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|. Actsversus Ideds. What |Is the Proper Scope of Mora Theory?

A difficult tension exists between normative ehical theories and moral ideds. The former
seek to offer formulas, or rules, for what one ouglt to dg the latter offer pictures of the kinds of
commitments, gaals, and ‘moral standards of living, agoodlife onsistsin. Contemporary
ethics ansto gve priority to the working ou of normative theories, while ether presuppasing
amotivating ided withou argument (such as that the maximizaion d overal happinessis best,
or that rationality is best) or by dsregarding moral ideas as unrecessary. Both these ways of
skipping over talk of moral idedsis, | think, misguided, sinceit seemsthat it isfrom theideals
we value that we derive our motivationto dowhat isright, or good.Something must be said
abou moral ideds—we ouglt to be able to gve some aticulate resporse to the question “W hy
be moral?’ (Or more spedficdly, “What is sippcsed to motivate us to be moral ?”) If moral
ideds are just norsense (or rhetoric), then ore must ask, “W hy are we mncerned to be moral ?”
That is, if the seach for a“right” normative ehical theory is aprojed that canna give reasons
for its philosophizing as it does, canna articulate why humansintrinsicaly demand respect or
why maximizaion d happinessis good,then namative ehics would appea to rest ona
mysterious foundation. The very adivity of “doing ethics” presuppases that there is omething
goodabou this projed: that establishing arational, articulate basis to morality and the ads and
dedsions we ultimately judge by it will im prove our situation, ou lives. That is, we do ethics
becaise we think it will help uslive a ertain kind d life (say, adecent, civil, or goodlife).

Charles Taylor has been highly criticd of “the tendency in contemporary philosophyto

give avery narrow focus to morality.” He says of this narrowness

Morality is conceived puely asaguideto action. It isthought to be concerned purely with what it is right
to dorather than with what it is good to be. In arelated way the task of moral theory isidentified as
defining the content of obli gation rather than the nature of the good life. In other words, morals concern
what we ought to do; this excludes both what it is good to do, even though we aen't obliged (which iswhy
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supererogation is such a problem for some contemporary moral philosophy), and also what it may be good
(or even obligatory) to be or love as irrelevant to ethics.'

This thin conception of morality is problematic, Taylor thinks, because it seems to deny the
existence, or necessity, of moral goods and ideals, while at the same time necessarily
presupposing some of these goods as the driving force behind normative ethical theories, thus
generating ‘a strange pragmatic contradiction.” > But the worry here seems deeper than a
suspicion that contemporary ethicists aren’t showing all their cards. The ‘bigger’ problem is that
a thin conception of morality leaves out too much. That is, a thin morality doesn’t account for the
whole set of our moral concerns. W.D. Ross, for example, claimed, ‘it is not our duty to have
certain motives, but to do certain acts.”’ But don’t we need some kind of motive in order to want
to act? Don’t we need a reason to take moral obligations seriously? It seems plausible to think
that there are articulable responses to these questions, and I take it that such responses will fall
within the scope of the ethical.

Part of Taylor’s project is t o suggest that a full-blown, or all-encompassing, conception
of morality must take as its beginning the articulation of moral goods and ideals, rather than
focusing upon the question of which normative calculus gives the right answers to moral
questions. It is only within the framework of the goods we hold to be important that our
normative theories are going to make sense within the full context of our lives; what we hold to
be good, the ideals that motivate us, stand beneath and give support to the theories we develop
based upon them. One such ideal that has been quite powerful in our culture, an ideal I will argue
in favor of in this essay, is authenticity. Broadly construed, the ideal of authenticity is concerned
with self-fulfillment and self-authoring, of taking charge of one’s own life, and by doing so,
giving one’s life meaning and significance.

Like Taylor, I see authenticity as offering an appropriate framework for developing a
more robust conception of morality, one that takes into account the individual’s moral concern
about his or her own life while also pointing toward how we are to square our ‘Subjective”

desires and goals with our place within a social world that puts external moral demands upon us.

! Souces of the Self, Cambridge: Harvard UP (1989) 79 (Heredter noted as Sources)
2 Souces, 89
®anhat Makes Acts Right®in Ethical Theory 4™ Edition. Ed. Pojman, 275
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The most difficult question | will haveto addressis how to @hape up® authenticity in light of it
various interpretations (which Taylor sometimes claims are mere distortions) and the goparent
clash between authenticity and aur ethical concern for normativity. Thisisthe tension | all uded
to: normativity seansto ask for akind o mora conformity whereas an ided such as authenticity
demands, at times at least, anything but conformity, and sometimes may suggest outright revolt.
A solutionto thistension, | think, will arrive througha #etrieval® * of the ided from its confused,
incomplete, and dstorted interpretations, as well as by reevaluating what it is we want in terms
of ghormativity® from amoral ideal. Ultimately, atension may remain between authenticity and
normativity, bu there is noreason to take this as phil osophicaly repugrant, since afull-boded
moral understanding d ourselves couldn't obviously be any lesscomplicaed (or tensionHfill ed)
than we ourselves are. Wittgenstein naed of language that it ds a part of the human arganism
andis not lesscompli cated than it,° and we might think of morality as beingin asimilarly
complex position.” Just as Wittgenstein came to seethe workings of language & not governed by
asinguar underlyinglogic, it may well be that we can orly get agrip onthe full set of our moral
concerns—on what we ough to doand hav we ough to be—noat by dssolving the
aforementioned tension, bu rather by adjusting ou demands on bdh sides of the overall i saue.
Moral ideds and namative theories, while related in their evaluative tones, operate in some
respeds on dfferent levelsin the individual and social spheres. What we demand o, and what
we can say about authenticity will differ from what we want to get out of normative theories.
Authenticity will be, | take it, abit broader, more concerned with *‘the big picture’ of our lives

rather than the more immediate cncerns surroundng specific adions.

II. An Existential Dichotomy: The Authentic/Inauthentic Distinction
| have suggested that authenticity can be understood as offering an important moral ided
(orethat isinvaved with certain convictions we have @ou the value of our individual goals and

desiresand d freedom, perhaps). In seeking to characterize authenticity, | want to begin briefly

* | borrow this term from Taylor, who considers his projed aetrieval projed.°
> Tractatus Logico-Phil osophicus, §4.002, trans. C.K. Ogden, NY: Dover (1999
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with Martin Heidegger's treatment of the concept in Being andTimeba treatment which,
notably, Heidegger would have daimed is nat moral in content, but is rather ontological, or
phenomenadlogicaly descriptive of the Being d human beings and the ‘ modes' in which we can
exist.

Heidegger charaderizes the human being as an agent which is&hrown®into the worldb
ead person arrives on the scene and accupies a particular spacewithin the world, a spacethat
imposes agiven set of historicd and cultural customs and constraints. It is within this context
that ead person learns how to function within the society. But as nore of this occurs by the
choiceof theindividualPat least nat initially (recall, we ae thrown into the world)Dour
beginningsin thisworld are dharacterized as essentialy 2average,® or typical of al personsin
our society. We do nd chocse our situation, ou language, our parents, or our social horms; nore
of what we doin acmordance with, say, ou cultural customs says anythingin perticular abou us
asindividua personsbwhat we do day-to-day isjust our average everyday activity. Thereisa
close mnrection between this * averageness and inauthenticity. Inauthenticity involves
something like simply doing aswe aetold, a going alongthe way in which ather peopledoin
our society, without any kind d reference to ourselves or how what we do makes up an intrinsic
part of our own identity, reflects on wsindividualy. Thisidentification d inauthenticity as akind
of complacency arises from the fad that we are each in charge of our own lives; thislifeismine,
Heidegger would say. (To some extent, even the most unrefledive personrealizesthis.) | am
concerned abou my life; | care what happens to me, howv my life goes. My life, claims
Heidegger, ismy posshility. All the posshiliti es, the choices | might make, the rel ationships or
projeds with which I might involve myself, are contained within the range of the time | am alive.
The suggestion (and it is often littl e more than that in Heidegger's work) is that the authentic life
invalves dwning up to my own existence, choosing my life, or choasingto dosomething with
my life, or choasing to choose, rather than gang alongwith whatever my society offers me or
tells me to doba to use more familiar language, authenticity involves refusing in certain cases

to merely goalongwith whatever isaod?® or &rendyP, foll owing the aowd. Heidegger claims
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[Blecause Daseinisin ead case esentiadly itsown passhility, it can, initsvery Being, “chocse' itself and
win itself; it can also loseitself and rever win itself; or only “seem’ to do so. But only in so far asit is
esentially something which can be authenticbthat is, something of its ownbcan it have lost itself and nd
yet won itself.’

Interestingly, just as Heidegger has introduced thisideaof winning a losing oreselfb
presumably, by making authentic, self-motivated choicesbhe goes onto nde that inauthenticity
ddoes nat signify any “less Being or any “lower' degree of being...even initsfullest concretion
Dasein can be dharacterized by inauthenticitybwhen busy, when excited, when interested, when
ready for enjoyment.°’

So onthe one hand, it appears that authenticity is smehow evaluativebthat thereis
somekind d criteria, some rule or method ore must follow in order to be authentically oneself;
furthermore, the nation d "winning oreself' seemsto have apasitive, or approving conndation.
Inauthenticity, one might think, shoud be aroided, sinceit involves alossof onesdlf (i.e. aloss
of control over oneself or one's choices, and thus alossof freedom). But then Heidegger claims
that inauthenticity doesn't have these strong regative anndations because, in some sense, we
losetradk’ of ourselves often, when we laugh a are busied with some projed. We aen't redly
thinking abou ourselves or our choices when we ae thus absorbed in what we're doing. So,
inauthenticity isjust a different ‘'mode of being than authenticity.

The problem, of course, isthat this mnd urderstanding d inauthenticity seems at odds
with the first, negative, interpretation. Are these terms evaluative or merely ontologicdly
descriptive?Heidegger opts for the latter answer (since providing an ortology o humansisthe
purpose his projed in Being andTime), bu an examination d how these terms work themselves
out with the rest of the Heideggarian vocabulary leaves one with the sense that there is something
evaluative aou the authentic/inauthentic distinction. Furthermore, ore gets the sense that
Heidegger believes that thereis something valuable or goodabout being authentic and "winning

oneself,’ even though e makes no explicit clamsto this effed. That authenticity involves

® Being and Time, trans. Maaquarrie and Robinson (NY: Harper & Row 1962, 68 (Sein und Zeit, 1927, 42-43). Note
that by @asein® Heidegger means a “human being,’ a person, or a self; he gopropriates this new term, Dasein

(which literally means @here-being,° that is, being-here) in order to distance himself from whatever presuppasitions
the previous terms used to "name' a human being might involve.

"Being and Time, 68 (SZ 43)
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freedom and individuality, and that we tend to value these things, makesit hard na to sense that

there is more to Heidegger's project than pue ontology.

[Il. Strong Evaluation: The Place of Moral Language

This hint of evaluative forcein the concept of authenticity brings me to ancther issue
explored by Charles Taylor. He takes it that much of the language we use when talking abou
what is good, peferable, or meaningful in ou choices and our livesinvalves what he call s
atrongevaluation® Taylor writes that strong evaluations @nvalve discriminations of right or
wrong, letter or worse, higher or lower, which are not rendered valid by ou own desires,
inclinations, or choices, bu rather stand independent of these and dfer standards by which they
can bejudged.?® The mncepts we employ, for example “goad,’ “brave,' “despicable,’ “bad, serve
not simply as descriptive terms for us but include qualitative distinctionsbour moral preferences
come out in the language we use. Taylor thinks that the thin conception d morality generally
only acourntsfor certain kinds of strongevaluation, reamely, those revolving aroundthe issue of
resped for the life of others (where the issie developsinto a cncern abou right or obli gatory
ads). But again, Taylor thinks this conception d morality istoo rarrow, because it leaves out
other areas of our concern in which strongevaluation days a central role. These invalve
dguestions abou how | am going to live my life which touch onthe issue of what kind d lifeis
worth living...a of what congtitutes arich, meaningful li febas against one concerned with
secondary matters or trivia.®® When we give answers to such questions, Taylor thinks our
responses employ strongevaluation: we reply by making qualitative distinctions abou diff erent
ways of livingandin dstingushingwhat isandisn't meaningful or significant in ou lives or
society. These dialoguesinvolve amoral tone, because when we ask such questions, we ask them

with the mnvictionthat it is possble to #ake awrongturn and hencefail to lead afull li fe.0 *°

8 In an endnote he offers, A goodtest for whether an evaluation is “strong in my sense is whether it can be the
basis for attitudes of admiration or contempt.° Souces, 4. Strong evaluation is closely related to the manner in
which moral ideds are defined and how they guide our dedsions.

° Souces, 14

Y Souces, 14
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Often, Taylor thinks, the qualit ative distinctions we make employ avocabulary of what
Bernard Willi ams has cdl ed 2hick concepts.’° Terms like brave®and 2coward® are, according

ol1

to Willi ams, 2a the same time world-guided and action-guiding®  Such concepts are “world-
guided' in that they contain a descriptive dement; they pick out feauresin the worldbwe cdl
someone a oward becaise that characteristic shows upin the actions of that particular person.
Furthermore, we can apply these words, as descriptions of persons or the world, correctly and
incorrectly. (For example, we would be wrongcall Gandh a mward; we would be misapplying
the aoncept.) But also, these thick concepts are "action-guiding in that they suggest reasons for
adion (or restraint); avalue judgment is often implicit in ou applicaion d these terms.

The pasitive values expressed by such concepts (say, temperance, courage, justice, and
self-motivation), Taylor call s ®hyper-goods.® He takes these hyper-goods to pick out real,
objedive features of our world. For many phlosophers, such a daim is problematic (if not
outright unbeaable) for the reasonthat it is not obvious why Taylor shoud claim hyper-goods
are ‘red’, when it seemsjust as likely that our @gpprehensior? of these goods can be explained in
terms of our psychologicd (subjedive) readions. An emotivist or norrcongtivist might take
such aroute. A prescriptivist might further suggest that the terms that pick out hyper-goods could
simply be replaced for value-neutral terms, and that the "goods' celebrated by the language of
strongevaluation are altimately optional .2 ** Taylor thinks this must be wrong, kecause these
concepts are important to howv we make sense of ourselves. But why cdl them objective goods?

Many at this point might invoke Madkie's @argument from queerness® arguing that for such

thingsto bered objedive entities, they would have to be quite strange, and that sinceno such

1 aEthics and the Limits of Philosophy,® Ethical Theory, 4™ Edition. Ed. Pojman, 506

12 50uces, 56. Taylor attributes this attitude to those who argue from the thin conception of morality. The reason
such a position might label hyper-goods as optional isthat, on Taylor's acmount, a strong commitment to naturalist
explanations of humans has tended in contemporary philosophy to overshadow the language of goods and virtuesb
terms which we use in daily life to eval uate how things are going, but which seem superfluous to scientific and
psychologicd explanations of human beings. If the naturalist in ethics believes that the scientific projed can
ultimately succeel in explaining morality on its own terms, then concepts like “hyper-goods' would amount to no
more than archaic terms having empty extension, like phlogiston. But Taylor thinks that the narrow focus given to
naturalistic ehics hasin some way preduded the possbility that the naturalist can read bad out of the scope of an
ethics of obligatory adion, in order to acount for the moral evaluations we make about our lives extending beyond
thisimmediate scope of contemporary normative theories. (This discusson takes up the whole of Part 1 in Souces,
and is far too much for meto fully reaticulate here.)
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strange antities exist (for all we know or shoud expect from what we know), we ouglt to
conclude that objective values couldn't possbly exist. ™

But at this paint in the agument between Taylor and hisrivals, there seemsto be a
problem of ambiguity; it's not cleabin faa, it's quite probablebthat ‘rea’ and “objedive
aren't being wsed the same way onall sides of the issue. The agument from queanessbrings to
mind entiti es that sound quaintly Platonic, and | for one (and Taylor, for two, it seams) can agree
with Madkie that it's entirely unclea what such entities would be like. When Taylor claims that
our strongevaluations pick out red, obedive hyper-goods, he doesn't have anything remotely
Platonic in mind.** What Taylor suggests, rather than these misleadingly “concrete’ ways of
understanding ‘red’, isto compare his conception d these hyper-goods to how we regard
“secondary qualiti es' (in the Cartesian/Lockean sense). Withou humans, there is no such thing as
dred°Dthe wavelengths of light remain, bu the sensation d rednessdisappears sncethere aen't
any humans aroundto haveit. Similarly, withou humans, there would be no such thing as grong
evaluation (at least not on this planet)Dthe language in which these terms are couched and by
which they are made meaningful would dsappear. But so longas we're aound, Taylor thinks,
these ordinary ways in which we evaluate and make sense of our lives canna simply be
disregarded as@nred.® He daims, 3f we canna deli berate eff ectively, or understand and
explain people's adionill uminatingly, withou such terms as “courage' or “generosity’, then
these aereal features of our world.° (my italics)™ | emphasize dur® because such areferenceto
the world as our world isgoingto irk some peopleif | let it passunndiced. The "humanization
of the world might to pu arather subjedive cap onthings, and daesn't obviously establish
objedive validity in the way that someone like Mackie would sean to want it. But Taylor has a

point here, | think, and it isthis: when we're worried abou morality, we're worried about an

3aThe Subjedtivity of Values?in Ethical Theory 4™ Edition. Ed. Pojman, 452454

n fad, Taylor announces in a response to Frederick Olafson's comments on Souces (for those who weren't
already sure): @Platonism isdead.’ It isinteresting to note that here Taylor is responding to what he takesto be a
false ontologicd dichotomy suggested by Olafsonbthat we must commit either to a Platonic redi sm or some kind
of anti-redismband Taylor claimsthat there is no reason to think that there aren’'t any paositions in-between.
¥Heidegger,° he suggests, @occupies one such pasition.® (from the Book Symposium on  Souces of the Self in
Phil osophy and Phenomenalogical Research, 65:1 (1994), 210)

! Sources, 69
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enterprise that involves the adivities and lives of human beings. That is, morality addresses the
human world. Peding df our thick concepts or qualitative distinctionsis like trying to describe
an arange withou appeding to its orangenes®Pyou can doit, but youd be leaving something,

an important something, ou of the picture. We tend to think of the orangenessas real. Part of its
redity consistsin its offering us the "best acourt' (to use ancther Taylor phrase) of what an
orangeis. For Taylor, the same goes for the mncepts employed and the goods picked ou by
them in ou strongevaluations.

Taylor has me momentum going with this line of argument. For one thing, if we started
looking aroundfor all the cmncepts we anploy that dorit seem to pick out anything concretely
red, wewould have to throw alot of stuff away: we can say goodbyeto love and hete, and
perhaps we could dowithou the majority of our psychoogicd adjectives (or maybe we could
just redefine these termsto refer only to the brain states that ook li ke sadness depresson,
anger, etc.). In faa, Taylor makes an eff ort to turn the anti-reali st argument from queernessonits
head, panting ou that thereis something queer (or dishorest) abou taking, say, anon-
cogritivist approach to morality, which deaves values gandingin ou actua life-world as
inescgpable in ou real-life deliberations, bu then makes aglobal, marginal comment to the
effect that they are not really real .°*° To return to an earlier point, Taylor, too, worries abou how
an ethics of thiskindis suppcsed to have any force to itDif values and evaluative concepts are
lakking oljedive mntent, then why dowe make such afussabou them? Taylor asks, with a
somewhat ad haninem tone: af you day the game [of ethics] internally with such vigor, how
seriously can we take your claim that it isall akind o shadow play?*’ Putting together much
what I've been working through fere, we might furthermore worry that if all our talk of morality,
our strongevaluations and the terms by which we make these evaluations, redly are no more
than “shadow play’, andif these adivities are refledive of, or intrinsic to, the beings which go on
in their lives employing these concepts (i.e. us), then a skepticd suggestion might be made that

what we do, lifeitself, isalso "akind d shadow play.' We might resign ouselvesto the daim,

16 athics and Ontology,® The Journal of Phil osophy (June 2003, 311
7 athics and Ontology,° 312
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° ®\What worries me here

aAll the world's a stage, and all the men and women merely players.
(andwhat | take to worry Taylor) is not so much the Shakespearean metaphar as the tone of the
anti-redi st skepticism that suggestsit to us, and the sense that such a ¥alse®world would
degrade the human situation. Filtering ou the richer of our moral concepts drains our life-world
of color, deprivesit of the human quality that concerns us here; even if we ae only worried
abou amorality of obligation, we still must at some point take the whaoe human into accountd
for Taylor, thisincludes the moral language we use, and the ideal s this language points toward,
when we go about making trying to make sense of our lives. It isthisfull acoun that the thin
conception d morality can't accourt for onits own.

None of thisisto say that Taylor's pasition (or mine) is goingto solve dl the moral
problems. Rather, my effort to this point has been ony to loasen the grasp of a cetain picture of
morality on ou thinking (with Taylor's help). While there is one tension between namative
ethicd theories and moral ideals, there dso exists tensions within the ideds themselves,
espedaly in authenticity and the vague range of waysin which it is understood. This range of
interpretations, and their incompatibility bath with ead ather and with the sense that some kind
of moral normativity is needed for asocial network of humansto get by, hes frved to make talk
abou authenticity a dli ppery subject, and ore that we would beinclined to quickly reject if we

were overly concerned just to get down to the answers abou what it isright (or what we ought)

to do.Hopefully, the preceding dscusson hes slted the ice abit.

V. Authenticity, Subjedivism, and the Role of Others

So far, | have been arguing to the eff ect that our moral considerations need to accourt for
more than just our social ohli gations and the rightnessand wrongressof our actions. The scope
of morality needs to widened in order to addressnot only of the living d our lives from the third-
person perspedive, sub specie aeterni, but aso from our first-person, persond, perspedive. It is
from this paint of view that we gprehend aurselves most immediately; it is from the first-person

perspedive that it becomes most obvious to me that thislifeis mine. This2@mineness® as

18 As You Likelt, Il vii Ins. 139-140
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Heidegger suggests, makes my life an item of concern for me. A full conception o morality
shoud have something to say abou my concern for what kind o lifel live; thisisamoral
guestion, insofar as we fed that there ae better and worse, right and wrongways of living. |
think talk abou authenticity plays auseful role in thiskind o discusson. | say useful, rather than
crucial, or key, because | dont want to suggest that authenticity, or any o its sub-partsin
isolation, are dl that matter.

The problems | now want to dscussinvolve misinterpretations of authenticity and the
many considerations that load into thisided that are particularly tempting, gven certain
predispositions of our culture. From a moralbspedfically, from a normativebviewpaint, the
first-person pant of view can be problematic: it hintsat akind o subjedivism, which might
arouse askepticd inclinationto doult that any kind d objectivity isto be foundin morality.
Perhaps worse, the first-person perspedive pushed to its most self-absorbed extreme seems to
cdl for areativism from which the moral skeptic might be tempted to take the full legp into
moral nihilism. If how | deddeto ad andliveisredly only dependent on my predil edions, then
al thistalk of ‘right way' and "wrongway' does turn ou to be akind d “shadow play.’ It then
seams unclear why | ough to take seriously anyone dse'smoral criticisms of how | want to live.

The posshility of being an authentic self seams, at least onthe surface, to have ahold on
our culture. One need only look at current marketing strategiesin order to get a sense of the high
pricewe have put onindividuality, alegedly in the name of self-fulfillment, self-expression, and
of performing these actsin amanner that is faithful to ou individual quirks and preferences:
cdlular phore companies promise to caer to our individua needs; Dr. Pepper says: Be yolf,
the United States Armed Services tell s the cadet that he or she can become An army of one°
and advises the soldier to Be dl you can be.l | cite the marketing industry's use of individuality
in arder to hint at the posshility of deceotion within the ided. These examples make explicit the
apped of authenticity-related idealsin ou consumer culture, while a the same time showing
how an ided can be turned onits heal in order to sell a product to the cnsumer mass The moral
problem, as | have suggested, is that this emphasis onthe individual can have adistorting eff ect

on authenticity: in the quest for self-fulfillment, much else that is crucial to ou lives can get left
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out, or relegated to a second-class s$atus. Thisincludes espedally therole of othersin ou lives
(friends, coll eagues, intimates) as sources of recogntion d our achievements (or faili ngs), as
well asthe relevance of the horizons,® or socio-historical frameworks, surroundng ou livesin
relation to the projeds which we pursue.

Consider for instance, ataletold to every child that 3 ou can be anything youwant to
be® whil e this might a conceptual truth (if we limit @eing® to human occupations), | doult there
is much practical truth in the statement. On the surface it suggests that the only relevant
badkgroundto ore's becoming what he or she wantsto be is a strongenough asire. But awhole
host of prerequisites, constraints, and aher detail s get left out in such abald claim. Yet | take it
that thisoptimistic story wetell (or are told) is paradigmatic of a cetain way in which our
culture tendsto project the individual's range of posshiliti es without adequate reference to the
badkgroundstory of the individual, to the cntingent limitations that impose themselves onthis
or that life due to the fad that each of usis?ahrown® into the world under varying circumstances.
Not al of us havethe right dispasitionto play a hand-shaking pditi cian, o aretall or athletic
enoughto play center for the L.A. Lakers. ESpousing certain projects as thase which are
important to me and gve meaning to my life (like becoming a professonal athlete, or demanding
certain social benefits) may involve ather a severe misapprehension d my actua situation a a
selfish, urfounded claim abou what | @deserve to get® from life.

Strong evaluation comesinto play here. While onthe one hand | desireto pusue my
goals, to win myself over, | might be warned na to be too self-centered (say, if I'm a
workahdlic, negligent husband), or to "get real’ instead of day-dreaming abou far-fetched
paosshiliti es (such as that my life will beincomplete urtil I've won aNobel Prize). If | take
seriously encouragement and admonishment about how | go abou living, as| takeit | shoud in
at least some caes, aswell asthe contingent fad that I'm “cut out' to dosome things better than
others, and that some goods are more important, valuable, or preferable than athers, then | find
that there is something like aright and awrongway to live my life, that certain gaals or projeds

will be, for me, good @ bad oresto pusue.
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Where does grongevaluation come from? Clearly, | can and will sometimes perform this
task by self-refledion, bu in many cases, my own pant of view on myself may prove to be
inadequate, for instance, if I'm deluding myself, or under agreat amount of stressor anxiety
abou my current positionin life. Also, if | am degly committed to an extreme eyoistic
individualism, | may be unable or might refuse to 2step ouside myself to survey the landscgpe
of others needs. Such a position might indeed make me %lind to the world® beyondmy own
concerns. To bein this paosition seems mistaken, becaise if | can't (or refuse to) accourt for the
external fadors operatingin my life (other people, societal demands), then my own interests
bemme disconneded from the framework in which they have any significance aframework that
includes these external considerations.

Other people stand in relation to us as urces of recogrnition. Much of what and who we
are, we owe to the parts others have played in ou lives, from the ealy role of teaching us how to
spedk the language to the multit ude of roles people play later in our livesbas friends, instructors,
students, etc. The interadions we have with athersinvolve, in ore way or ancther,
communicaion (or arefusal to communicate), and this communicaion depends uponalevel of
mutual understanding, a recogrition d one another as being similar enoughin kind (we spe
the same language, say), in arder that we can go onin ou dialoguesin meaningful ways. This
communicaioniscrucial to ou development, na just because it off ers us accessto information
andideas that lie outside our own heads, bu also because others gand as a ‘soundng bards' for
that which we ammmunicae to them. When we spek to someone, when ou words €licit a
reaction from them, the other person reflects in some way who we ourselves are; we get a sense
of ourselves from the manner in which athers respondto ou actions and words. This exchange
with ather persons requires akind d opennesstoward the other; that is, we have to li sten to what
the other person has to say, and take seriously their concernsbor at least take serioudly that they
take their concerns seriously. This opennessto athers may further require akind d respect for
others, which would invalve treating a recognizing them in some way as equal to us. Rgjeding
this opennesstends to undermine communicaion, and recogrition: when we “soundoff' on

someone withou adually caring what they have to say abou it, or talk past each ather to ou
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own ends, commnunication becomes chimericd. Often, what we are seeking from othersis
approval, whether implicit or explicit; we speak to make ourselves known, recogrnized as an
independent self. Refusingto grant alevel of resped, or recgntionin return, to the other, we
defeat the purpose of dialogue; we implicitly reject the relevance of their evaluations to whatever
our own projeds are. To perform this denial acrossthe board, to raise our concern for our own
projeds or self-fulfillment to a status uch that no ore dse's concerns or criti cisms can trump
them puts us in an awkward pasition: as ocia creaures, we nead athersbthey are part of the
badgroundfrom which we form our conceptions of ourselvesband we need away of deding
with ead ather. Communicaion dfersjust this, but if we rgjed the relevance of the other's
viewpoint (which perhaps includes his or her own concernsto pusue the authentic ided), then it
seams that we are rgeding (or devaluing) the very thing which we desired uponengaging the
other personbrecognition, approval, criticism, advice, etc.

All of this ansto require that we rejed a subjectivism (or egoism) in which my
interests or my self-fulfillment trump all other external interests. The very ideal we're
pursuingbauthenticitybinvolves grongevaluation. It presumes that some ways of living, and
some dtitudes toward my life, will be, for me, more or lessauthentic. If we consider the
athrownness of the individual into the world, evaluating my life will i nvolve surveying my
badkground,too, which includes other people. Faili ng to adknowledge the place (or ladk of a
placg of othersin my life, the projed of authenticity seemsto loseitsfooting. Most of usdolive
within asociety of others, and these others make up the dialogical framework throughwhich
recogrition (even self-recogrition, ore might think™) is possble. It is tempting to see
authenticity as unconcerned with the role of othersbafter all, self-fulfillment isjust abou me,

right?Dbut this "version' of authenticity leavzes too much ou, and getsitself into trouble.

¥ Hegel, for instance, thought that without recogniti on from others, the individual could not quite adieve a¥ull
self-consciousnessP because it is through the other that one sees his or her own contingencybthat that objed (the
other person) isjust like me. That meansthat, in her eyes, I, too, am an 2objed.® This moment of recognition is
intended to cause the individual to redizethat dife°(in the biologicad sense) isjust asimportant as one's dnner,°
subjedive cnsciousness. (In The Phenomenology of Spirit, Self-Consciousness®) Taylor seemsto accet some
version of this Hegelian notion of reaognition as crucial to the formation of self-consciousness.
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Consider, for example, the peculiar positionin Jesse Kalin's3n Defense of Egoism.° On
hisacoun, a mndtionrequired in arder for the ehical egoaist's theory to maintain coherenceis
that the egyoist canna articulate his paosition (the rationale behind his adions) to anyone dse:
aThe egaist istruly isolated from any moral community, and must always decide and ad alone,
withou the help of others.? * Thisis because such an articulation might undermine the egaist's
interests, presumably because others would grow suspicious of his motives. Kalin considers the
criticism that amoral theory must operate within a social sphere but rejects this, claiming that
what mattersis@he rational justification o a cetain course of behavior.© He writes: 3
personally think that it makes sense to speak of egoism as amorality, sincel think it makes snse
to speek of a Private morality® and d its being superior to 3ulic morality.®© *

But what function daes the “rational justificaion o a cetain course of behavior' serveif
it canna be aticulated (with rational consistency, by the egoist's own lights) in a pulic sphere?
If thisrational justificalionisaacessble only to the egaist, then the rationality of the egoist's
adions within the social sphereis, in effect, imposdgble to dscern (or at any rate, whatever
interpretation we give to hisadions may well be the wrong ore). The egaist thusisolates himself
from the moral dialogue of his surroundng community, and this suggests that his 3rivate
morality® must somehow be guided by akind d 3rivate language® by which he goes about
making Hs moral valuations. Kalin seems to assume that it would be perfectly smple for
someone to operate within this moral silence, bu the ladc of an interlocutor in the egoist's moral
considerations eems, to me, to leave the egoist withou any substantial framework by which to
measure his evaluations. Kalin himself poaints out that the egoist isnat in any kind o paositionto
have amoral conversationwith anyore dse, and | have dready naed the need for othersin the
shaping d our lives (bath morally and aherwise, | takeit). Furthermore, if everyone held such a
pasition with regard to mordlity, then it appears that talk abou moral questions would have to
disappea dtogether; if, as egaists, | can't tell you the real reasons for why | act as| do, and you

can't tell mewhy youad as you do,then we simply can't talk abou morality at all, without

2K alin, Jese, 4n Defense of Egoism,° Ethical Theory 4™ Edition, Ed. Pojman, 104
#Kalin, 107
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foiling ou own self-interested motives. A moral theory that, in effed, makes morality disappear
from our verbal, social world seems like no moral theory at all. Seekingto be authentic, if one
can't talk about it, or if the evaluations of others are whally disregarded in ou dedsion-making,
seamsto drift into this problem of inarticulacy and forced silence.

What needs to be dore now isto attempt a pasiti ve sketch of what authenticity must take
into consideration in order to avoid the difficulti es explored above. For thistask, | will borrow a
schema offered by Taylor, and will also look at the problems in reconciling ou need for moral

agreement with authenticity.

V. Mora Tension

Taylor offers the following as a tharacterization d authenticity's manifold concerns:

[W]e can say that authenticity (A) involves (i) creaion and construction as well as discovery, (ii)
originality, and frequently (iii ) opposition to the rules of society and even paentially to what we recognize
asmorality. But it isalso true...that it (B) requires (i) opennessto horizons of significance (for otherwise
the aedionloses the background that can save it from insignificance) and (ii) a self-definitionin dialogue.
That these demands may be in tension hasto be all owed.”

(A) touches ontheindividual, or personal dimension d authenticity. Seeking fulfilli ng projeds
inmy liferequires an effort on my part; Taylor prefers to characterize these eff orts as often being
creative and exploratorybwe seek out the projeds and goals that “fit' our individual

dispasitions, charader, and talents. Furthermore, (A-ii) and (A-iii ) seem to capture the nature of
being an authentic self | discussed in Section Il above. Authenticity cdlson us ometimes to
make abred from the "averageness of our day-to-day lives, or to question a even revolt

against the commonway of doingthings in ou culture, in areas sich as pdliti cs, morality,
religion, hane life, and educaion. That is, authenticity, as an expresson d one'sindividuality,
uniqueness and dfference, requires usto dstingush ouselvesin the roles that we undertake in
a societybto make meaningful to ourselves the projeds and roles we chocse. In ddangthis, we
make our lives, our selves, meaningful in terms of what we take to be important and worth dang,
and it seansthat this choasing, and this embrace of our projeds, is essential to the posshility of

achieving a sense of self-fulfillment.

22 The Ethics of Authenticity, 66
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We might cdl (B) the hadkgroundrequirement® for (A), and dvideit accordingly into
itstwo parts: (B-i) the socio-historicd component, and (B-ii) the dialogical (other-related)
comporent. The socio-historical comporent involves making reference to external fads abou
theworld, and d our historica and cultural locaion and situation within it, when we go about
choasing ou projeds and setting ou goals. What we do is always embedded within a socio-
historicd context; our range of passhiliti es, and which passhbiliti es can be meaningful (and how
s0), are determined in part by ou backgroundstory: where we live, ou educdion, ou standing
in the mmmunity, age, sex, etc. These mntingent facts about our identity set the stage for many
of our dedsions and goals, and they often suggest to us which projects are doable. For example,
someore like myself might choase to pursue ahigher educaion a to start afamily, and such
commitments could be gpropriated by me in authentic ways. But onthe other hand, if | believe
that becoming a samurai warrior will make my life meaningful, bu livein Fayettevill e,
Arkansas, in the 21% century, one might think that I'm being unredlistic about how | want to live:
the framework of my life doesn't seem to admit any meaning to thiskind o existence How
would | survive?How would | function within my society? Whowould | relateto? Beinga
samurai ladks any significance within my community, and withou significance, it seans that my
life & asamurai in Northwest Arkansas will be & best trivial, if not meaningless One might
suggest that it doesn't matter what other people make of my choice, that my living this way
needn't have any reference to anyone dse. Perhaps | become acompletely self-sufficient samurai
hermit, and am happy living like this. But then | want to say: | dorit know what to say. The
totally isolated case seemsto fall out of the sphere of our considerations. If | (non-samurai |)
were to meet the samurai hermit, and have acup d sake with him, I might have something to
say, and | might furthermore exped that the samurai have somethingto say abou himself and
why he'sliving hislifethisway. If he simply shrugs, and says, @ dont know, it just seemslike a
goodidea® this resporse may na sit well with me. By the standards of my community, it
doesn't seam that | can judge the samurai hermit to be authentic, if | can evaluate hislifestyle &
al. Hisway of life makes no reference (or maybe only a negating reference) to a ommunity. If

hislifeisfulfilli ngfor him, he'sthe only onein apositionto "know' this; to the rest of us, he
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may just seem anut. If he doesn't have astory to tell us, then it's unclear why we shoud think
otherwise.

Thisimagined exchange with the samurai hermit brings out (negatively) what Taylor is
driving at in (B-ii), the dialogicd componrent of authenticity. Thisrelatesto the role of others
discussed in Sedion |V above. The whale strong eval uative processof approving and
disapproving, d cdlingan adionright or wrong,isdialogical in neture. It involves a person or
thing to be evaluated onthe one hand and an evaluator on the other. As | mentioned, sometimes
we can play bath parts ourselves (we can &alk to ouselvesP®), but often, | think, and especially if
we live within a community (as aimost all of usdo), our introspedive dialogues will probably
not be sufficient for usto fully apprehend ou situationbto seewhat range of posshiliti es are
avail able to us, and what detail s (abou the state of the union, a the desires and rneeds of others
in ou lives) we need to accourt for when chocsing amongthe posshiliti es. Input from othersis
necessry, too.

| takeit that (B-ii) introduces an important element into authenticity insofar as the
dialogicd requirement makes evaluative aiticism part of the endeavor for authenticity. Failingto
take the viewpaints of others sriously thus may amourt to aform of inauthenticitybin which
we fail to appropriately take our “horizons of significance (which includes other people) fully
into acourt. Public morality, then, must be accourted for within the ided of authenticity, insofar
aswe livein apulic world. Here it seems that considerations abou what specific ads or duties
areright or goodcome back into play, and | take it that we an (and dg go abou formulating
normative ehicd principles and debating their usefulnessand correctness

The final sentencefrom the Taylor excerpt aboveis crucia: #That these demands [of
authenticity] may bein tension hasto be dlowed.° It hints again at why authenticity does not
exclude omommitting oreself to pubic morality. Welivein asocial world and reed general rules
to help usalongin ou dedings with ahers. But onthe other hand, | take it that nore of the
general ruleswe have so far formulated are crrect for all the cases. We seein contemporary

ethics that 2hard cases® can be cnstructed against any namative theory. * Thisiswhy

% By ehard cases,® | mean the cases around which moral arguments arise between rival normative theories.
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authenticity sometimes requires arevolt, or break, from morality. Sometimes we can just seethat
atheory isleading isin thewrong dredion, a that the arrent situationis  extraordinary that
the rules have simply broken down. Moral dilemmas can arise because two dfferent idedswe
hold are in conflictbfor example, in cases where general utility is at odds with ou spedal
obligations to intimates. To suggest that we throw away one ided or the other, once and for all,
in arder to solve acase seemsto oversmplify things, and oversimplifies them in away that may
just be psychadogicdly impossble for humans to cope with. Sometimes we just have to decide in
the hard cases, and then ded with the outcome, na labeling either horn asright or wrong. Within
the authenticity ided, such cases will i nvolve dements of creaivity or revolt. Take Sartre's
clasgc case of the student whois faced with the dilemma of whether to join the FreeFrench
Forcesin England (during WWI1) or to stay at home to care for his aged mother (who will have
no ore dseif heleaes).” Choasing the revolution, the student dets himself downe with regard
to theimportance he ascribesto his mother's well-being. Choasing his mother, he lets himself
down with regard to the importance of livingwithin a cetain kind o pdliti cd society, and o
doing his part to improve society (aswell as helping oppae the forces against which his brother
lost hislife). Adding arbitrary quantitative weights to each side of this case demeans the
immense difficulty of the decision. If ascde were all that was needed, the student wouldn't
suffer from theimpending dedsion he must make. Oversimplifying the dilemma, perhaps
suggesting he employ aroughand ready moral calculus, seansto insult the genuinenessof his
strugde.

But at the end o the day, we find that such dilemmas are "hard cases' precisely because
the ae aypicd of the nature of most of our decisions, adions, and situations. Herman Phili pse
critiques Heidegger's nations of authenticity and free choice, claming, af ead authentic human
being were fredy to choose which moral normsto accept...it would be amirade that all human
beings accept the same moral universals.®® In ore respect, | understand Phili pse's worry, but |

think that the threar that presumably arises from thisworry can be aneliorated by making

% sartre, Jean-Paul, @The Humanism of Existentialism,° trans. Frechtman (1957) in Guignon & Pereboam, eds.
Existentialism: Basic Writings, 2" Editi on, Hadkett (2007, 297-298
% aHeidegger and Ethics?® Inquiry 42 (1999) 455
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referenceto the multi-faceted conception d authenticity | have offered. For one thing, moral
disagreament does not entail moral chaos (asis demonstrated by the disagreament in
contemporary ethics within afunctioning, nonchaotic society). The dialogical requirement
seamsto entail acertain amourt of cooperation between parties, at least, where thereis not
agreement. Furthermore, once aithenticity is understood nd to be merely a self-serving a self-
centered ided, but must make referenceto athers andto the historicd setting, ore might seethe
tensions that arise between the demands of (A) and (B) abowve present not a negative problem,
but a positi ve chall enge to morality. If we find a person's projeds or goals to be relevant or
meaningful or useful, or otherwise agreethat there is no reason to impinge uponcertain personal
projeds, then the dhalengeliesin haw to square this personal demand with the rules of the
socia world. Tensionis necessary, in that individual demands must never completely trump
socia goods, and at the same time, we are inclined to fed that there are limits on hav many
social demands can beimpaosed uponthe individual. As | suggested, avinning oreself,° or being
authentic, will not simply be amatter of dissolving the tension ketween (A) and (B), between the
personal and the puldic, bu rather requires oneto actively seek to harmonize the demands of
these two pdes of one'slife. Slidingtoo far toward akind o subjedivism tendsto undermine
one side of the picture, while slidingtoo far toward social utility seamsto undermine the picture
we hold of humans, their individual value and integrity. A virtue of authenticity, | think, isits
reluctanceor inability to produce asingle right answer abou how to live, or a ¥ecipe® dout
what authenticity itself, for ead person, will [ ook like in the flesh, while & the same time giving
us aprovisional set of important considerations in choasing haw to live. It illuminates the stage
onwhich we ancern ouselves with moral questions of right and wrong, better and worse ways
of livingand ading. Asamoral ided, | take it that authenticity, if we chocseto pusueit or
otherwise incorporate theided into our lives, gives us an appropriate groundlevel reason for
seeking ou solutions to moral problems. we want to be &rue to ouselves.’ But asl've

discussed, thiswill generaly include much more than ou own subjedive desires.



