
[Slide 1: Intro] 

Hi everyone! Thanks so much for coming to my talk. It’s an honor to share with you some things 
I’ve recently been thinking about as part of my ongoing research project on the value of integrated 
agency. I thought this would be a fantastic opportunity to get some feedback on a project that is 
very much ongoing, and that reflects my interests in integrated agency, as well as the value of 
literary and psychological insights for philosophy. My aim in this presentation is to provide an 
account of the ways that who we are can change over time, and specifically about the power we have 
to change we are over time. I got started thinking about this question by coming across several 
narratives that involve a phenomenon that I’ve named starting over. 

[Slide 2: The phenomenon] 

This is a phenomenon where, after a period of depression or personal turmoil, people express a 
desire for a “fresh start” or “clean slate.” Some experiences that are characteristic of starting over are 
quitting one’s job to move to a new place, going on an adventure, severing ties with people one 
knows, and forming connections with new people in a new environment.  

[Slide 3: examples] 

I wanted to share a few of the works of literature I read that inspired my interest in this idea. As a 
woman who was alive in the early 2000s, I experienced the craze of Elizabeth Gilbert’s Eat Pray Love, 
where unhappy middle class women across the country suddenly quit their jobs, left their husbands, 
and moved to Bali in hopes of finding love (and I hope to eat lots of nasi goreng). The book is about 
how Gilbert’s marriage falls apart, and in a state of desperation, she travels the world to discover the 
joys of food in Italy, religion in India, and to fall in love in Indonesia. In the book, she shares the 
insights that going on this journey gave her, and how she was able to live a fuller and happier life 
afterwards. 

The next book is a semi-autobiographical novel by Jakob Wassermann called My Marriage. The 
novel is about a really awful marriage involving a wife named Ganna who is manipulative and 
unstable, and a husband named Alexander who is cold and passive. The novel is told from the 
husband’s perspective, and one thread that runs through the book is Alexander’s daydreams about 
leaving his wife. He constructs detailed, optimistic fantasies about the life he could live if Ganna 
were out of the picture, and although he never acts to bring those fantasies into reality and actually 
leave Ganna, it’s clear that he deeply desires a life without her and a clean slate to build a new life 
on. 



The third example is from Dashiell Hammett’s novel The Maltese Falcon. In particular, there is one 
part of the book where the protagonist, a private investigator named Sam Spade, tells a story about 
a man named Mr. Flitcraft who, after a near death experience, suddenly leaves his wife and children 
and disappears. A few years later, Mrs. Flitcraft hires Spade to figure out where her husband went, 
and Spade discovers that after leaving his wife, Mr. Flitcraft wandered through Washington State 
for a few years before settling down in Tacoma and marrying a woman very similar to his ex-wife 
and essentially building exactly the same life with this new woman that he had with his ex-wife. 
The reason why Spade tells this story is to convey to one of his clients that he believes that people 
never really change. Even when people go out and look for a clean slate, when they get it, they still 
remain the people who they were. So the Flitcraft parable is a pessimistic reading of the 
phenomenon of starting over. The central insight of the parable is that even if we get the clean slate 
we want, we might not be able to change who we are. 

[Slide 3: Central claims] 

With the phenomenon I’m examining now out on the table, I want outline the three central claims 
I’m making in this presentation, where my central question is what agency, if any, do we have over 
our selves, or the people who we are. 

My first claim is our selves consist in our core commitments.  

My second claim is that states of personal turmoil can be understood in terms of disunity in one’s 
commitments. So, it will turn out that when an agent in personal turmoil desires a clean slate, she 
desires an experience that will help her unify her agency. 

My third claim is that we cannot will changes in the commitments that make us who we are, but we 
can engage in a rational process of facilitating changes in our commitments, a process that I call 
practical restructuring. Agents in personal turmoil find starting therapeutic because the experiences 
that are characteristic of starting over facilitate practical restructuring. 

[Slide 4: What is self-governance?] 

I’ll start off by introducing my account of the self as the cluster of one’s core commitments. To do 
this, it’ll be helpful to understand how other philosophers have defined the self and what the 
concept of “self” is  meant to accomplish in the first place.  

One question that has long been asked in philosophy is the question of what makes action 
autonomous. There’s consensus that autonomous agency is self-governing agency. But now the 
question arises of what self-governing agency is. 



On one very popular view, we are self-governing when we act from a perspective that is 
importantly “our own,” and we can call this locus of autonomous agency one’s self. Philosophers 
disagree over what the self consists in. Here, I’ll explain a few views they have offered, which I have 
broadly divided into rationalistic views and non-rationalistic views. 

Rationalistic views are ones where the self consists in attitudes that an agent consciously and 
reflectively endorses. For instance, Harry Frankfurt has argued that one’s self is one’s system of 
consistent higher-order desires, and we are self-governing when our higher-order desires are 
effective. Consider the case of an unwilling addict. The unwilling addict has conflicting first-order 
desires: he wants both to take the drug and to refrain from taking the drug. But he is not neutral in 
his conflict. He wants the desire to refrain from taking the drug to be his will. Therefore, when his 
higher-order desire fails to be effective—when he gives into temptation and takes the drug—he fails 
to be self-governing. According to Frankfurt, we are self-governing when our higher-order desires 
are effective. 

Gary Watson offers another rationalistic view of the self. Watson draws a distinction between our 
motivational system (the system that causes us to act) and our valuational system (the system that 
yields our all things considered judgments about what to do). According to Watson, we are self-
governing when our motivational and valuational systems coincide, and we are motivated to act in 
accordance with our judgements about what is good. Crucially, on Watson’s view, our values are 
what we deem to be good when we are in a cool, calm, and collected state, so his, too, is rationalistic 
and requires conscious, reflective endorsement of our motivations for action. 

On the other hand, non-rationalistic views do not require that agents reflectively endorse their 
motivations in order to be self-governing. For instance, Nomy Arpaly and Timothy Schroeder 
argue that an agent is self-governing when she acts on the basis fo attitudes that are representative 
of her whole self, even if she doesn’t totally understand who she is. Arpaly and Schroeder develop 
this view to account for our desire to praise agents in cases of what they call “inverse akrasia.” These 
are cases where a person acts against her all-things-considered judgment about what would be best 
for her to do, but ends up acting in a way that’s better than what her judgment told her to do. A 
famous case of inverse akrasia is the story of Huck Finn. In Mark Twain’s story, Huck Finn 
befriends Jim, a runaway slave. His conventional southern morality leads him to form the all-
things-considered judgment that he ought to turn Jim in. But he finds himself psychologically 
incapable of doing that, so in a moment of “weakness,” he decides not to turn Jim in. Arpaly and 
Schroeder want to explain way in cases of inverse akrasia, we want to hold agents accountable and 
praise them, even though in standard cases of akrasia we don’t. They argue that because Huck Finn 
acts from a place of care and friendship that is representative of who he is—even though he doesn’t 
endorse it—he is praiseworthy for his actions. 



Sarah Buss presents a view on which autonomous action differs from other intentional actions 
insofar as the agent plays a special passive role win their production. Specifically, agents act 
autonomously when they can be identified with the purely causal, non rational influences on the 
formation of her intentions. So, if her actions are caused by a psychological or physiological 
condition that she doesn’t identify with, then her actions are not autonomous. This is why we think 
that agents who are depressed or otherwise ill should not be held accountable for their actions, but 
we do think that agents who are happy and otherwise healthy should. 

Another view of the self has been offered by Chandra Sripada. On his conative view, one’s self 
consists in one’s cares, which are to be understood in terms of their characteristic functional role 
that has desiderative, emotional, and evaluative elements, rather than on the basis of reflective 
endorsement. When we care about something, we desire what is good for that thing, our emotions 
are tied to the emotional ups and downs of that thing, and we are disposed to evaluate that thing in 
a positive light. 

[Slide 6: the self as one’s commitments] 

In other work, I have defended a non-rationalistic account of autonomous agency that takes some 
elements from the views I previously discussed but that adds some new detail. On my view, a 
person’s self consists in her core commitments. Commitments are to be understood in terms of 
their characteristic functional role, which like Sripada and David Shoemaker, I take to have 
emotional, desiderative and evaluative elements. Because commitments are understood in terms of 
their functional role and not in terms of our reflective endorsement of them, it’s possible to be 
mistaken about what our commitments are. So in this respect, I disagree with Frankfurt. Next, 
commitments play an important explanatory role in our practical lives. They make our actions 
intelligible; it is in light of a person’s commitments that her actions make sense. Finally, a person’s 
core commitments are those commitments she has which, if violated, would cause her to cease to be 
integrated and suffer a practical death. 

[Slide 7: practical death] 

I want to introduce the idea of practical death here, not only because it’s important for 
understanding what a core commitment is, but because it’s going to turn out to be important later 
on in my presentation when I talk about different ways we change over time. Practical death is the 
experience of ceasing to be integrated and is associated with a cluster of psychological and 
physiological symptoms that include psychological crisis, diminished capacity for instrumental 
reasoning, and undermined autonomy. It occurs when agents are pushed to the limits of their will 
and realize that they cannot act in accordance with what their core commitments require of them. 



One really powerful example of practical death is in George Orwell’s novel 1984. In the novel, 
Winston has an illegal love affair with a woman named Julia, and he is captured by the police and 
taken to Room 101 to be tortured. In Room 101, he encounters his biggest fear, which is rats. He is 
then forced to decide between upholding his commitment to Julia and not betraying her but being 
swarmed by rats, or avoiding the rats but betraying Julia. He ultimately betrays Julia, which leads to 
an intense psychological downfall which in my view can be understood as practical death. On my 
view, the reason why Winston suffers is because he has violated his core commitment to Julia and 
no longer has integrity. 

[Slide 8: the value of integrity] 

We have integrity when our commitments are unified into a coherent whole, when there is no 
conflict between them. A big part of my research is understanding the importance and value of 
integrated agency. To understand integrity, it’s useful to look at different relationships that can hold 
between our commitments.  

Frankfurt argues that we act autonomously when we act on the basis of wholeheartedly endorsed 
desires. He contrasts wholeheartedness to ambivalence and to wantonness (or the lack of any 
relation to one’s commitments). We’re wholehearted in our commitments when we throw 
ourselves behind our commitments and we are not internally conflicted about our commitments at 
all. By contrast, we experience ambivalence when we have commitments that are incompatible, and 
this can lead to internal conflict. We see ambivalence in, for instance, Sartre’s student who is torn 
between serving in the army and caring for his ailing mother. The student is ambivalent because his 
commitments cannot both be satisfied and he is being torn apart. Frankfurt also notes that we can 
lack commitments altogether, and simply act on the basis of desires without reflectively endorsing 
them. He calls this kind of agent a wanton and the wanton has no relation to his desires.  

I think that there are many other relations that can hold between our commitments that have been 
overlooked in the literature. Here are some that came to mind. It is possible for us to repudiate our 
commitments. We might recognize that we have commitments that play a characteristic functional 
role for us and shape our practical reasoning, but reject those commitments in an important sense 
and wish that we could distance ourselves from them. We might also be indifferent toward our 
commitments, and not care about which commitments motivate us, even if it turns out that very 
specific ones do. We can also be uncertain about our commitments. If we lack self-understanding, 
we might not be sure what our commitments consist in, even if they are in fact playing a functional 
role in our practical lives.  

When we are not wholehearted in our commitments, our agency is fractured in an important sense. 
This is clear in the case of ambivalence, where our endorsement of conflicting commitments pulls 
us apart. But there’s also a sense in which repudiating, being indifferent toward, and being 



uncertain about one’s commitments is indicative of a lack of integrity. When our commitments are 
related in this way, we aren’t “whole”. I exclude having no relation from this group because I think 
that a person who has no commitments is de facto integrated because she has no commitments to 
integrate in the first place — this is an idea that I discuss in another paper that I’d be happy to talk 
about later if anyone is interested. 

There’s an interesting fact about human beings that we’re conflict averse. When we experience 
interpersonal conflict, we’re disposed to resolve it, sometimes by avoiding it and running away, 
other times by engaging the person we’re in conflict with and seeing what we can do to make things 
peaceful again. I think that the same disposition to resolve conflict can be observed in cases of 
internal conflict. When we fail to integrate our agency, we are disposed to resolve the resulting 
internal conflict. And this disposition is important and beneficial to us because first, it helps us 
integrate our agency, and second, it is prudentially advantageous, since it protects us from the 
psychological pain that is characteristic of fractured agency. 

[Slide 9: internal conflict] 

Let me elaborate on some ways that fractured agency can cause psychological pain. If you are 
ambivalent toward your commitments, that might lead to confusion or personally costly code-
switching. For instance, as someone who grew up in an immigrant family in Canada, I often found 
myself caught in the middle of Western values and Chinese values that came into conflict. I really 
value the multicultural way in which I was raised, but I think it’s important not to overlook the 
ways in which code-switching between interactions with my family and then with my White 
Canadian friends and teachers took a toll on my happiness and self-understanding.  

Repudiation of one’s commitments might cause self-hatred. If you reject the commitments that are 
motivating you but you can’t help but be motivated by them, that might lead you to be unduly hard 
on yourself. 

Being uncertain about one’s commitments might cause a feeling of being lost of directionless. And 
being indifferent toward your commitments might be indicative of depression. I think that 
depression, anxiety, and other mental illness or suboptimal mental states are multiply realizable by 
these different relationships we have toward our commitments. For instance, I think that 
repudiation of one’s commitments might not lead to self-hatred, but depression. This isn’t by any 
means meant to be an exhaustive list, but just a way of showing that any relation we have to our 
commitments that isn’t wholeheartedness leads to internal conflict and a lack of integrity. 

So, I’ve claimed that we are disposed to resolve internal conflict. But how do we do that? I argue 
that we resolve internal conflict by engaging in practical restructuring. To understand what 



practical restructuring is, it will be helpful to first consider different ways our selves change over 
time. So let’s switch gears a little bit and talk about that. 

[Slide 10: Changing over time] 

Obviously, there is a sense in which we’re the same person to who we were, say twenty years ago. 
I’m numerically identical to the person I was twenty years ago, we’re literally one and the same. But 
in another sense, we’re not the same people we were 20 years ago. We probably look different, we 
have different commitments, etc. etc. Importantly, our selves—on my view, our core commitments—
change over time. So there’s a question of how we come to change in this way, of how our core 
commitments change over time. 

I promise that there are three ways that our core commitments and therefore our selves change 
over time. 

First, there is gradual evolution. This is a non-rational passive process by which our commitments 
gradually change over time. It’s non-rational and passive in that it’s not goal-directed or made 
mentally explicit in anyways. We can’t help but change over the course of our lives as we have new 
experiences, meet new people, and as our relationships with the people we know grow. So gradual 
evolution is just kind of the “natural” way of changing over time. 

Next, there is practical death. Practical death is the instantaneous loss of a commitment caused by 
being pushed to the limits of the will and realizing we cannot act in accordance with what the 
commitment requires. Unlike gradual evolution, practical death occurs instantly: it occurs the 
moment we violate the requirements of our core commitments. But practical is one way that our 
selves change. When you suffer a practical death, your self changes because it ceases to be 
integrated; you lose a commitment that made you who you were. 

Finally, there is the focus of this talk: practical restructuring. Practical restructuring is the rational 
process of acting in ways that will facilitate changes in your commitments. Like gradual evolution, 
practical restructuring is temporally extended, but unlike gradual evolution, practical restructuring 
is rational and active in that it’s goal-directed; when we engage in practical restructuring we strive to 
become someone different from who we currently are. 

These are the three ways I believe people can change over time. Crucially, none of these ways of 
changing who we are allow us to will the changes directly. On my view, we cannot will changes in 
who we are, we can only act in ways that facilitate changes in who we are. 

[Slide 11: falling out of love] 



To illustrate this point and to further explain the three ways of changing over time that I’ve 
introduced, let’s consider different ways that a person might fall out of love with someone. Falling 
out of love is a change in the self, since it involves a change in what is almost always a core 
commitment. When you love someone, your love for them is part of what makes you who you are.  

There are three ways that you might fall out of love with someone, and these map on to the three 
ways I have argued that we can change over time. First, you might gradually fall out of love with 
someone. You might be with them day to day, nothing in particular happens, but over time, you 
discover that you no longer love them. I think that this is a very common way that people fall out of 
love with each other, and this gradual falling of love maps on to what I have called gradual 
evolution. 

Second, you might betray your partner so deeply that you can longer conceive yourself as being in 
love with them. If you hurt your partner super badly, you might be in a position where you can’t 
truthfully say to yourself that you love them anymore. This is pretty extreme, but I do think it 
happens. For instance, in Sophie’s Choice, when Sophie is forced to betray her children by choosing 
which one of them will be sent to the gas chambers, she can no longer conceive of herself as a 
mother who loves her children; that part of her practical identity just dies. This way of falling out of 
love with someone maps onto what I have called practical death. 

Finally, it’s possible to take steps to fall out of love with someone. I call this the “fake it til you make 
it” strategy. Sometimes we find ourselves in relationships that are unhealthy or toxic in some way, 
and we realize that we would be better off in the long run if we were to fall out of love with the 
person we’re with. But we can’t will ourselves to fall out of love them. All we can do is take steps 
that will make it more likely that we will stop loving them. For instance, if you’re living with your 
partner, you might move out, or start spending more time with your friends. OR…. you might start 
over. 

[Slide 12: starting over as practical restructuring, 1] 

Starting over is one way that people engage in practical restructuring. The way that people describe 
starting over supports this. When people start over, they describe themselves as “soul searching” or 
“going on an adventure to figure out who they are.” When you start over, you seek to figure out 
your relationship to your commitments and integrate your agency to become wholehearted. 

[Slide 13: starting over as practical restructuring, 2] 

There are several reasons why starting over seems to be an especially effective way of engaging in 
practical restructuring. First, it involves a total disruption of one’s routine and environment, and 
can therefore break patterns of problematic thought and behavior. There are various studies that 



show that changes in scenery have a similar effect to work that is done in cognitive behavioral 
therapy, which aims to change problematic thought patterns. 

[Slide 14: starting over as practical restructuring, 3] 

The idea that a change in scenery is good for mental health is a common idea in folk psychology. A 
quick google search yielded all these articles about the value of changing one’s environment to 
changing—as the last link reads—our “physiological, psychological, and emotional states.”  

[Slide 15: starting over as practical restructuring, 4] 

A second reason why starting over is an especially effective way of engaging in practical 
restructuring is that when you start over, you meet all sorts of new people who can serve as 
inspiration for your new life, or who can be “mentors” for you to imitate. In her work on aspiration, 
Agnes Callard speaks at length about the value of mentors. Aspiration, on Callard’s view, is the 
rational process of acquiring a new value. Suppose that you want to become a music lover. The 
problem here is that if you want to become a music lover, you must start from a place of not 
understanding the value of music. This is why mentors can be helpful: if you have a mentor who 
loves music, then they can help teach you the value of music that you aim to acquire. Aspiration is a 
kind of practical restructuring: when we aspire, we seek to acquire a new value or commitment, and 
therefore change who we are. It is, however, a very narrow kind of practical restructuring, since it 
involves the rational acquisition of a very specific value. But I do think that my account of practical 
restructuring encompasses Callard’s notion of aspiration. 

[Slide 16: starting over as practical restructuring, 5] 

A third reason why starting over is an especially effective way of engaging in practical restructuring 
is that starting over involves going on an adventure, and the strategies we use to overcome the 
challenges that we endure during an adventure can be applied metaphorically to overcome 
challenges in our own lives. I’m really interested in the way we use metaphor in this way. For 
instance, Cheryl Strayed wrote a memoir named Wild about her decision to hike the Pacific Crest 
Trail after her mother’s death and the dissolution of her marriage. In order to hike the trail, she had 
to carry a monstrously heavy backpack, and a few weeks in her hike, she reflects on her changing 
relationship to carrying so much weight on her back. Here’s an excerpt. She writes, ““I was amazed 
that what I needed to survive could be carried on my back. And, most surprising of all, that I could 
carry it. That I could bear the unbearable. These realizations about my physical, material life 
couldn’t help but spill over into the emotional and spiritual realm. […] It had begun to occur to me 
that perhaps it was okay that I hadn’t spent my days on the trail pondering the sorrows of my life, 
that perhaps by being forced to focus on my physical suffering some of my emotional suffering 
would face away.”  So, it seems like the trials that we undergo when we visit somewhere new or go 



on an adventure are applicable in some ways to the challenges we face in our ordinary lives, and 
undergoing these trials can help us gain an understanding of who we are and what we’re capable of. 
We’re very adept at translating our survival of physical challenges to our ability to survive 
emotional or spiritual ones. 

[Slide 17: Understanding the changing self] 

I’ve now given an account of practical restructuring and an idea of why starting over is an especially 
effective way of doing it. I now want to consider the three ways we change over time that I’ve 
introduced and illustrate exactly how they allow us to change. Here, I have a spectrum that 
represents the degree to which one is integrated; the further to the right one is, the more one’s 
agency is integrated, and the further to the left one is, the less one’s agency is integrated. At one 
extreme, the most integrated one can be is fully integrated, so, a perfect state of integrity, and at the 
other extreme, the most disunited a person can be is practically dead, which is just the state of 
ceasing to be integrated. At the bottom of the slide, I’ve outlined the three ways we can change over 
time that I’ve introduced: gradual evolution, practical death, and practical restructuring.  

[Slide 18: gradual evolution] 

Gradual evolution can go in both directions. We can either gradually evolve to become more 
integrated than we were before, or we can gradually evolve to become less integrated than we were 
before. 

[Slide 19: gradual evolution, 2] 

First take the case of gradually evolving to become more integrated. This might simply involve 
growing up and figuring out what it is that you care about and what commitments are going to 
make you who you are. 

[Slide 20: gradual evolution, 3] 

Then, there’s gradually evolving to become less integrated. One experience I think of here is of a 
friend of mine who took a job on Wall Street after college and was initially really excited to finally 
have a ton of money and thought that she would be okay rolling with the corporate fat cats, but 
gradually, she came to realize the toll that the culture of the financial world took on her. This 
happened gradually, there wasn’t any particular moment or any particular thing that happened that 
alienated her from her commitment, but in the end, she did change. 

[Slide 21: practical death] 



The next way we change is by suffering practical death. Recall that this occurs when we are pushed 
to the limits of our will and realize that we cannot in the end live up to the requirements of our core 
commitments. Practical death goes in one direction. We start from a place of relative integration, 
and when we fail to live up to our core commitments, we cease to be integrated, so we become 
more disunfied.  

[Slide 22: practical death, 2] 

Something that I’m not going to explore right now but that I’m definitely interested in working on 
in the future is what this kind of change might look like in the other direction. I think that some 
epiphanies or divine inspiration might look like this, where we start from a place of relative 
disintegration and upon miraculously discovering something about ourselves, suddenly jump to a 
place of relative integration. So I think that this is possible, but my account of it isn’t fully fleshed 
out. 

[Slide 23: practical restructuring, 1] 

Now let’s turn to practical restructuring. Practical restructuring can go in both directions. We can 
act in ways to become more or less integrated. 

[Slide 24: practical restructuring, 2] 

Practical restructuring to become more integrated is pretty straightforward. This is what people are 
doing when they start over. They start from a place of personal turmoil, or relative disunity, and 
take steps that they believe will help them integrate their agency. 

[Slide 25: practical restructuring, 3] 

But it’s also possible to practically restructure in the other direction. It might be a bit puzzling why 
one might want to do this. After all, if we have some control over who we are, why wouldn’t we 
want to go in the right direction? I think that sometimes we need to break ourselves in order to 
then make ourselves whole. The example of falling out of love illustrates this. If you’re in a toxic, 
unhealthy relationship with someone you are nevertheless in love with, it might be necessary to 
first fracture your agency by stopping loving them, and from there reintegrate your agency. This 
thinking reflects the popular wisdom that sometimes bones need to be broken in order to be set.  

[Slide 26: changing is hard] 

To end this presentation, I want to talk about why it can be hard to change who we are. Up until 
here, I’ve been pretty optimistic about our capacity to engage in practical restructuring and change 



who we are. But I want to be realistic about the limits of the agency we have over who we are. Let’s 
turn back to the literary examples I introduced at the outset of the presentation for a moment. In 
My Marriage, Alexander merely fantasizes about leaving his wife Ganna and starting a new life, but 
never acts on it. The ties that bind him to Ganna—their shared experiences, their children, their 
home they’ve built together, and the money that he’s poured in to building that home, to name a 
few—keep them together. In The Maltese Falcon, Mr. Flitcraft has a near-death experience that causes 
him to have an existential crisis and leave his wife. But several years later, he is discovered to have 
built a new life that is almost identical to the one he previously led.  

[Slide 27: The Maltese Falcon] 

Here’s a passage from the Flitcraft parable that I found really striking: ““His second wife didn’t look 
like the first, but they were more alike than they were different. […] I don’t think he even knew he 
had settled back naturally in the same groove he had jumped out of in Tacoma. But that’s the part of 
it I always liked. He adjusted himself to beams falling, and then no more of them fell, and he 
adjusted himself to them not falling.” 

[Slide 28: Why is changing hard?] 

Over the course of our lives, there are times when we feel as though the beams that hold us together
—that keep us integrated—begin to fall. Sometimes, this leads us to build a completely new 
structure, to seek out new commitments around which we can integrate ourselves. But more often 
than not, the beams that hold us together simply stop falling, and we readjust our lives accordingly. 
Traveling the world, moving somewhere new, or going on an adventure might help us discover 
who we truly are, but often who we truly are is exactly who we were before. This is why after such 
an adventure, so many people return home to the lives they were previously living. There’s 
something that rings true about the folk wisdom that “people never really change.” 

Why is changing so hard? One reason that comes to mind, is that although people in a state of 
personal turmoil desire a clean slate, a clean slate is impossible to achieve. In virtue of being the 
same person over time, we are condemned to occupy the same body throughout our lives, and we 
are condemned to carry memories of our pasts with us. When we speak of wanting a “ clean slate,” 
what we mean is a blank agential canvas to work from, upon which we can build a new self. But all 
we can really get when we seek out a clean slate is a new environment. Because we  carry our pasts 
with us as emotional baggage, perhaps changing who we are is easier said than done. 

Second, I want to conjecture that perhaps our commitments affect our psychologies permanently in 
ways we don’t yet understand. There might be something to be said about how we are comfortable 
with what we’re used to, and that’s why we tend to be unable to change our commitments. But I 
wonder if there is something permanent about our commitments that remains with us even if we 



try hard to free ourselves from them. These are all just speculations that I hope to develop in future 
work.  

[Slide 29: thank you!] 

  
I’m sorry to end on a bit of a pessimistic note, but that’s all I have. Thank you so much, and I look 
forward to your questions.


