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I. Acts versus Ideals: What Is the Proper Scope of Moral Theory?

A diff icult tension exists between normative ethical theories and moral ideals. The former

seek to offer formulas, or rules, for what one ought to do; the latter offer pictures of the kinds of

commitments, goals, and ‘moral standards of li ving,’ a good li fe consists in. Contemporary

ethics seems to give priority to the working out of normative theories, while either presupposing

a motivating ideal without argument (such as that the maximization of overall happiness is best,

or that rationality is best) or by disregarding moral ideals as unnecessary. Both these ways of

skipping over talk of moral ideals is, I think, misguided, since it seems that it is from the ideals

we value that we derive our motivation to do what is right, or good. Something must be said

about moral ideals—we ought to be able to give some articulate response to the question “Why

be moral?” (Or more specifically, “What is supposed to motivate us to be moral?”) If moral

ideals are just nonsense (or rhetoric), then one must ask, “Why are we concerned to be moral?”

That is, if the search for a “ right” normative ethical theory is a project that cannot give reasons

for its philosophizing as it does, cannot articulate why humans intrinsically demand respect or

why maximization of happiness is good, then normative ethics would appear to rest on a

mysterious foundation. The very activity of “doing ethics” presupposes that there is something

good about this project: that establishing a rational, articulate basis to morality and the acts and

decisions we ultimately judge by it will im prove our situation, our li ves. That is, we do ethics

because we think it will help us live a certain kind of li fe (say, a decent, civil , or good li fe).

Charles Taylor has been highly criti cal of “ the tendency in contemporary philosophy to

give a very narrow focus to morality.” He says of this narrowness:

Morality is conceived purely as a guide to action. It is thought to be concerned purely with what it is right
to do rather than with what it is good to be. In a related way the task of moral theory is identified as
defining the content of obligation rather than the nature of the good li fe. In other words, morals concern
what we ought to do; this excludes both what it is good to do, even though we aren’ t obliged (which is why
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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.1

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.” 2 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.” 3 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.

                                                          
1 Sources of the Self, Cambridge: Harvard UP (1989) 79 (Hereafter noted as Sources)
2 Sources, 89
3 ªWhat Makes Acts Right?º in Ethical Theory 4th Edition. Ed. Pojman, 275
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The most diff icult question I will have to address is how to ªshape upº authenticity in light of it

various interpretations (which Taylor sometimes claims are mere distortions) and the apparent

clash between authenticity and our ethical concern for normativity. This is the tension I alluded

to: normativity seems to ask for a kind of moral conformity whereas an ideal such as authenticity

demands, at times at least, anything but conformity, and sometimes may suggest outright revolt.

A solution to this tension, I think, will arrive through a ªretrievalº 4 of the ideal from its confused,

incomplete, and distorted interpretations, as well as by reevaluating what it is we want in terms

of ªnormativityº from a moral ideal. Ultimately, a tension may remain between authenticity and

normativity, but there is no reason to take this as philosophically repugnant, since a full -bodied

moral understanding of ourselves couldn't obviously be any less complicated (or tension-fill ed)

than we ourselves are. Wittgenstein noted of language that it ªis a part of the human organism

and is not less complicated than it,º and we might think of morality as being in a similarly

complex position.5 Just as Wittgenstein came to see the workings of language as not governed by

a singular underlying logic, it may well be that we can only get a grip on the full set of our moral

concerns—on what we ought to do and how we ought to be—not by dissolving the

aforementioned tension, but rather by adjusting our demands on both sides of the overall i ssue.

Moral ideals and normative theories, while related in their evaluative tones, operate in some

respects on different levels in the individual and social spheres. What we demand of, and what

we can say about authenticity will differ from what we want to get out of normative theories.

Authenticity will be, I take it, a bit broader, more concerned with ‘ the big picture' of our li ves

rather than the more immediate concerns surrounding specific actions.

II . An Existential Dichotomy: The Authentic/Inauthentic Distinction

I have suggested that authenticity can be understood as offering an important moral ideal

(one that is involved with certain convictions we have about the value of our individual goals and

desires and of freedom, perhaps). In seeking to characterize authenticity, I want to begin briefly

                                                          
4 I borrow this term from Taylor, who considers his project a ªretrieval project.º
5 Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, §4.002, trans. C.K. Ogden,  NY: Dover (1999)
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with Martin Heidegger's treatment of the concept in Being and TimeÐa treatment which,

notably, Heidegger would have claimed is not moral in content, but is rather ontological, or

phenomenologically descriptive of the Being of human beings and the ‘modes' in which we can

exist.

Heidegger characterizes the human being as an agent which is ªthrownº into  the worldÐ

each person arrives on the scene and occupies a particular space within the world, a space that

imposes a given set of historical and cultural customs and constraints. It is within this context

that each person learns how to function within the society. But as none of this occurs by the

choice of the individualÐat least not initially (recall , we are thrown into the world)Ðour

beginnings in this world are characterized as essentially ªaverage,º or typical of all persons in

our society. We do not choose our situation, our language, our parents, or our social norms; none

of what we do in accordance with, say, our cultural customs says anything in particular about us

as individual personsÐwhat we do day-to-day is just our average everyday activity. There is a

close connection between this ‘averageness' and inauthenticity. Inauthenticity involves

something like simply doing as we are told, or going along the way in which other people do in

our society, without any kind of reference to ourselves or how what we do makes up an intrinsic

part of our own identity, reflects on us individually. This identification of inauthenticity as a kind

of complacency arises from the fact that we are each in charge of our own lives; this li fe is mine,

Heidegger would say. (To some extent, even the most unreflective person realizes this.) I am

concerned about my li fe; I care what happens to me, how my li fe goes. My li fe, claims

Heidegger, is my possibilit y. All the possibiliti es, the choices I might make, the relationships or

projects with which I might involve myself, are contained within the range of the time I am alive.

The suggestion (and it is often littl e more than that in Heidegger's work) is that the authentic li fe

involves ªowning upº to my own existence, choosing my li fe, or choosing to do something with

my li fe, or choosing to choose, rather than going along with whatever my society offers me or

tells me to doÐor to use more familiar language, authenticity involves refusing in certain cases

to merely go along with whatever is ªcoolº or ªtrendyº, following the crowd. Heidegger claims
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[B]ecause Dasein is in each case essentially its own possibilit y, it can, in its very Being, ̀ choose' itself and
win itself; it can also lose itself and never win itself; or only `seem' to do so. But only in so far as it is
essentially something which can be authenticÐthat is, something of its ownÐcan it have lost itself and not
yet won itself.6

Interestingly, just as Heidegger has introduced this idea of winning or losing oneselfÐ

presumably, by making authentic, self-motivated choicesÐhe goes on to note that inauthenticity

ªdoes not signify any ̀ less' Being or any ̀ lower' degree of being…even in its fullest concretion

Dasein can be characterized by inauthenticityÐwhen busy, when excited, when interested, when

ready for enjoyment.º 7

So on the one hand, it appears that authenticity is somehow evaluativeÐthat there is

some kind of criteria, some rule or method one must follow in order to be authentically oneself;

furthermore, the notion of `winning oneself' seems to have a positive, or approving connotation.

Inauthenticity, one might think, should be avoided, since it involves a loss of oneself (i.e. a loss

of control over oneself or one's choices, and thus a loss of freedom). But then Heidegger claims

that inauthenticity doesn't have these strong negative connotations because, in some sense, we

`lose track' of ourselves often, when we laugh or are busied with some project. We aren't really

thinking about ourselves or our choices when we are thus absorbed in what we're doing. So,

inauthenticity is just a different `mode of being' than authenticity.

The problem, of course, is that this second understanding of inauthenticity seems at odds

with the first, negative, interpretation. Are these terms evaluative or merely ontologically

descriptive? Heidegger opts for the latter answer (since providing an ontology of humans is the

purpose his project in Being and Time), but an examination of how these terms work themselves

out with the rest of the Heideggarian vocabulary leaves one with the sense that there is something

evaluative about the authentic/inauthentic distinction. Furthermore, one gets the sense that

Heidegger believes that there is something valuable or good about being authentic and ̀ winning

oneself,' even though he makes no explicit claims to this effect. That authenticity involves

                                                          
6 Being and Time, trans. Macquarrie and Robinson (NY: Harper & Row 1962), 68 (Sein und Zeit, 1927, 42-43). Note
that by ªDaseinº Heidegger means a ̀ human being,' a person, or a self; he appropriates this new term, Dasein
(which literally means ªhere-being,º that is, being-here) in order to distance himself from whatever presuppositions
the previous terms used to ̀ name' a human being might involve.
7 Being and Time, 68 (SZ 43)
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freedom and individuality, and that we tend to value these things, makes it hard not to sense that

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

III . Strong Evaluation: The Place of Moral Language

This hint of evaluative force in the concept of authenticity brings me to another issue

explored by Charles Taylor. He takes it that much of the language we use when talking about

what is good, preferable, or meaningful in our choices and our li ves involves what he calls

ªstrong evaluation.º Taylor writes that strong evaluations ªinvolve discriminations of right or

wrong, better or worse, higher or lower, which are not rendered valid by our own desires,

inclinations, or choices, but rather stand independent of these and offer standards by which they

can be judged.º 8
 The concepts we employ, for example ̀ good,' `brave,' `despicable,' `bad,' serve

not simply as descriptive terms for us but include qualitative distinctionsÐour moral preferences

come out in the language we use. Taylor thinks that the thin conception of morality generally

only accounts for certain kinds of strong evaluation, namely, those revolving around the issue of

respect for the li fe of others (where the issue develops into a concern about right or obligatory

acts). But again, Taylor thinks this conception of morality is too narrow, because it leaves out

other areas of our concern in which strong evaluation plays a central role. These involve

ªquestions about how I am going to li ve my li fe which touch on the issue of what kind of li fe is

worth li ving…or of what constitutes a rich, meaningful li feÐas against one concerned with

secondary matters or trivia.º 9 When we give answers to such questions, Taylor thinks our

responses employ strong evaluation: we reply by making qualitative distinctions about different

ways of li ving and in distinguishing what is and isn't meaningful or significant in our li ves or

society. These dialogues involve a moral tone, because when we ask such questions, we ask them

with the conviction that it is possible to ªtake a wrong turn and hence fail to lead a full li fe.º 10

                                                          
8 In an endnote he offers, ªA good test for whether an evaluation is ̀ strong' in my sense is whether it can be the
basis for attitudes of admiration or contempt.º Sources, 4. Strong evaluation is closely related to the manner in
which moral ideals are defined and how they guide our decisions.
9 Sources, 14
10 Sources, 14
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Often, Taylor thinks, the qualitative distinctions we make employ a vocabulary of what

Bernard Willi ams has called ªthick concepts.º Terms like ªbraveº and ªcowardº are, according

to Willi ams, ªat the same time world-guided and action-guiding.º 11 Such concepts are ̀ world-

guided' in that they contain a descriptive element; they pick out features in the worldÐwe call

someone a coward because that characteristic shows up in 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 wrong call Gandhi a coward; we would be misapplying

the concept.) But also, these thick concepts are ̀ action-guiding' in that they suggest reasons for

action (or restraint); a value judgment is often implicit in our application of these terms.

The positive values expressed by such concepts (say, temperance, courage, justice, and

self-motivation), Taylor calls ªhyper-goods.º He takes these hyper-goods to pick out real,

objective features of our world. For many philosophers, such a claim is problematic (if not

outright unbearable) for the reason that it is not obvious why Taylor should claim hyper-goods

are ̀ real', when it seems just as likely that our ªapprehensionº of these goods can be explained in

terms of our psychological (subjective) reactions. An emotivist or non-congitivist might take

such a route. 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

strong evaluation are ªultimately optional.º 12 Taylor thinks this must be wrong, because these

concepts are important to how we make sense of ourselves. But why call them objective goods?

Many at this point might invoke Mackie's ªargument from queerness,º arguing that for such

things to be real objective entities, they would have to be quite strange, and that since no such

                                                          
11 ªEthics and the Limits of Philosophy,º Ethical Theory, 4th Edition. Ed. Pojman, 506
12 Sources, 56. Taylor attributes this attitude to those who argue from the thin conception of morali ty. The reason
such a position might label hyper-goods as optional is that, on Taylor's account, a strong commitment to naturalist
explanations of humans has tended in contemporary philosophy to overshadow the language of goods and virtuesÐ
terms which we use in daily li fe to evaluate how things are going, but which seem superfluous to scientific and
psychological explanations of human beings. If the naturalist in ethics believes that the scientific project can
ultimately succeed in explaining morali ty 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 ethics has in some way precluded the possibili ty that the naturalist can reach back out of the scope of an
ethics of obligatory action, in order to account for the moral evaluations we make about our lives extending beyond
this immediate scope of contemporary normative theories. (This discussion takes up the whole of Part 1 in Sources,
and is far too much for me to fully rearticulate here.)
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strange entities exist (for all we know or should expect from what we know), we ought to

conclude that objective values couldn't possibly exist. 13

But at this point in the argument between Taylor and his rivals, there seems to be a

problem of ambiguity; it's not clearÐin fact, it's quite probableÐthat `real' and ̀ objective'

aren't being used the same way on all sides of the issue. The argument from queerness brings to

mind entities that sound quaintly Platonic, and I for one (and Taylor, for two, it seems) can agree

with Mackie that it's entirely unclear what such entities would be like. When Taylor claims that

our strong evaluations pick out real, objective hyper-goods, he doesn't have anything remotely

Platonic in mind.14 What Taylor suggests, rather than these misleadingly `concrete' ways of

understanding ̀ real', is to compare his conception of these hyper-goods to how we regard

`secondary qualiti es' (in the Cartesian/Lockean sense). Without humans, there is no such thing as

ªredºÐthe wavelengths of light remain, but the sensation of redness disappears since there aren't

any humans around to have it. Similarly, without humans, there would be no such thing as strong

evaluation (at least not on this planet)Ðthe language in which these terms are couched and by

which they are made meaningful would disappear. But so long as we're around, Taylor thinks,

these ordinary ways in which we evaluate and make sense of our li ves cannot simply be

disregarded as ªunreal.º He claims, ªIf we cannot deliberate effectively, or understand and

explain people's action ill uminatingly, without such terms as ̀ courage' or `generosity', then

these are real features of our world.º (my italics)15 I emphasize ªourº because such a reference to

the world as our world is going to irk some people if I let it pass unnoticed. The ̀ humanization'

of the world might to put a rather subjective cap on things, and doesn't obviously establish

objective validity in the way that someone like Mackie would seem to want it. But Taylor has a

point here, I think, and it is this: when we're worried about morality, we're worried about an

                                                          
13 ªThe Subjectivity of Values,º in Ethical Theory 4th Edition. Ed. Pojman, 452-454
14 In fact, Taylor announces in a response to Frederick Olafson's comments on Sources (for those who weren't
already sure): ªPlatonism is dead.º It is interesting to note that here Taylor is responding to what he takes to be a
false ontological dichotomy suggested by OlafsonÐthat we must commit either to a Platonic realism or some kind
of anti-realismÐand Taylor claims that there is no reason to think that there aren’ t any positions in-between.
ªHeidegger,º he suggests, ªoccupies one such position.º (from the Book Symposium on Sources of the Self in
Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, 65:1 (1994), 210)
15 Sources, 69
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enterprise that involves the activities and lives of human beings. That is, morality addresses the

human world. Peeling off our thick concepts or qualitative distinctions is li ke trying to describe

an orange without appealing to its orangenessÐyou can do it, but you'd be leaving something,

an important something, out of the picture. We tend to think of the orangeness as real. Part of its

reality consists in its offering us the ̀ best account' (to use another Taylor phrase) of what an

orange is. For Taylor, the same goes for the concepts employed and the goods picked out by

them in our strong evaluations.

Taylor has some momentum going with this line of argument. For one thing, if we started

looking around for all the concepts we employ that don't seem to pick out anything concretely

real, we would have to throw a lot of stuff away: we can say goodbye to love and hate, and

perhaps we could do without the majority of our psychological adjectives (or maybe we could

just redefine these terms to refer only to the brain states that ªlook likeº sadness, depression,

anger, etc.). In fact, Taylor makes an effort to turn the anti-realist argument from queerness on its

head, pointing out that there is something queer (or dishonest) about taking, say, a non-

cognitivist approach to morality, which ªleaves values standing in our actual li fe-world as

inescapable in our real-li fe deliberations, but then makes a global, marginal comment to the

effect that they are not really real.º 16 To return to an earlier point, Taylor, too, worries about how

an ethics of this kind is supposed to have any force to itÐif values and evaluative concepts are

lacking objective content, then why do we make such a fuss about them? Taylor asks, with a

somewhat ad hominem tone: ªIf you play the game [of ethics] internally with such vigor, how

seriously can we take your claim that it is all a kind of shadow play?º 17 Putting together much

what I've been working through here, we might furthermore worry that if all our talk of morality,

our strong evaluations and the terms by which we make these evaluations, really are no more

than ̀ shadow play', and if these activities are reflective of, or intrinsic to, the beings which go on

in their li ves employing these concepts (i.e. us), then a skeptical suggestion might be made that

what we do, li fe itself, is also ̀ a kind of shadow play.' We might resign ourselves to the claim,

                                                          
16 ªEthics and Ontology,º The Journal of Philosophy (June 2003), 311
17 ªEthics and Ontology,º 312



Authenticity: The Resuscitation of a Moral Ideal Pianalto 10

ªAll the world's a stage, and all the men and women merely players.º 18 What worries me here

(and what I take to worry Taylor) is not so much the Shakespearean metaphor as the tone of the

anti-realist skepticism that suggests it to us, and the sense that such a ªfalseº world would

degrade the human situation. Filtering out the richer of our moral concepts drains our li fe-world

of color, deprives it of the human quality that concerns us here; even if we are only worried

about a morality of obligation, we still must at some point take the whole human into accountÐ

for Taylor, this includes the moral language we use, and the ideals this language points toward,

when we go about making trying to make sense of our li ves. It is this full account that the thin

conception of morality can't account for on its own.

None of this is to say that Taylor's position (or mine) is going to solve all the moral

problems. Rather, my effort to this point has been only to loosen the grasp of a certain picture of

morality on our thinking (with Taylor's help). While there is one tension between normative

ethical theories and moral ideals, there also exists tensions within the ideals themselves,

especially in authenticity and the vague range of ways in which it is understood. This range of

interpretations, and their incompatibilit y both with each other and with the sense that some kind

of moral normativity is needed for a social network of humans to get by, has served to make talk

about authenticity a slippery subject, and one that we would be inclined to quickly reject if we

were overly concerned just to get down to the answers about what it is right (or what we ought)

to do. Hopefully, the preceding discussion has salted the ice a bit.

IV. Authenticity, Subjectivism, and the Role of Others

So far, I have been arguing to the effect that our moral considerations need to account for

more than just our social obligations and the rightness and wrongness of our actions. The scope

of morality needs to widened in order to address not only of the living of our li ves from the third-

person perspective, sub specie aeterni, but also from our first-person, personal, perspective. It is

from this point of view that we apprehend ourselves most immediately; it is from the first-person

perspective that it becomes most obvious to me that this li fe is mine. This ªmineness,º as

                                                          
18 As You Like It, II vii l ns. 139-140
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Heidegger suggests, makes my li fe an item of concern for me. A full conception of morality

should have something to say about my concern for what kind of li fe I li ve; this is a moral

question, insofar as we feel that there are better and worse, right and wrong ways of li ving. I

think talk about authenticity plays a useful role in this kind of discussion. I say useful, rather than

crucial, or key, because I don't want to suggest that authenticity, or any of its sub-parts in

isolation, are all that matter.

The problems I now want to discuss involve misinterpretations of authenticity and the

many considerations that load into this ideal that are particularly tempting, given certain

predispositions of our culture. From a moralÐspecifically, from a normativeÐviewpoint, the

first-person point of view can be problematic: it hints at a kind of subjectivism, which might

arouse a skeptical inclination to doubt that any kind of objectivity is to be found in morality.

Perhaps worse, the first-person perspective pushed to its most self-absorbed extreme seems to

call for a relativism from which the moral skeptic might be tempted to take the full l eap into

moral nihili sm. If how I decide to act and live is really only dependent on my predilections, then

all this talk of `right way' and ̀ wrong way' does turn out to be a kind of `shadow play.' It then

seems unclear why I ought to take seriously anyone else's moral criti cisms of how I want to li ve.

The possibilit y of being an authentic self seems, at least on the surface, to have a hold on

our culture. One need only look at current marketing strategies in order to get a sense of the high

price we have put on individuality, allegedly in the name of self-fulfillment, self-expression, and

of performing these acts in a manner that is faithful to our individual quirks and preferences:

cellular phone companies promise to cater to our individual needs; Dr. Pepper says: ªBe youº;

the United States Armed Services tells the cadet that he or she can become ªAn army of one,º

and advises the soldier to ªBe all you can be.º I cite the marketing industry's use of individuality

in order to hint at the possibilit y of deception within the ideal. These examples make explicit the

appeal of authenticity-related ideals in our consumer culture, while at the same time showing

how an ideal can be turned on its head in order to sell a product to the consumer mass. The moral

problem, as I have suggested, is that this emphasis on the individual can have a distorting effect

on authenticity: in the quest for self-fulfillment, much else that is crucial to our li ves can get left
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out, or relegated to a second-class status. This includes especially the role of others in our li ves

(friends, colleagues, intimates) as sources of recognition of our achievements (or faili ngs), as

well as the relevance of the ªhorizons,º or socio-historical frameworks, surrounding our li ves in

relation to the projects which we pursue.

Consider for instance, a tale told to every child that ªyou can be anything you want to

beº; while this might a conceptual truth (if we limit ªbeingº to human occupations), I doubt there

is much practical truth in the statement. On the surface, it suggests that the only relevant

background to one's becoming what he or she wants to be is a strong enough desire. But a whole

host of prerequisites, constraints, and other details get left out in such a bald claim. Yet I take it

that this optimistic story we tell (or are told) is paradigmatic of a certain way in which our

culture tends to project the individual's range of possibiliti es without adequate reference to the

background story of the individual, to the contingent limitations that impose themselves on this

or that li fe due to the fact that each of us is ªthrownº into the world under varying circumstances.

Not all of us have the right disposition to play a hand-shaking politi cian, or are tall or athletic

enough to play center for the L.A. Lakers. Espousing certain projects as those which are

important to me and give meaning to my li fe (li ke becoming a professional athlete, or demanding

certain social benefits) may involve either a severe misapprehension of my actual situation or a

selfish, unfounded claim about what I ªdeserve to getº from life.

Strong evaluation comes into play here. While on the one hand I desire to pursue my

goals, to win myself over, I might be warned not to be too self-centered (say, if I'm a

workaholic, negligent husband), or to ̀ get real' instead of day-dreaming about far-fetched

possibiliti es (such as that my li fe will be incomplete until I've won a Nobel Prize). If I  take

seriously encouragement and admonishment about how I go about living, as I take it I should in

at least some cases, as well as the contingent fact that I'm ̀ cut out' to do some things better than

others, and that some goods are more important, valuable, or preferable than others, then I f ind

that there is something like a right and a wrong way to li ve my li fe, that certain goals or projects

will be, for me, good or bad ones to pursue.
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Where does strong evaluation come from? Clearly, I can and will sometimes perform this

task by self-reflection, but in many cases, my own point of view on myself may prove to be

inadequate, for instance, if I'm deluding myself, or under a great amount of stress or anxiety

about my current position in li fe. Also, if I am deeply committed to an extreme egoistic

individualism, I may be unable or might refuse to ªstep outside myselfº to survey the landscape

of others' needs. Such a position might indeed make me ªblind to the worldº beyond my own

concerns. To be in this position seems mistaken, because if I can't (or refuse to) account for the

external factors operating in my li fe (other people, societal demands), then my own interests

become disconnected from the framework in which they have any significance, a framework that

includes these external considerations.

Other people stand in relation to us as sources of recognition. Much of what and who we

are, we owe to the parts others have played in our li ves, from the early role of teaching us how to

speak the language to the multitude of roles people play later in our li vesÐas friends, instructors,

students, etc. The interactions we have with others involve, in one way or another,

communication (or a refusal to communicate), and this communication depends upon a level of

mutual understanding, or recognition of one another as being similar enough in kind (we speak

the same language, say), in order that we can go on in our dialogues in meaningful ways. This

communication is crucial to our development, not just because it offers us access to information

and ideas that lie outside our own heads, but also because others stand as a ̀ sounding boards' for

that which we communicate to them. When we speak to someone, when our words elicit 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 others respond to our actions and words. This exchange

with other persons requires a kind of openness toward the other; that is, we have to li sten to what

the other person has to say, and take seriously their concernsÐor at least take seriously that they

take their concerns seriously. This openness to others may further require a kind of respect for

others, which would involve treating or recognizing them in some way as equal to us. Rejecting

this openness tends to undermine communication, and recognition: when we ̀ sound off' on

someone without actually caring what they have to say about it, or talk past each other to our
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own ends, communication becomes chimerical. Often, what we are seeking from others is

approval, whether implicit or explicit; we speak to make ourselves known, recognized as an

independent self. Refusing to grant a level of respect, or recognition in return, to the other, we

defeat the purpose of dialogue; we implicitl y reject the relevance of their evaluations to whatever

our own projects are. To perform this denial across the board, to raise our concern for our own

projects or self-fulfillment to a status such that no one else's concerns or criti cisms can trump

them puts us in an awkward position: as social creatures, we need othersÐthey are part of the

background from which we form our conceptions of ourselvesÐand we need a way of dealing

with each other. Communication offers just this, but if we reject the relevance of the other's

viewpoint (which perhaps includes his or her own concerns to pursue the authentic ideal), then it

seems that we are rejecting (or devaluing) the very thing which we desired upon engaging the

other personÐrecognition, approval, criti cism, advice, etc.

All of this seems to require that we reject a subjectivism (or egoism) in which my

interests or my self-fulfillment trump all other external interests. The very ideal we're

pursuingÐauthenticityÐinvolves strong evaluation. It presumes that some ways of li ving, and

some attitudes toward my li fe, will be, for me, more or less authentic. If we consider the

ªthrownnessº of the individual into the world, evaluating my li fe will i nvolve surveying my

background, too, which includes other people. Faili ng to acknowledge the place (or lack of a

place) of others in my li fe, the project of authenticity seems to lose its footing. Most of us do live

within a society of others, and these others make up the dialogical framework through which

recognition (even self-recognition, one might think19) is possible. It is tempting to see

authenticity as unconcerned with the role of othersÐafter all , self-fulfillment is just about me,

right?Ðbut this ̀ version' of authenticity leaves too much out, and gets itself into trouble.

                                                          
19 Hegel, for instance, thought that without recognition from others, the individual could not quite achieve a ªfull
self-consciousness,º because it is through the other that one sees his or her own contingencyÐthat that object (the
other person) is just like me. That means that, in her eyes, I, too, am an ªobject.º This moment of recognition is
intended to cause the individual to realize that ªlifeº (in the biological sense) is just as important as one's ªinner,º
subjective consciousness. (In The Phenomenology of Spirit, ªSelf-Consciousnessº) Taylor seems to accept some
version of this Hegelian notion of recognition as crucial to the formation of self-consciousness.
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Consider, for example, the peculiar position in Jesse Kalin's ªIn Defense of Egoism.º On

his account, a condition required in order for the ethical egoist's theory to maintain coherence is

that the egoist cannot articulate his position (the rationale behind his actions) to anyone else:

ªThe egoist is truly isolated from any moral community, and must always decide and act alone,

without the help of others.º  20 This is because such an articulation might undermine the egoist's

interests, presumably because others would grow suspicious of his motives. Kalin considers the

criticism that a moral theory must operate within a social sphere but rejects this, claiming that

what matters is ªthe rational justification of a certain course of behavior.º He writes: ªI

personally think that it makes sense to speak of egoism as a morality, since I think it makes sense

to speak of a ªprivate moralityº and of its being superior to ªpublic morality.ºº 21

But what function does the ̀ rational justification of a certain course of behavior' serve if

it cannot be articulated (with rational consistency, by the egoist's own lights) in a public sphere?

If this rational justification is accessible only to the egoist, then the rationality of the egoist's

actions within the social sphere is, in effect, impossible to discern (or at any rate, whatever

interpretation we give to his actions may well be the wrong one). The egoist thus isolates himself

from the moral dialogue of his surrounding community, and this suggests that his ªprivate

moralityº must somehow be guided by a kind of ªprivate languageº by which he goes about

making his moral valuations. Kalin seems to assume that it would be perfectly simple for

someone to operate within this moral silence, but the lack of an interlocutor in the egoist's moral

considerations seems, to me, to leave the egoist without any substantial framework by which to

measure his evaluations. Kalin himself points out that the egoist is not in any kind of position to

have a moral conversation with anyone else, and I have already noted the need for others in the

shaping of our li ves (both morally and otherwise, I take it).  Furthermore, if everyone held such a

position with regard to morality, then it appears that talk about moral questions would have to

disappear altogether; if, as egoists, I can't tell you the real reasons for why I act as I do, and you

can't tell me why you act as you do, then we simply can't talk about morality at all , without

                                                          
20 Kalin, Jesse, ªIn Defense of Egoism,º Ethical Theory 4th Edition, Ed. Pojman, 104
21 Kalin, 107
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foili ng our own self-interested motives. A moral theory that, in effect, makes morality disappear

from our verbal, social world seems like no moral theory at all . Seeking to be authentic, if one

can't talk about it, or if the evaluations of others are wholly disregarded in our decision-making,

seems to drift into this problem of inarticulacy and forced silence.

What needs to be done now is to attempt a positive sketch of what authenticity must take

into consideration in order to avoid the diff iculties explored above. For this task, I will borrow a

schema offered by Taylor, and will also look at the problems in reconcili ng our need for moral

agreement with authenticity.

V. Moral Tension

Taylor offers the following as a characterization of authenticity's manifold concerns:

[W]e can say that authenticity (A) involves (i) creation and construction as well as discovery, (ii )
originality, and frequently (iii ) opposition to the rules of society and even potentially to what we recognize
as morality. But it is also true…that it (B) requires (i) openness to horizons of significance (for otherwise
the creation loses the background that can save it from insignificance) and (ii ) a self-definition in dialogue.
That these demands may be in tension has to be allowed.22

(A) touches on the individual, or personal dimension of authenticity. Seeking fulfilli ng projects

in my li fe requires an effort on my part; Taylor prefers to characterize these efforts as often being

creative and exploratoryÐwe seek out the projects and goals that `fit' our individual

dispositions, character, and talents. Furthermore, (A-ii ) and (A-iii ) seem to capture the nature of

being an authentic self I discussed in Section II above. Authenticity calls on us sometimes to

make a break from the ̀ averageness' of our day-to-day lives, or to question or even revolt

against the ̀ common way of doing things' in our culture, in areas such as politi cs, morality,

religion, home li fe, and education. That is, authenticity, as an expression of one's individuality,

uniqueness, and difference, requires us to distinguish ourselves in the roles that we undertake in

a societyÐto make meaningful to ourselves the projects and roles we choose. In doing this, we

make our li ves, our selves, meaningful in terms of what we take to be important and worth doing,

and it seems that this choosing, and this embrace of our projects, is essential to the possibilit y of

achieving a sense of self-fulfillment.

                                                          
22 The Ethics of Authenticity, 66
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We might call (B) the ªbackground requirementº for (A), and divide it accordingly into

its two parts: (B-i) the socio-historical component, and (B-ii ) the dialogical (other-related)

component. The socio-historical component involves making reference to external facts about

the world, and of our historical and cultural location and situation within it, when we go about

choosing our projects and setting our goals. What we do is always embedded within a socio-

historical context; our range of possibiliti es, and which possibiliti es can be meaningful (and how

so), are determined in part by our background story: where we live, our education, our standing

in the community, age, sex, etc. These contingent facts about our identity set the stage for many

of our decisions and goals, and they often suggest to us which projects are doable. For example,

someone like myself might choose to pursue a higher education or to start a family, and such

commitments could be appropriated by me in authentic ways. But on the other hand, if I believe

that becoming a samurai warrior will make my li fe meaningful, but live in Fayettevill e,

Arkansas, in the 21st century, one might think that I'm being unrealistic about how I want to li ve:

the framework of my li fe doesn't seem to admit any meaning to this kind of existence. How

would I survive? How would I function within my society? Who would I relate to? Being a

samurai lacks any significance within my community, and without significance, it seems that my

li fe as a samurai in Northwest Arkansas will be at 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 else. Perhaps I become a completely self-suff icient samurai

hermit, and am happy living like this. But then I want to say: I don't know what to say. The

totally isolated case seems to fall out of the sphere of our considerations. If I (non-samurai I)

were to meet the samurai hermit, and have a cup of sake with him, I might have something to

say, and I might furthermore expect that the samurai have something to say about himself and

why he's li ving his li fe this way. If he simply shrugs, and says, ªI don't know, it just seems like a

good idea,º this response may not sit well with me. By the standards of my community, it

doesn't seem that I can judge the samurai hermit to be authentic, if I can evaluate his li festyle at

all . His way of li fe makes no reference (or maybe only a negating reference) to a community. If

his li fe is fulfilli ng for him, he's the only one in a position to ̀ know' this; to the rest of us, he
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may just seem a nut. If he doesn't have a story to tell us, then it's unclear why we should think

otherwise.

This imagined exchange with the samurai hermit brings out (negatively) what Taylor is

driving at in (B-ii ), the dialogical component of authenticity. This relates to the role of others

discussed in Section IV above. The whole strong evaluative process of approving and

disapproving, of calli ng an action right or wrong, is dialogical in nature. It involves a person or

thing to be evaluated on the one hand and an evaluator on the other. As I mentioned, sometimes

we can play both parts ourselves (we can ªtalk to ourselvesº), but often, I think, and especially if

we live within a community (as almost all of us do), our introspective dialogues will probably

not be suff icient for us to fully apprehend our situationÐto see what range of possibiliti es are

available to us, and what details (about the state of the union, or the desires and needs of others

in our li ves) we need to account for when choosing among the possibiliti es. Input from others is

necessary, too.

I take it that (B-ii ) introduces an important element into authenticity insofar as the

dialogical requirement makes evaluative criti cism part of the endeavor for authenticity. Faili ng to

take the viewpoints of others seriously thus may amount to a form of inauthenticityÐin which

we fail to appropriately take our `horizons of significance' (which includes other people) fully

into account. Public morality, then, must be accounted for within the ideal of authenticity, insofar

as we live in a public world. Here it seems that considerations about what specific acts or duties

are right or good come back into play, and I take it that we can (and do) go about formulating

normative ethical principles and debating their usefulness and correctness.

The final sentence from the Taylor excerpt above is crucial: ªThat these demands [of

authenticity] may be in tension has to be allowed.º It hints again at why authenticity does not

exclude committing oneself to public morality. We live in a social world and need general rules

to help us along in our dealings with others. But on the other hand, I take it that none of the

general rules we have so far formulated are correct for all the cases. We see in contemporary

ethics that ªhard casesº can be constructed against any normative theory. 23 This is why

                                                          
23 By ªhard cases,º I mean the cases around which moral arguments arise between rival normative theories.
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authenticity sometimes requires a revolt, or break, from morality. Sometimes we can just see that

a theory is leading us in the wrong direction, or that the current situation is so extraordinary that

the rules have simply broken down. Moral dilemmas can arise because two different ideals we

hold are in conflictÐfor example, in cases where general utilit y is at odds with our special

obligations to intimates. To suggest that we throw away one ideal or the other, once and for all ,

in order to solve a case seems to oversimpli fy things, and oversimpli fies them in a way that may

just be psychologically impossible for humans to cope with. Sometimes we just have to decide in

the hard cases, and then deal with the outcome, not labeling either horn as right or wrong. Within

the authenticity ideal, such cases will i nvolve elements of creativity or revolt. Take Sartre's

classic case of the student who is faced with the dilemma of whether to join the Free French

Forces in England (during WWII) or to stay at home to care for his aged mother (who will have

no one else if he leaves).24 Choosing the revolution, the student ªlets himself downº with regard

to the importance he ascribes to his mother's well -being. Choosing his mother, he lets himself

down with regard to the importance of li ving within a certain kind of politi cal society, and of

doing his part to improve society (as well as helping oppose the forces against which his brother

lost his li fe). Adding arbitrary quantitative weights to each side of this case demeans the

immense diff iculty of the decision. If a scale were all that was needed, the student wouldn't

suffer from the impending decision he must make. Oversimpli fying the dilemma, perhaps

suggesting he employ a rough and ready moral calculus, seems to insult the genuineness of his

struggle.

But at the end of the day, we find that such dilemmas are ̀ hard cases' precisely because

the are atypical of the nature of most of our decisions, actions, and situations. Herman Phili pse

critiques Heidegger's notions of authenticity and free choice, claiming, ªIf each authentic human

being were freely to choose which moral norms to accept…it would be a miracle that all human

beings accept the same moral universals.º 25 In one respect, I understand Phili pse's worry, but I

think that the threat that presumably arises from this worry can be ameliorated by making

                                                          
24 Sartre, Jean-Paul, ªThe Humanism of Existentialism,º trans. Frechtman (1957) in Guignon & Pereboom, eds.
Existentialism: Basic Writings, 2nd Edition, Hackett (2001), 297-298
25 ªHeidegger and Ethics,º Inquiry 42 (1999) 455
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reference to the multi -faceted conception of authenticity I have offered. For one thing, moral

disagreement does not entail moral chaos (as is demonstrated by the disagreement in

contemporary ethics within a functioning, non-chaotic society). The dialogical requirement

seems to entail a certain amount of cooperation between parties, at least, where there is not

agreement. Furthermore, once authenticity is understood not to be merely a self-serving or self-

centered ideal, but must make reference to others and to the historical setting, one might see the

tensions that arise between the demands of (A) and (B) above present not a negative problem,

but a positive challenge to morality. If we find a person's projects or goals to be relevant or

meaningful or useful, or otherwise agree that there is no reason to impinge upon certain personal

projects, then the challenge lies in how to square this personal demand with the rules of the

social world. Tension is necessary, in that individual demands must never completely trump

social goods, and at the same time, we are inclined to feel that there are limits on how many

social demands can be imposed upon the individual. As I suggested, ªwinning oneself,º or being

authentic, will not simply be a matter of dissolving the tension between (A) and (B), between the

personal and the public, but rather requires one to actively seek to harmonize the demands of

these two poles of one's li fe. Sliding too far toward a kind of subjectivism tends to undermine

one side of the picture, while sliding too far toward social utilit y seems to undermine the picture

we hold of humans, their individual value and integrity. A virtue of authenticity, I think, is its

reluctance or inabilit y to produce a single right answer about how to li ve, or a ªrecipeº about

what authenticity itself, for each person, will l ook like in the flesh, while at the same time giving

us a provisional set of important considerations in choosing how to li ve. It ill uminates the stage

on which we concern ourselves with moral questions of right and wrong, better and worse ways

of li ving and acting. As a moral ideal, I take it that authenticity, if we choose to pursue it or

otherwise incorporate the ideal into our li ves, gives us an appropriate ground-level reason for

seeking out solutions to moral problems: we want to be ªtrue to ourselves.º But as I've

discussed, this will generally include much more than our own subjective desires.


