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In her well argued paper Hutchinson elaborates the position that we should be engaged 
in the moral task of recognition of selves (ourselves and others) in our modern world. 
She urges us to find a vantage point from which we view the world and create a sense of 
self that persists through time. To recognize the dialogical nature of the self will allow 
the self to negotiate the multiple meanings that the postmodern world presents to it, so 
that one can choose which roles and deeper meanings the self will incorporate and in 
what way. In an admirable manner the author deals with the positions of Gergen and 
Taylor. She specifies three tasks: to create the space for all voices to be heard; to 
recognize Taylorian horizons of significance; and to engage in Gergen’s notion of 
serious play. As I am very much in sympathy with the overall position of the author I 
will limit myself in this reply to some criticism of Taylor’s stance, though eventually I 
will join Hutchinson and agree that his strength really is his calling for commitment. In 
doing this, I will try to take the discussion a step further, instead of criticizing one or 
two minor difficulties one might have, for instance, with particular ways of phrasing the 
problem.  

Taylor tries to show how a rightly conceived “being authentic,” is the antidote against 
the loss of meaning and of shared values, because, so he claims, human beings can 
simply not exist otherwise. At the level of education, this means that again children can 
be initiated into particular values and that quite a few of the postmodernists’ conclusions 
have to be given up.  

Notwithstanding the insight Charles Taylor offers us in the origin of the idea of 
authenticity together with an indication of modernity’s problems, he clearly also argues 
for the promotion of a specific kind of human being and a specific kind of society. In his 
criticism of a number of today’s opinions, Taylor reminds us of some Wittgensteinian 
basic ideas, for instance that there is a difference between “following a rule” and 
thinking or meaning that one is acting according to it. If applied within the context of 
Taylor’s argument, this can be read as implying that the result of the blurring, and 
finally of the disappearance of the difference between “being right” and 
“thinking/meaning that one is right,” leads to a strong “relativism.” If we express this 
the other way round, it sounds that though it is, in principle, conceivable that we would 
value other matters, and moreover, that such cannot be decided for once and for all, 
since each of us finds her or himself not in isolation from the others, within a whole of 
value-distinctions, which are crucially important for each of us. From this, it follows that 
the idea that one does not “know” what is right or wrong, dispossessed of its potential 
ontological presumptions, cannot withstand a critical evaluation.1 Taylor’s moral ideal 
that supports the way of self-realization approved by him relates to a rightly understood 
concept of “authenticity.” It is simultaneously characterized by an acceptance of a 
horizon of meaning, on the basis of which choices can be made, and by an appeal to the 
transcendent, of that which surpasses the individual.  

Within a rational or philosophical discussion, nothing can be brought against Taylor’s 
rebuttal of moral relativism, that everything is “the same” and that one consequently 
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cannot choose any more, at least not at first sight. But it is questionable whether this 
finding of oneself within a rational discussion, in other words, in the way of being borne 
by a discourse with others, is a way of being which necessarily characterizes our kind 
continuously and whether it is necessarily superior to a selfish one, if that is possible at 
all. At least, as a matter of fact it is the case that a number of people allege to place 
themselves consequently at a different position. They state that their values are not open 
to questioning by others, the limit being only the safe-guarding of one’s fellow human 
beings. One could, therefore, argue that some people, in certain cases, do not make a 
choice at all. Maybe they just do something, with which they are possibly pleased 
afterwards. Strictly speaking, one has to throw in that such is impossible, because an 
explicit criterion, a standard, is demanded, and where would that suddenly come from? 
But that seems to me to go too far, given the fact that our human existence is also 
marked in a physico-chemical way, but also that we do have the feeling sometimes that 
we see things in a radically different way. That would exclude each judgment post hoc, 
and that is not necessary, as just doing something may also generate approval (for 
instance, on the basis of agreeable experiences at the physico-chemical level or, though 
in a more complex way, just for the sake of power). To argue that this is denying the 
intersubjective embeddedness is not necessary. It is not the case that this dimension is 
always denied in all cases. And the “error” Taylor referred to concerning a person who 
accepts no moral demands, a condition, in his opinion, analogous to the person who 
refuses to accept the world of perception around us in a discussion about empirical 
matters, seems to me to be of a different kind. If we do not fill in that properly, the 
discussion seems to be proceeding in an “idle” way. In a strong sense, this is also the 
case, in using concepts; they too need activities to make themselves clear, but again 
there seems to be less discussion there. In the case of the ethical, it is not so much that 
one does not recognize some “moral demands,” but that one does not accept particular 
moral demands, in other words, that they can be, to a much larger extent, different from 
each other. Here Taylor fills in, but in a compelling and non-argumentative way, a 
particular content and in this sense determines right and wrong. People who refer to 
“their own values” are probably mistaken in the sense that they cannot generate these ex 
nihilo; they are, furthermore, in error concerning the possibility of a radical split with 
the past; but, it is not inconceivable, that they, through a number of activities (followed 
by decisions), come up with something radically new which is very far removed from 
what is held by most of the people. In a way, Taylor might want to agree with that, but if 
he does so, then the narcissistic forms of present-day culture do not seem evidently 
inadequate and, perhaps, concerning the particular content, nothing for education 
follows.  

To argue that a horizon of meaning is necessary to make a choice is logically true, of 
course. But given the fact that the previously described position (“leave me doing my 
own thing”) is put forward by a number of people, it is possible to argue differently and 
to claim precisely that may not be a choice, but just something people do — not 
necessarily (but possibly) in disagreement with what other people do, without knowing 
in that case what it is that one wants in particular, or is striving at. This could be 
interpreted as a radicalization of the Sartrean position. That it would be empirically not 
possible seems to me manifestly wrong. One can, of course, discern that such a way of 
life exhibits schizophrenic features, but, as once again a criterion is smuggled in, this is 
not a strong argument. That leaves us the question whether it is possible that someone 
might not want to justify herself, neither towards the others nor, in another sense, 
towards herself concerning the choices she makes. This would, indeed, be an extremely 
peculiar person who probably would not converse a lot with others. In fact, if she is not, 
which is likely, labeled by the others “a fool,” she definitely is a very lonely individual. 
In its extreme form, this is then, of course, inconceivable.  

A great risk is involved if one accepts, however, the whole picture on the basis of the 
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extreme. It does not seem to me inconceivable that people, on the occasion of certain 
matters and moreover at certain times, just do something. To deny that is to hold an 
overly rationalistic vision of humanity. It is not inconceivable that people, for certain 
matters and even temporarily, behave (concerning this) as isolated from the others. And 
if that is possible, there can indeed be a flaw with the horizon of meaning Taylor is 
referring to. It is possible to put this more simply: that ethical relativism, if its existence 
is permitted, does not refute itself. Taylor’s argument concerning the dialogical 
character of human existence only holds true as a kind of limit-category, and does not 
rule out the selfish individualism that it is supposed to carry. Granted, this argument 
goes back to the empirical fact that people behave sometimes in this manner — though, 
perhaps, not as few times as is now accepted for the sake of the argument. This 
argument cannot be dismissed, as Wittgenstein has overwhelmingly demonstrated, 
because of the alleged separateness between “what is” and “what ought to be the case,” 
as they have to be conceived as interwoven. Finally, to raise against this argument, the 
idea that no one denies that people sometimes just do something, would not be a correct 
representation of what has been argued for. It is not so much that people sometimes just 
do something that is the issue here, but the influence this has upon the concept of a 
human being itself.  

With this matter, a second difficulty in Taylor’s position is combined, the longing for 
recognition. Again we are confronted with a complexity: it has to be decided who 
precisely these significant others are. It is not the case that we can choose them freely, 
but neither it is the case that we are, in this sense, not involved at all. And even if it is so 
that our parents can hardly lose their position as significant others, this is less true of the 
relationships we have “freely” chosen, though often for a non-specified longer period. It 
is not so much the case that one can choose who the significant others are or who will 
become significant for us, but that their places are taken by others as a matter of course 
if they more generally do not fulfill their role as satisfiers any more. It is possible to 
keep in this interpretation a special place for parents, who without “bruises” we cannot 
“escape” from. In this sense, we can agree that the longing for recognition is essential 
for everyone, and argue at the same time that from the moment someone does not offer 
the desired recognition any longer, he or she will be “replaced.” Again facts have 
brought this up. Taylor’s second argument against individuals looking for purely 
instrumental relationships seems again not to hold true, evidently, the extreme case 
excluded. The narcissistic form of our present day culture, therefore, does not seem to 
be as inadequate, namely, by definition or on the basis of the essence of a human being, 
as Taylor expects us to surmise.  

Taylor’s reflections bring forward a particular kind of human being, she who finds 
herself amidst significant others, within a common horizon of meaning, embracing, and 
as far as possible choosing what one is committed to. Such a person is really real and 
really honorable. There, Taylor finds the essence of humanity, and, therefore, argues 
that subjectivism and narcissism are untenable. To me it seems meaningful — how 
sympathetic one might feel towards this kind of human being — to give up this claim of 
absoluteness. It is important to stress that the arguments that were offered, though they 
look, at first sight, empirical, in fact are conceptual.  

There is, however, something else that is made clear with Taylor’s study: to argue for 
authenticity is also to argue for having the courage to confess one’s convictions and to 
stand up for what one believes in. Not only is this involved in the kind of human being 
Taylor is arguing for, but it sheds more generally a different light on education. This 
kind of “authenticity” does not discharge those concerned with the responsibility to 
justify themselves for what they are doing. For some, however, it indicates a value in 
itself, the value of being a certain kind of human being, who goes through life 
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honorably, straightforwardly, and faithfully to the others and to what one believes in. 
Such a person finds herself in a situation in which something is appealing, and not 
following it would estrange her from herself.  

The authentic individual, understood in a particular way, seems, in two ways, relevant in 
an educational context: for the educator, and for the “educandus.” Carried by the 
intersubjectivity, both for Wittgenstein and for Taylor, a nucleus of personal 
responsibility is left. This expresses itself in the responsibility of the educator for what 
she undertakes vis à vis the “educandus,” and in the appeal of the “educandus” to the 
educator to determine one’s position.2 Taylor’s stance asks us consequently to do what 
one says and to stand up for what one believes in. Again, not a solitary individual is 
involved; neither is there a radical (Sartrean) break with the past. Through what we are 
initiated in, what appeals to us and made us commit ourselves, we take up the gauntlet, 
personally, and together with others. By doing this, we give meaning to what we say and 
the way we act. And though Taylor’s filling in of the concept of the authentic individual 
might be too strong to indicate for each and every one, and for all circumstances, what 
we have to do — and, perhaps, a better way to think of educational content might be 
given in terms of what “we” (amongst them the educator) care for, it, nevertheless, 
incorporates an old and valuable ideal, which for many is the core of the idea of a 
person. To let go completely the content of education, as certain postmodernists 
radically argue for, throws away all that is valuable in human history. It is not the case 
that we can start from scratch; neither is it clear why we should do so. The human 
person seems to be moved by questioning life itself, and finds more than ever in her 
tentative answer to this question what makes life valuable. In this sense, we can go 
beyond what Arcilla called the “fatalistic apathy,” not from the certainty that we know 
that we are right and that we will achieve certain results, but from an affectedness and 
sincerity really not to be able to do something else, not to be able to abandon the 
“educandus” to his or her fate. I take it that this is what Hutchinson is really arguing for.  

1. It is important to stress that this “knowing what is right or wrong,” must not be interpreted in a classical 
ontological sense. The interpretation that is argued for here accepts fully “that justification comes to an 
end.” 

2. Further developed in my article “Education and the Educational Project (I): In an Atmosphere of Post-
Modernism,” Journal of Philosophy of Education 29, no. 1 (1995a); “Education and the Educational 
Project (II): Do We Still Care About It?” Journal of Philosophy of Education 29, no. 2 (1995b). 
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