  in the conventional sense. If, as 
has already been said earlier, these limits make up our identity, then they 
represent something like our deepest fundamental commitments, and these 
are ineluctable because they are what constitute us as a person. For Frank-
furt, someone who questions or denies her volitional necessities betrays her 
identity. According to this view, the mother who wants to give up her child 
is threatened with the loss of her identity—and from this threat comes the 
necessity she cannot escape, the force she yields to when she fi nally decides 
to keep her child instead. This necessity, however—and this is Frankfurt’s 
main point—is not compulsion since conforming to it means remaining in 
or coming into  agreement with oneself . 

 In order to understand this account more precisely and to be able to evalu-
ate its implications for the problem of the authorization of desires, I would like 
to summarize briefl y the implications of Frankfurt’s claims for the problem of 
alienation we have just examined: 

 1. On the one hand, self-alienation can be understood, with Frankfurt, as 
being “delivered over to” our own desires and longings. (We could call this 
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114 LIVING ONE’S LIFE AS AN ALIEN LIFE

“fi rst order” alienation.) These desires can take on an overwhelming power 
that presents itself as a “force alien to ourselves.” This is not due to their irre-
sistible character alone: “It is because we do not  identify  ourselves with them 
and do not want them to move us.” 29  

 2. These feelings and passions are the raw material that we relate to evalu-
atively or with respect to which we form our will. 

 Whether a person identifi es himself with these passions, or whether they 
occur as alien forces that remain outside the boundaries of his volitional iden-
tity, depends upon what he himself wants his will to be. 30  

 Hence the volitional attitudes on this level, in contrast to unformed  fi rst-
order desires , can be shaped and structured and are wholly at our command: 
they are “entirely up to” us. A crucial implication of this account is the distinc-
tion between  power  and  authority . Passions, according to this account, have 
 volitional power  but no  volitional authority . Frankfurt elaborates: “In fact, the 
passions do not really make any  claims  on us at all. . . . Their effectiveness in 
moving us is entirely a matter of sheer brute force.” 31  

 3. What we do not freely have at our command, in contrast, is our  volitional 
nature , the deep structure of our will itself. On the level of volitional neces-
sities we are determined; here it is not “entirely up to us” how we determine 
our will; our volitional nature determines us. Yet our volitional necessities 
determine us in a different sense from that in which passions or fi rst-order 
desires do: they compel us, one could say, not as  alien  powers but rather  to be 
ourselves . They are not a brute force because they are not an external power 
but rather the power of what we really want or really  are . “It is an element 
of his established volitional nature and hence of his identity as a person.” 32  
For this reason Frankfurt can claim in his adoption example that the mother 
experiences the limitation of her will—her “not being able to”—as a kind of 
liberation. Self-alienation, then, means acting against one’s volitional nature. 
Hence the mother who wants to give up her child has formed a second order 
volition that confl icts with her volitional nature. If she acted in accordance 
with this second order volition, she would alienate herself—a “second order” 
alienation. This means that it would run counter to what constitutes her as a 
person; it would undermine the  conditions of her identity . Self-alienation on 
this level consists, then, in not being in agreement with one’s own person, with 
what constitutes oneself as a person. 

 The assumption of a volitional nature appears, then, to solve the problem 
of fi nding a criterion for authentic desires and their authorization that I have 
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“SHE BUT NOT HERSELF” 115

raised in conjunction with the theme of self-alienation. The standard for the 
appropriateness or inappropriateness of identifying with a desire is our voli-
tional nature; our desires—our  real  desires—are authorized in relation to it. In 
what follows, however, I will explain why this, too, fails to solve the problem 
raised in our initial example. 

 CRITIQUE OF THE MODEL OF THROWNNESS 

 The talk of attempting to fi nd out  who one is  already raises a suspicion, 
namely, that this concept takes us back, though in an interesting and meth-
odologically sophisticated way, to an essentialist core model of the self of the 
type I criticized in the introduction (even if it is not vulnerable to some of 
the criticisms I raised there). In part 3, chapter 9 I will take a more detailed 
look at the account of the person or the conception of the self at issue here. 
For the moment I am interested only in the practical implications that follow 
from this solution and its model of the person. 

 Volitional necessities, as Frankfurt describes them, are not only what in-
eluctably makes up the identity of a person; they are also not subject to ques-
tioning or critique—they cannot and need not be justifi ed. They are factical 
and contingent. According to Frankfurt’s conception, asking the mother who 
cannot give up her child “Why can’t you do it?” is no longer a meaningful 
question. She could answer only by saying “Because that’s how it is.” This is 
not due only to the emotional strength of her commitment; it is due to the 
structure of personhood as Frankfurt conceives of it. The intractable commit-
ments in question are  conditions  of the possibility of her own identity; they 
are what fi rst make her into a person, into someone who can develop further 
desires for this or that. If giving up the child undermines the mother’s iden-
tity, it is no longer possible to ask meaningfully whether keeping the child 
would destroy her plans for the future. There would then be no basis for such 
plans. This has an important implication for our inquiry: there is no place 
from which it is possible to question or criticize the infl uences and forma-
tive processes that have constituted this identity. A volitional nature, though 
volitional, is in the end  nature  and therefore not something one has at one’s 
command. 

 One could indeed suspect—contrary to Frankfurt’s interpretation—that 
the mother in question (one assumes a situation in which her life with the 
child would be very diffi cult) is not in a position to let her second order voli-
tion determine her action because she is too deeply stuck within traditional 
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116 LIVING ONE’S LIFE AS AN ALIEN LIFE

ideas of maternal love. These ideas, one could say, prevent her from making a 
self-determined decision that accords with her plans for the future and her life 
plan more generally. There would, then, be two possibilities: a) a calling into 
question of oneself (of the person one has become); and b) a tension between 
identity and self-determination, which is precisely what Frankfurt excludes 
with his idea of being “liberated into oneself.” 

 If Frankfurt’s account excludes such questioning and critique, however, then 
 self-transformation  is no longer a possibility: every radical self- transformation 
manifested in an abrogation of   one’s volitional necessities would represent a 
loss of self. If we ask, from Frankfurt’s perspective, how desires can become 
authentic, the answer can only be through a process of comparing and adjust-
ing one’s desires to one’s volitional necessities. Asking oneself what one really 
wants means, then, becoming clear about one’s volitional nature, which is 
accepted as “untractable”—as given and not subject to questioning or altera-
tion. This has implications for the possibility of emancipation as well as for 
the emancipatory nature of the question concerning the authenticity of desires 
that interests me here. 

 It should now be clearer why Frankfurt’s model is unsatisfactory as a so-
lution to the problem of authorization: Frankfurt underestimates the role 
of refl ection, justifi cation, and evaluation that accompanies the process of 
identifying with one’s own desires (or that at least must potentially be able 
to accompany it) if these desires are to be able to become one’s own in a 
robust sense. In this respect his two apparently opposed models meet in a 
common point: what the idea of volitional necessities shares with the deci-
sionistic model is that neither has room for a process of refl ection and evalu-
ation that could guide our taking a position in relation to our own desires. 
Either we make decisions about what we identify with “just because”—as an 
ultimately unjustifi ed and unquestionable choice—or there is nothing at all 
for us to decide, and all we have to do is carry out what our identity as defi ned 
by our volitional necessities requires of us. In both cases—when Frankfurt 
understands the process of evaluating our own desires decisionistically and 
when he completely brackets out the element of decision—we do not really 
decide  ourselves . The unintended implication of such a conception is that 
our desires remain in a certain respect “raw facts” (Charles Taylor), even in 
the case of higher level desires. Insofar as both ultimately take place without 
refl ection, there is no question of “forming” one’s own desires. 33  This, how-
ever, undermines Frankfurt’s own intentions: if the process of interpreting and 
evaluating desires is bracketed out, it is diffi cult to distinguish the situation of 
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“SHE BUT NOT HERSELF” 117

the mother who  cannot  give up her child out of volitional necessity from that 
of the addict who  cannot  resist taking drugs, even though, as we have seen, it 
is precisely this difference that Frankfurt’s account aims to explain. Although 
we fi nd in Frankfurt the suggestion that (unrefl ected or fi rst order) passions 
have volitional  power  but no volitional  authority —that they exercise power 
over us but possess no authority—he has failed to make clear how precisely 
the authority of such claims can be justifi ed (if the talk of authority is to have 
normative signifi cance). To summarize my objection: although for Frankfurt 
desires become one’s own only when one  appropriates  them as such, this 
process of appropriation or identifi cation can be properly understood only if 
we are able to distinguish between appropriate and inappropriate identifi ca-
tions, that is, between successful and failed processes of appropriation. In the 
following section I will again take up the problem of identifying with one’s 
own desires with a view toward its relevance for understanding how processes 
of emancipation are possible. 

 (5) BEING ONESELF AND EMANCIPATION 

 The emancipatory character of questioning the authenticity of desires (or of 
suspecting them to be inauthentic) is due to the fact that, in inquiring into the 
appropriateness of given desires and attitudes, one presupposes the possibility 
of criticizing them and thereby of calling oneself, as one is and has become, 
into question: one can want to become other than one is. Critically examin-
ing our desires and dispositions—the doubt “Does this impulse, this desire 
 really belong to me ?”—can make it possible to make our life more decisively 
our own and to “move more freely” within it. Applied to Frankfurt’s adoption 
example, the question of whether the mother who cannot give up her child 
has allowed herself to be trapped in patterns of socialization that make her 
unfree is part of such critical examination. H.’s case, too, has this general struc-
ture. Whereas Frankfurt would be concerned only with determining which 
of her two sets of desires corresponded to her volitional nature—is she “fully 
a woman” or a feminist?—for H. herself the problem poses itself differently: 
she aspires, in cases of doubt, to question critically even her volitional nature. 
For Frankfurt she would be alienated from herself if, acting contrary to her 
volitional nature, she attempted to be something other than what she “is”—
independent, perhaps—while still longing to be protected, whereas H. would 
consider herself to be alienated precisely if she “blindly” followed this nature. 
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118 LIVING ONE’S LIFE AS AN ALIEN LIFE

And whereas for Frankfurt she would be  authentically  herself only if she were 
free of tension and without ambivalence, the alternative view would hold that 
the struggle against her deepest attachments and formative infl uences cannot 
take place without such tensions. According to the one position, such an at-
tempt at emancipation is a condition of not being alienated; according to the 
other, it is a threat to the unity of the self. 

 THE DILEMMA OF EMANCIPATION 

 Now it may be that in certain situations one would do well to recognize that a 
particular way of life simply does not correspond to who one is; and, of course, 
it could in principle be the case that the standards H. sets for herself are too 
demanding. On the other hand, would we not be suspicious if H. were sud-
denly to reveal to us that the whole story of emancipation was nonsense and 
was never right for her—that, having recently fallen in love, she was happy 
to have fi nally embraced a feminine role? If someone like H., who, because 
she “could not do otherwise,” ended up in a form of life in which she were 
protected by her husband while assuming a subordinate position in relation 
to him, would she not be just as problematic (and a candidate for alienation) 
as someone who was in constant tension with her aspirations? 

 We can see the problem that the demand for emancipation is faced 
with: where is the criterion to come from that enables us to decide which of 
these two sides is more appropriate to who she is, or which part of herself is 
really her? 

 An unevaluated, merely factual “agreement with oneself” can obviously 
not be the criterion we are looking for. Are not the most preposterous conver-
sions routinely accompanied by a claim to have fi nally found oneself? And 
does not resignation also lead to a kind of agreement with oneself? If H. 
were to adopt a traditionally feminine way of life, one would have to wonder 
whether doing so was an act of resignation in which she  gave up  rather than 
 found  herself. By the same token, however, if she were to succeed in over-
coming her opposing impulses, one could ask whether she was committing 
herself to too rigid a self-ideal, one that required her to deny too many parts 
of herself—possibly resulting in a personality that was completely rigid in its 
self-control. Formulated somewhat paradoxically, the suspicion is that both 
might be cases in which being in agreement with oneself is achieved at the 
price of a loss of self and where her self-conception as a whole would be false, 
manipulated, inappropriate, or illusory. 
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“SHE BUT NOT HERSELF” 119

 It is common enough that we question ourselves and others in this way, 
and not doing so would be costly. But what can such a doubt about one’s 
own identity—an “objection” to oneself—be based on if we lack a secure 
standpoint that could reveal one’s  true self , even on the model of a volitional 
nature? How, then, is emancipation, as an “emancipation from alien powers” 
that we are ourselves, to be conceived? Here the dilemma of emancipation 
becomes clear: every attempt to pose such questions and to justify this kind of 
doubt is like trying to pull the carpet out from under oneself. 

 The proposal I want to make to solve this dilemma can be formulated as 
follows: emancipation and the self-critique bound up with it must be under-
stood as a  free-fl oating enterprise —an undertaking that cannot be grounded 
in advance but only in the course of the process itself, a process in which one 
cannot appeal to something that one already is and in which one can at the 
same time “come to oneself.” This means that emancipation must be con-
ceived of as “rebuilding on the high sea” 34 —where a critique of alienation is 
the driving force and means of such a rebuilding. (And here, too, as suggested 
in part 1, what is important is the  how  and not the  what  of this process.) 

 In what follows I attempt to describe the processes of self-alienation and 
emancipation when understood in this sense. In so doing, I will approach the 
problem gradually, “from the outside,” that is, from the negative conditions 
of authentic will formation (as proposed by John Christman and Raymond 
Geuss). (Although in the end we will see that even these conditions rely on 
a positive vision of what it is to be oneself.) In the next step I will then elabo-
rate my proposal (in line with the idea of emancipation sketched previously) 
that authentic “being oneself” is to be understood as a mode of being freely 
accessible to oneself. 

 MANIPULATION AND CONSTRAINT 

 Under what conditions must the process of will formation have taken place if 
it is to count as my own will? Two such conditions are: 

 First, the formation of my desires must not have been due to  manipula-
tion . We do not recognize desires as our own if we have reason to believe 
that they came about through manipulation. Desires can be authentically 
my own only if I was free in their formation and if they came about without 
the manipulation of others. H., for example, might conjecture—or we could 
conjecture about her—that her behavior is a product of manipulative condi-
tioning, a consequence of her gender-specifi c socialization. Thus, to follow 
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120 LIVING ONE’S LIFE AS AN ALIEN LIFE

a suggestion of John Christman, 35  we must take into account the history of 
the development of a trait or the genesis of a desire—and thereby rule out 
manipulation—in order to judge the authenticity of desires. 

 Second, as Raymond Geuss emphasizes in his refl ections on the problem 
of true interests, will formation must take place under conditions in which the 
 alternatives  at my disposal are alternatives I can really want to choose among. 
Following Geuss’s account of the “optimal conditions” of choice, 36  we can say 
that what I really want cannot be the result of a choice between alternatives 
that are inappropriately constrained. Something will count, then, as an au-
thentic desire only if it emerges from a choice among acceptable alternatives. 
Applied to H.’s case, the alternative between protection and emancipation that 
H. sees herself faced with would, if this description is correct, be unaccept-
able. Neither of the two possibilities—emancipation without protection and 
protection without emancipation—can rationally be what she really wants. 
If it should turn out, then, that in a patriarchically organized society women 
were systematically confronted with the choice between such alternatives, 
then in important domains—at least for women—the conditions for forming 
authentic desires would be lacking. 

 The exclusion of manipulation and the idea of optimal conditions or ac-
ceptable alternatives are clearly two basic conditions that must be satisfi ed. 
But they help to clarify only the preconditions of authentic will formation. 
And the diffi culties with these suggestions are obvious. Given that one is al-
ways infl uenced by one’s environment—is always in some way socialized—
when is the boundary of manipulation crossed? And given that alternatives are 
always constrained, what constitutes suffi cient and acceptable alternatives? 

 What exactly constitutes unacceptable manipulation if one assumes that 
the formation of desires and dispositions is always shaped by outside infl u-
ences and that socialization necessarily involves being infl uenced by others? 
Apart from the drastic but hardly plausible cases of brainwashing that are 
frequently discussed, the manipulation condition does not go far enough as 
long as we cannot distinguish between manipulative and nonmanipulative 
infl uences. It pushes back the question of what is  one  ’  s  own and what is  alien  
without answering it. In our debate, for example, both sides could argue that 
H. is dominated by alien infl uences and manipulation: the antifeminist would 
point to indoctrination by feminist “ideology”; the feminist, in contrast, would 
trace back the conceptions of love and family that she cannot shake loose to a 
deep-seated conditioning by a patriarchal environment and its gender-specifi c 
socialization, elements she must liberate herself from in order to become 
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“SHE BUT NOT HERSELF” 121

herself. While it is correct that the genesis of desires should be taken into 
account in judging their authenticity, the absence of alien infl uences is by 
itself inadequate as the sole criterion of what counts as a successful genesis. 
Here we run into a problem we already encountered in discussing the ap-
propriation of roles: to what extent are formative infl uences  alien  if  one is 
constituted  by precisely such infl uences? Just as in the case of roles it made no 
sense to presuppose a pure self lying underneath or behind its roles, it makes 
no sense, in the case of will formation, to assume that there are pure desires 
that exist prior to all social infl uence. As for the case of appropriating roles, 
criteria must be developed that enable us to distinguish between what is one’s 
own and what is alien other than by appealing to something “unspoiled” or 
uninfl uenced by others. 

 If, on the other hand, as Raymond Geuss formulates it, “agents’ ‘real’ in-
terests are the interests they would have formed in ‘optimal’ (i.e., benefi cent) 
conditions,” 37  and if these optimally favorable circumstances are spelled out 
(as Geuss does in his discussion of true interests) in terms of “perfect knowl-
edge and freedom,” 38  then this idea, if it is to refer to more than the absence of 
external obstacles, also calls for an elaboration of the conditions under which 
perfect knowledge is available and can be acted on in perfect freedom. Here, 
too, substantial assumptions come into play that are more diffi cult to articu-
late the more subtle the constraints that must be taken into account. (This 
is easy in the case of the considerations that Geuss fi rst introduces—hunger 
and extreme deprivation—but it is more diffi cult when what is at issue are 
possibilities for development, as is the case in my emancipation example.) 

 (6) BEING ONESELF AS SELF-ACCESSIBILITY 

 What we need is a positive description of what it means not to be determined 
in what one wills by alien powers. I will sketch out a proposal for providing 
such a description, which, on the one hand, does not rely on an independent 
criterion—an Archimedean point that defi nes the true self—and, on the other 
hand, goes beyond   a merely factual “agreement with oneself.” This proposal 
aims to broaden—or, better, to refi ne—the idea of a coherent self-conception 
into one of a self-conception that is both  coherent  and  appropriate or fi tting . 
Appropriateness in turn is to be determined by the criterion of  self-accessibility  
(as revealed in one’s practical engagement) and of  having oneself at one ’ s com-
mand : one is oneself when one is accessible to oneself and can “move freely” 
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122 LIVING ONE’S LIFE AS AN ALIEN LIFE

in what one does: so understood, being oneself is not a state but a process; it is 
not something one  is  but a way of taking part in what one  does . In accordance 
with this, the attempt to identify alien desires and to replace these alien “in-
truders” with desires that are one’s own (as defi ned by the idea of emancipa-
tion I have discussed) is a free-fl oating, self-balancing developmental process. 

 EVALUATED COHERENCE AND APPROPRIATE SELF-CONCEPTIONS 

 This again leads us back to our example: the source of the dilemma was the 
diffi culty of fi nding a criterion for determining which of H.’s desires and be-
haviors correspond to who she is, which of her desires are her  own  and which 
“intrude” into her personality as  alien  elements. 

 Given the signifi cance of self-conceptions for the problems we are consid-
ering, an obvious possibility for defi ning what is alien would be to appeal to 
a self-conception’s  internal coherence . This relocates, as it were, the question 
at issue: it is no longer a question of whether what I want and do really  fi ts 
me  but whether the various things I want and do—the things I identify with 
and that matter to me— fi t together with one another . Instead of looking for 
a criterion within ourselves that would enable us to determine what really 
belongs to us, we are now asking whether a person is consistent or coherent 
in her expressions and activities, whether she is able to bring the diverse parts 
of her personality into relation with one another and to integrate them. On 
this criterion, whether a desire, a passion, or an impulse “fi ts” us cannot be 
decided by examining an individual desire but only by looking at how our 
diverse desires “hang together.” 

 Self-conceptions become important here for various reasons. I understand 
a self-conception, provisionally, as something that establishes connections 
among our attitudes and desires and gives them a certain order. These con-
nections are essentially  interpretive . Neither individual desires nor the con-
nections among them are independent of interpretation or objectively given: 
whether Gisela Elsner’s predilection for luxury consumer goods fi ts with her 
socialist views, or H.’s giggling with her feminism, is a question of interpreta-
tion and self-interpretation. It is not traits and desires themselves that must fi t 
together but a person’s interpretations of them. What is important is whether I 
can integrate what I want into the conception I have of myself as a person. Ap-
propriating or identifying with one’s desires essentially means weaving them 
into a coherent interpretation. Being internally coherent, then, consists in 
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“SHE BUT NOT HERSELF” 123

having, developing, and pursuing desires and plans that can be integrated into 
a  coherent self-conception . 

 Now it is easy to see that the idea of coherence alone is not suffi cient 
to answer our question: delusions can also be internally coherent! We must 
therefore be concerned not only with the internal coherence of our self- 
interpretations but also with their appropriateness. What, though, makes a 
self-conception  appropriate   or fi tting ? In order to pursue this question, it is 
fi rst necessary to further elaborate the idea of a self-conception. 

 Having a self-conception or  conceiving of oneself as something  involves 
taking a stance toward oneself and one’s life—understanding or interpreting 
oneself in a certain way—that is distinctive of the type of being we are and is 
constitutively bound up with the way we lead our lives as persons. (It is for this 
reason that Charles Taylor speaks of the human being as a self-interpreting 
animal.) 39  

 Self-conceptions involve two elements. First, we not only do and want par-
ticular things; we also relate to the fact that we do and want them and in doing 
so we  understand  ourselves  as  someone who does and wants those things. Sec-
ond, having a self-conception means establishing  connections  among these in-
dividual elements. Taken together, this means that a self-conception is based 
on more than merely an inventory of objectively given traits and actions; it 
is an internal principle of organization, an attempt to make our desires and 
actions “hang together” and thereby give them  meaning . Loosely formulated, 
developing a self-conception means   “making sense of” oneself. In chapter 9 
I will return to the diffi cult questions bound up with this, such as how we are 
to picture this process and how much coherence a successful relation to one-
self requires. Here I only want briefl y to anticipate a misunderstanding: self-
conceptions should not be taken to refer exclusively to sophisticated, higher-
order interpretations of the sort a person has of herself when, for example, 
she understands herself as a “feminist” or “leftist.” Self-conceptions need not 
always be fully explicit; they can sometimes inform what we do without being 
expressly articulated. And they are not always fully coherent from the start; 
for our purposes it is enough to say that they are oriented toward coherence. 

 It is also important that a self-conception has a dual character: it is at once 
an  interpretation  and a  project —a self-interpretation as well as a projecting of 
oneself. In my self-conception I understand myself as the person I am and 
at the same time I project—or fashion—myself as the person I want to be. 
Neither involves merely an objective inventory of facts. 
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124 LIVING ONE’S LIFE AS AN ALIEN LIFE

 As an  interpretation  of what constitutes us, the self-conception we develop 
starts with a given material, the facts of our life history. On the basis of this we 
attempt to understand who we are and what constitutes us. At the same time, 
this material is chosen, interpreted, and structured. There is no “naked truth” 
here; the various aspects of our lives are meaningful only if we make them 
so. It might, for example, be true of someone, objectively considered, that he 
comes from a “good family,” has enjoyed the best of educations, is a connois-
seur of art and wine, and has had asthma since early childhood. But this does 
not mean that all these traits automatically belong to his self-conception. He 
could take his asthma as the basis for an intense identifi cation with Marcel 
Proust and understand his chronic suffering and the distance from the world 
it involves as an essential aspect of his personality or he could, surprised each 
time he has a new attack of shortness of breath, barely perceive it as an an-
noyance and repress its implications. Even his solid bourgeois background 
need not become the object of a positive or negative identifi cation (pride 
or shame); coming from a particular kind of family can also be more or less 
signifi cant for one’s self-conception. 

 As a  project , on the other hand, a self-conception defi nes who one would 
like to be or what one thinks one ought to be. If I understand myself as a 
feminist or as someone who looks after her friends, I not only interpret who 
I  am ; I also ask myself who I  want to be  and I orient my future actions and 
desires toward conduct that fi ts this conception. There also belongs to this an 
implicit value orientation—that I fi nd it correct to orient myself in this direc-
tion. In this respect a self-conception is closely related to a self- or ego-ideal 
that expresses “what is important for me in life, what kind of human being I 
would like to be, what I would like to strive to be.” 40  It seems clear that both 
components, interpretation and project, are interrelated. Thus my project for 
myself will more or less shape my self-interpretation; conversely, my project 
for myself   can be the result of a particular self-interpretation: I become a 
feminist because I interpret certain of my life experiences in a particular way; 
I interpret them in that way because I am a feminist. And, of course, both 
interpretation and project shape what one is. As Jonathan Glover notes: “the 
way we think of ourselves helps to shape what we are like.” 41  This tension, 
between interpreting and projecting what one is, is essential to the idea of 
a self-conception. One might call this the reconstructive-constructive or the 
hermeneutic-creative character of self-conceptions. 42  

 Now the following implications of this account are of interest for our 
question concerning the distinction between appropriate and inappropriate 
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“SHE BUT NOT HERSELF” 125

self-conceptions: what constitutes someone as a person does not lie before 
or behind her self-conception but is interwoven with it. Identity is not an 
objective fact beyond interpretation. This accentuates our problem. If ev-
erything is interpretation, and if interpretation always creates its object, how 
can we distinguish correct from false interpretations? How is it possible to 
distinguish self-conceptions that correspond to who we are from those that do 
not? When does someone understand herself correctly or incorrectly? How 
can a self-conception, as I have just described it, be false, illusory, distorted, 
or inappropriate? 

 My proposal for answering these questions rests on the following assump-
tion: self-conceptions neither merely refl ect objective facts, nor are they mere 
inventions. Self-conceptions have foundations to which they can do justice in 
varying degrees. It could be, for example, that someone understands himself 
incorrectly if he denies the role that asthma has had since early childhood 
for his relation to himself and to the world, or that he understands himself 
incorrectly if, under the infl uence of a particular subculture, he denies his 
connection to bourgeois values and forms of life. Our suspicion that such a 
person understands himself incorrectly and that his self-image is illusory does 
not rest only on the fact that we know he actually had a particular sickness or 
family background; it is typically also based on what we take to be signs that 
his background is of greater signifi cance than he thinks it is. We notice, for 
example, that some of his behavior contradicts his self-conception or, more 
generally, that it is diffi cult for him to act in accordance with the image he 
has made of himself. 

 Here there are parallels to the general problem of interpretation: an inter-
pretation—including that of a text or a work of art—is powerful when, among 
other things, it can bring together a large number of signifi cant details and 
establish connections among them. It is the more compelling the less it is 
forced to exclude facts that do not sit well with it. Naturally, these are not 
hard and fast criteria; in the end, the question whether certain aspects of an 
interpretation run counter to it is also a question of interpretation. And this is 
an unending process: when there is doubt, an interpretation is valid so long 
as it is not replaced by a more compelling one. 

 My thesis, then, is as follows: in the theoretical realm (or when we observe 
things) an interpretation that does not fi t means that we do not interpret things 
appropriately, we do not  understand  them. If this is carried over to the domain 
of practical relations to self and self-conceptions, an interpretation that does 
not fi t means that something “stands in their way,” that the practical relations 
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126 LIVING ONE’S LIFE AS AN ALIEN LIFE

to self and world that correspond to them or by which they are guided are 
marked by  functional disturbances  that are expressed in various forms of dis-
tortions and inhibitions of action. Whether one’s self-conception and the way 
of leading one’s life that follows from it fail to fi t with who one is depends on 
whether there are practical inhibitions and contradictions in what one does 
and in how one understands oneself in doing it. 

 Whereas an inappropriate interpretation of a picture or a text means 
that we are unable to  understand  it suffi ciently, 43  having an inadequate self- 
conception means that it does not “work” or  function : we cannot live with it or 
act within it. In both cases there are, as mentioned above, only “soft” criteria. 
Yet these criteria are so frequently applied and appear so self-evident that it is 
diffi cult for us to imagine our relations to world and self without these (mostly 
implicit) practices of judging and understanding. 

 What follows from this for my initial question concerning the authenticity 
of desires is that authentic desires are those that can be fi t into an appropriate 
conception of oneself, where appropriateness is determined by whether that 
conception “works” or functions. 44  

 SELF-ACCESSIBILITY AND THE INHIBITION OF ACTIONS 

 What does it mean, though, that a self-conception does not “function”? I 
would like to elaborate this idea as follows: the crucial point is whether my 
self-image, my self-conception, and the desires and projects bound up with it 
result in my being or remaining  accessible  to myself in them and in being able 
to act freely on the basis of them. At issue, then, is a kind of inner mobility 
and self-accessibility. 

 If H., for example, adapts herself to the traditional role of a woman, is she 
not forced to do so at the price of closing off essential parts of her personality, 
not only parts of her history and her social surroundings but also some of her 
fundamental desires and longings? But a closing off of this kind means that 
a part “of herself” (as we can now say without being too sensational) is not 
accessible, that she is forced to avoid certain things and is unable to integrate 
them, that there will be taboos and “no-go areas” in leading her life that she 
cannot integrate into her self-conception. There will then typically be strate-
gies of avoidance and rigidifi cation—a familiar phenomenon. 

 That functional disturbances are to be conceived of as disturbances of ac-
cessibility to oneself and to the world is still a very vague and unexplained 
claim. I propose to elaborate it (tentatively and incompletely) by listing some 
symptoms of such disturbances: 
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“SHE BUT NOT HERSELF” 127

 ■  Rigidity  in relation to oneself can, for example, be identifi ed as one 
such functional disturbance. Here one is not accessible to oneself insofar as 
one rigidly holds to previously made decisions and is thereby unable to inte-
grate opposing impulses. As Martin Löw-Beer has shown, 45  a certain lack of 
contact with oneself can also be seen in the moralistic traits that characterize 
rigid personalities. The way in which rigid personalities hold on to things that 
have outlived themselves or to things they are unable to live out gives rise to 
an objectifying attitude toward themselves that can be described as a lack of 
vitality and an inability to take part in their own lives. Löw-Beer articulates 
this point in his striking example of a man who believes that he must love a 
woman because she meets certain criteria he considers important. It is not 
only that these criteria are too impersonal; the stance he takes to himself 
when demanding this of himself is an objectifying one, not one appropriate 
to leading a life. Similarly, it could also turn out (contrary to the interpreta-
tion I set out previously) that it is rigidity that hinders H. from giving in to her 
“feminine” impulses. 

 ■ Very generally one can consider  rigidity —rigidly holding on to previ-
ously established norms and self-images without being able to adapt them to 
new situations—to be a disturbance of self-accessibility, insofar as it means 
closing oneself off from new experiences and confl icting emotions. In line 
with this suggestion, Richard Sennett characterizes a “purifi ed identity” as a 
pathology. The search for too much coherence that does not allow itself to be 
troubled by anything that confl icts with it is, then, just as problematic as too 
much discontinuity: “the enterprise involved is an attempt to build an image 
or identity that coheres, is unifi ed, and fi lters out threats in social experi-
ence.” 46  An adequate self-conception must be open to different outcomes and 
experiences; an inadequate self-conception is not. 

 ■ While inaccessibility to oneself means being closed off to experiences, 
it is also characterized by an inaccessibility to reasons. A person who is not 
accessible to herself cannot translate rational insights about herself or her 
life into action. The asthmatic, for example, who denies his sickness be-
cause he cannot integrate it into his self-image does not succeed in acting 
on the entirely available intellectual insight that he needs medical care. A 
self- conception in which one was accessible to oneself, in contrast, would not 
block insights of this type. 

 ■ Similar to this is the phenomenon of not having access to one’s emo-
tions or of having inappropriate emotional reactions. Part of self-accessibility is 
reacting in emotionally appropriate ways—for example, mourning in the case 
of illness and loss 47 —and being able to relate to these reactions. An  appropriate 
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128 LIVING ONE’S LIFE AS AN ALIEN LIFE

self-conception is able to integrate such reactions; an inappropriate one sup-
presses them. Illusory self-images, for example, are often those that suppress 
experiences of illness or failure. Phenomena of self-deception also belong to 
this set of problems. Presumably someone who is constantly self-deceived will 
be inaccessible to herself, since she must protect herself from evidence that 
might help correct her self-deception. 

 Hence self-accessibility in general can be characterized as a complex cog-
nitive and emotional state that includes being suffi ciently familiar with one-
self to be able to perceive one’s own needs, to interpret them, and to draw 
practical consequences from them. Our true self, then, is not merely one 
that is acquired in the absence of compulsion; it is, formulated positively, a 
self-relation in which we can move freely and in which we are accessible to 
ourselves. 

 In relation to the topics discussed in this chapter, self-alienation means 
not being able to move freely in one’s life, being inaccessible to oneself in 
what one wants and does. It includes a form of internal division and estrange-
ment from one’s own desires that consists in a limitation of one’s power to 
have oneself at one’s command in all that power’s complex manifestations. 
Conversely, overcoming self-alienation occurs through a gradual recovery of 
self-accessibility, without this requiring the Archimedean point of the true self 
that defi nes one’s real needs. Thus the form of the question H. must pose to 
herself is not “What do I really want?” but rather “What am I actually doing in 
what I already do, and  how  does that happen?” It would then be an unforced, 
transparent relation to her desires and behavior and an openness in dealing 
with them that allowed us to determine her unalienated or “true” desires. 

 THE NORMATIVE STATUS OF ALIENATION CRITIQUE 

 I conclude with a question that also emerged in each of our earlier chapters: 
why is self-alienation problematic? What normative standard justifi es regard-
ing a condition of internal division with respect to one’s own desires, as I have 
described it here, as problematic? In the case of internal division the imma-
nent character of such a standard is obvious: can I will that my will not be my 
own or the desires I pursue not be mine? Here, with the help of Tugendhat’s 
terminology, introduced previously, one can speak of a hindrance in the well-
functioning of volition itself. From what standpoint, though, can we identify 
a well-functioning will or hindrances to the same? 
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“SHE BUT NOT HERSELF” 129

 If individuals are not immediately given to themselves, they are also, to a 
certain extent, capable of being deceived about themselves; they can under-
stand themselves falsely. As external observers, for example, we can draw their 
attention to contradictions between the desires they express and particular 
behaviors that run counter to those desires. As a fi rst step, one can claim that 
in uncovering such contradictions the subject has no privileged access to itself 
and that for this reason one can criticize individuals from the outside in a way 
that remains immanent. 48  As with a psychoanalyst’s interpretations, interpreta-
tion from the outside and self-interpretation must agree if an interpretation is 
to claim validity. Even such agreement, however, is no fi nal guarantee against 
shared deceptions. Here, too, there is no Archimedean point, although this 
does not imply that interpretation and refl ection are simply arbitrary and sub-
ject to no constraints. 

 COMPLEXITY AND COHERENCE 

 In concluding I would like to discuss one more objection: is my model’s idea 
of having oneself at one’s command, as developed in relation to the prob-
lem of internal division, also too robust, and does the view I have sketched 
invoke too harmonious a conception of coherence? Do not alien desires and 
parts of ourselves—the existence of different, not always compatible, parts of 
ourselves that we do not have at our command—belong just as much to our 
“own life” as those constitutive, intractable aspects of ourselves outside our 
command (cf. chapter 5)? Are not inconsistencies and contradictions part 
of the complexity of persons, without which we would not be ourselves and 
which we therefore cannot (and ought not to want to) banish from our lives? 
I will return to these questions in connection with the postmodern critique 
of the subject in part 3. For now I will note only briefl y: fi rst, whether certain 
experiences and parts of ourselves are part of our lives depends on how we 
can integrate these initially alien elements at a deeper level. In order to count 
as our experiences (however disconcerting), there must be someone who can 
have these experiences. Perhaps this capacity for integration must even be all 
the stronger the more one comes into contact with experiences of “otherness.” 
What is required, then, is not coherence in the sense of harmony or a seam-
lessly unifi ed meaning of life but a capacity, underlying one’s discontinuities, 
for relating to what one feels and does. 

 Second, self-accessibility and the functional capacity of one’s own will are 
open criteria the nonfulfi llment of which manifests itself in practical confl icts 
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130 LIVING ONE’S LIFE AS AN ALIEN LIFE

or, more precisely, functional defi cits. Self-accessibility, then, is a question of 
degrees, and it can manifest itself and be attained only in dealing with such 
confl icts. The problem arises because, and to the extent that, H.’s internal divi-
sion hinders her in doing what she really wants, in being able to move freely in 
her life. What an unalienated life requires, then, is not that all ambivalences, 
disunities, or disharmonies in a person be completely sorted out; it requires 
instead the capacity to be able to react to such problems—or inhibitions of 
functioning—when they appear. In cases of doubt that can also mean—con-
trary to the accusation that the unalienated self is too harmonious—fi rst mak-
ing them into confl icts. 

 Third, self-accessibility, or having oneself at one’s command, as our distin-
guishing it from rigidity has shown, does not mean having “everything under 
control” or keeping to a strict model of who one is at any cost. Perhaps one 
should characterize the capacity in question in a more favorable way: it is 
about being familiar and able to deal with oneself. 
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