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What our situation seems to call for is a complex, many-leveled struggle, intellectual, spiritual, and political, in which the debates in the public arena interlink with those in a host of institutional settings, like hospitals and schools, where the issues of enframing technology are being lived through in concrete form; and where these disputes in turn both feed and are fed by the various attempts to define in theoretical terms the place of technology and the demands of authenticity, and beyond that, the shape of human life in the cosmos (Taylor 1991:120 )

When I ask my students about values—both their own and those used to evaluate other groups, cultures or places—their discussion often settles into a kind of relativism: 'everyone has her or his own values, all values are equally valid, we cannot judge others'.  Underlying their reasoning, as a limit of thought, is  something like the following: people have the right to develop their own forms-of-life based on what they think is important.  Each of us should find some way of life that satisfies us and is authentically our own.  No one else can dictate its content—to let someone else tell us who to be would be to give up our freedom to be ourselves.  Our values are compatible with our forms-of-life.  Because our lives are unique, each of us will have a unique set of values.  Since values are a matter of opinion, we cannot criticize others' values.  Without further prodding, victim to subjectivization and relativism, the discussion usually stops there.

This relativization of values is widespread in contemporary Western culture.  It is often accompanied by a philosophical individualism involving a centering of attention on the self and, in some cases, a shutting out of greater issues that go beyond the self, be they political, social or environmental.  Several commentators have condemned the spread of an outlook that makes self-fulfillment the major value in life and that seems to recognize few external demands or serious commitments to others.  They claim this relativism leads to narcissism (Christopher Lasch The Culture of Narcissism and The Minimal Self) , hedonism (Daniel Bell The Contradictions of Capitalism) or a narrowing and flattening of life (Allan Bloom The Closing of the American Mind).  Hanna Arendt (The Human Condition) Bellah et al. (The Good Society) and De Tocqueville (De la Démocratie en Amérique) have raised concerns about this slide.  Most strongly contemptuous of this culture of self-directed narcissism perhaps, is Allan Bloom (1987:61) who says this movement has made today's students,

narrower and flatter.  Narrower because they lack what is most necessary, a real basis for discontent with the present and awareness that there are alternatives to it. ... Flatter, because without interpretations of things, without the poetry or the imagination's activity, their souls are like mirrors, not of nature, but of what is around.

Not all critics blame a collapse in morals for this situation.  There is a fashion in social science that would have us look solely to social causes for these changes in contemporary culture and outlook, invoking the forces of production, industrialization, increased urbanism, greater mobility, or changing patterns of youth consumption as explanations for the trend.  While there are important causal connections to be found in these investigations, unless the growth of cities or industrialization, etc., occurred entirely in a fit of absence of mind, then we must have some recourse to human motivations to explain the social changes that are evoked as the causes of the new outlooks.

Charles Taylor's Ethics of Authenticity  is a concise, clear discussion reexamining these and closely related "malaises" of modernity while focusing on meaning, its importance in our lives and why our attempts to find our identities matter—personally, socially, politically, aesthetically and scientifically.  He affirms the moral ground underlying modern individualism but challenges us to go beyond relativism to pluralism.

Taylor, a political philosopher, formerly at Oxford and Universite de Montreal, now at McGill, has a gift for interpreting different traditions, cultures and philosophies to one another.  He has written on Hegel and hermeneutics as well as artificial intelligence and atomism.  And he has much to say to geographers involved in multiculturalism and gender studies; political, cultural, historical and environment geography; social justice; ethics and value studies and geographic thought.  His retrieval of the history of changes in ideas underlying Modernity gives perspicacious insight and understanding that can help us limit ethnocentric projection, ground social science in meaning and restore our practice—helping us to know more clearly what to do in the face of these malaises of modernity.  His discussion gets to the heart of what is important about moral philosophy to the social sciences and provides fruitful possibilities for the contributions of geography to moral philosophy.

The book looks at three concerns of modern identity.  His first concern is the loss of meaning and the fading of moral horizons accompanying the rise of individualism.  The frameworks that gave meaning to the lives of our predecessors have changed and lost their foundations; we have been thrown back on our inner resources, but when we look inside ourselves, we find uncertainty because we have been cut adrift from everything that once supplied the resources we are seeking.

The second is the eclipse of ends in the face of rampant instrumental reason.  Our understanding of what it is reasonable to do is based on efficiency and "cost-benefit" calculation. We are quite accomplished at working out the best ways to make things happen, but less so at knowing whether we ought to be making those things happen at all.  For example, discussions in medical ethics turn on distinguishing between the means of technology to keep the body alive and the quality of life issues that make life worth living.  Is the patient a whole person or a condition to be fixed? Do we undervalue the caring of nurses in favor of the high-tech knowledge of specialists?

And the last major focus is a combination of the two, the feared consequences for political life - a loss of freedom - that results from a combination of self-indulgent individualism and too great a reliance on instrumental reason.  Institutions and structures that have grown up under instrumentalism restrict our freedoms and choices.  At the beginning of the modern era, de Tocqueville suggested that Americans might become "enclosed in their own hearts," withdrawing into the security of their homes, abandoning politics and thereby losing control over their political destiny to a mild and paternalistic "soft" despotism. This need not be accompanied by the repression of a police state; they might even live comfortable lives, but such an existence would lack human dignity.  A vicious circle would be joined: individualism slides toward withdrawal from community.  Loss of concern with others and the larger community fosters fragmentation.  Fragmentation into special interest groups results in no group having sufficient clout to change the system.  The individual citizen feels powerless in the face of the vast bureaucratic state.  Frustration over lack of effect on the system would make people withdraw further from participation in community and politics.

Given the brevity of the book, Taylor concentrates primarily on the first concern and emphasizes the moral force of the ideal of authenticity and the closely related concept of self-determining freedom.  He indicates how the other two themes could be treated similarly.  Pursuing authenticity, he convincingly sketches arguments in support of three controversial premises: (1) that authenticity is a valid ideal; (2) that we can argue in reason about ideals and the conformity of practices to ideals; and (3) that these arguments can make a difference. 

The importance of the ideal of authenticity goes back to the end of the 18th Century and the work of the human geographer and ethnographer, Johann Gottfried Von Herder.  Herder’s insight was that for peoples and for individuals, my humanity is unique, it is not equivalent to yours and the unique quality can only be revealed in my life itself.  “Each man has his own measure, as it were an accord peculiar to him of all his feelings to each other” (Herder VIII. 1).  It is not just that people are different.  It is that the differences take on a moral importance so we can ask if a form-of-life is an authentic expression of an individual or of a people.  How someone lives matters.  Herder, along with Rousseau and Hamann, can be seen as the originators of what Taylor calls elsewhere (1975) "Expressivism". Expressivism views human life as ‘self-expression.’  We try to live a ‘good’ life, to be all we can be, to express our selves authentically.  By expressing our selves, we clarify for ourselves what our values are, and thereby what our selves are.  Our lives realize an essence or form.  The idea of who I am is not fully determinate before hand, but only made clear in being ful​filled, in the sense that sometimes I don’t know what I think until I am able to articulate it or act it out—to express it.  Living our lives expresses our purposes, allows us to realize them and can clarify for us our purposes.  Expression is not only the fulfillment of life but also can clarify its meaning.  In living a ‘good’ life, I not only fulfill my humanity, but clarify what my humanity is about.  As clarification, my life-form is not just the fulfillment of purpose but the embodiment of meaning—the expression of an idea.  

Subjectivization of the manner of one's life does not require subjectivization of the matter, however.  Each person or people are their own measure but we can still argue that the background of what we take as significant comes from our situation - interactions with others, our place in nature, against a horizon of intelligibility that we only arrive at in interaction with the world and with one another through discourse and experience.  The horizons of significance are not of our own choosing.

I can identify my identity only against the background of things that matter.  But to bracket out history, nature, society, the demands of solidarity, everything but what I find in myself, would be to eliminate all candidates for what matters.  Only if I exist in a world in which history, or the demands of nature, or the needs of my fellow human beings, or the duties of citizenship, or the call of God, or something else of this order matters crucially, can I define an identity for myself that is not trivial.  Authenticity is not the enemy of demands that emanate from beyond the self; it supposes such demands (Taylor 1991:40-41)

We are today in an environmental crisis.  In the wake of increasing human instrumental manipulation of nature, environmentally distinct regions around the world, including old growth forests, coral reefs and riverine environments, are disintegrating.  Nature is disenchanted, rationally reduced by human action and belief, and people are thereby alienated.  This stance toward nature accompanies and fuels industrial civilization based on exploitation and transformation of nature and society for efficiency and increased production.  Greater efficiency and production, whether planned or occurring haphazardly through the market, is used to justify and explain all kinds of change including destruction of habitat and extirpation of ecological complexity; increas​ingly toxic and concentrated pollution; the imposition of a rationalized and rigidly struc​tured pace of life and the loss of former seasonal rhythms; depopulation of whole continents; and the over-population of regions.  Conceiving of the problem requires an evaluation.  It is not possible to separate facts and values approaching events purely objectively without sacrificing understanding and meaning.  We want practical knowledge, ethically informed, to help us solve disputes, take action and change the world—not objective, valueless knowledge.  Discourse about the role of technology and the demands of authenticity define the meaning and shape of human life in the cosmos.
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