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I
THREE MALAISES

I want to write here about some of the
malaises of modernity.  mean by this features of our
contemporary culture and society that people expe-
rience as a loss or a decline, even as our civilization
“develops.” Sometimes people feel that some im-
portant decline has occurred during the last years or
decades — since the Second World War, or the 1950s,
for instance. And sometimes the loss is felt over a
much longer historical period: the whole modern
era from the seventeenth century is frequently seen
as the time frame of decline. Yet although the time
scale can vary greatly, there is certain convergence
on the themes of decline. They are often variations
around a few central melodies. I want to pick out
two such central themes here, and then throw in a
third that largely derives from these two. These
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three by no means exhaust the topic, but they do get
at a great deal of what troubles and perplexes us
about modern society.

The worries I will be talking about are very famil-
iar. No one needs to be reminded of them; they are
discussed, bemoaned, challenged, and argued
against all the time in all sorts of media. That sounds
like a reason not to talk about them further. But I
believe that this great familiarity hides bewilder-
ment, that we don’t really understand these changes
that worry us, that the usual run of debate about
them in fact misrepresents them — and thus makes
us misconceive what we can do about them. The
changes defining modernity are both well-known
and very perplexing, and that is why it's worth
talking still more about them.

(1) The first source of worry is individualism. Of
course, individualism also names what many peo-
ple consider the finest achievement of modern civi-
lization. We live in a world where people have a
right to choose for themselves their own pattern of
life, to decide in conscience what convictions to
espouse, to determine the shape of their lives in a
whole host of ways that their ancestors couldn’t
control. And these rights are generally defended by
our legal systems. In principle, people are no longer
sacrificed to the demands of supposedly sacred or-
ders that transcend them.

Very few people want to go back on this achieve-
ment. Indeed, many think that it is still incomplete,
that economic arrangements, or patterns of family
life, or traditional notions of hierarchy still restrict
too much our freedom to be ourselves. But many of
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us are also ambivalent. Modern freedom was won
by our breaking loose from older moral horizons.
People used to see themselves as part of a larger
order. In some cases, this was a cosmic order, a
“great chain of Being,” in which humans figured in
their proper place along with angels, heavenly bod-
ies, and our fellow earthly creatures. This hierarchi-
cal order in the universe was reflected in the
hierarchies of human society. People were often
locked into a given place, a role and station that was
properly theirs and from which it was almost un-
thinkable to deviate. Modern freedom came about
through the discrediting of such orders.

But at the same time as they restricted us, these
orders gave meaning to the world and to the activi-
ties of social life. The things that surround us were
not just potential raw materials or instruments for
our projects, but they had the significance given
them by their place in the chain of being. The eagle
was not just another bird, but the king of a whole
domain of animal life. By the same token, the rituals
and norms of society had more than merely instru-
mental significance. The discrediting of these orders
has been called the “disenchantment” of the world.
With it, things lost some of their magic.

A vigorous debate has been going on for a couple
of centuries as to whether this was an unambigu-
ously good thing. But this is not what I want to focus
on here.I want to look rather at what some have seen
to be the consequences for human life and meaning.

The worry has been repeatedly expressed that the
individual lost something important along with the
larger social and cosmic horizons of action. Some
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have written of this as the loss of a heroic dimension
to life. People no longer have a sense of a higher
purpose, of something worth dying for. Alexis de
Tocqueville sometimes talked like this in the last
century, referring to the “petits et vulgaires plaisirs”
that people tend to seek in the democratic age.! In
another articulation, we suffer from a lack of pas-
sion. Kierkegaard saw “the present age” in these
terms. And Nietzsche’s “last men” are at the final
nadir of this decline; they have no aspiration left in
life but to a “pitiable comfort.”2

This loss of purpose was linked to a narrowing.
People lost the broader vision because they focussed
on their individual lives. Democratic equality, says
Tocqueville, draws the individual towards himself,
“et menace de le renfermer enfin tout entier dans la
solitude de son propre coeur.”? In other words, the
dark side of individualism is a centring on the self,
which both flattens and narrows our lives, makes
them poorer in meaning, and less concerned with
others or society.

This worry has recently surfaced again in concern
at the fruits of a “permissive society,” the doings of
the “me generation,” or the prevalence of “narcis-
sism,” to take just three of the best-known contem-
porary formulations. The sense that lives have been
flattened and narrowed, and that this is connected
to an abnormal and regrettable self-absorption, has
returned in forms specific to contemporary culture.
This defines the first theme I want to deal with.

(2) The disenchantment of the world is con-
nected to another massively important phenome-
non of the modern age, which also greatly troubles
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many people. We might call this the primacy of
instrumental reason. By “instrumental reason” I
mean the kind of rationality we draw on when we
calculate the most economical application of means
to a given end. Maximum efficiency, the best cost-
output ratio, is its measure of success.

No doubt sweeping away the old orders has im-
mensely widened the scope of instrumental reason.
Once society no longer has a sacred structure, once
social arrangements and modes of actionare no longer
grounded in the order of things or the will of God, they
are in a sense up for grabs. They can be redesigned
with their consequences for the happiness and well-
being of individuals as our goal. The yardstick that
henceforth applies is that of instrumental reason. Sim-
ilarly, once the creatures that surround us lose the
significance that accrued to their place in the chain of
being, they are open to being treated as raw materials
or instruments for our projects.

In one way this change has been liberating. But
there is also a widespread unease that instrumental
reason not only has enlarged its scope but also threat-
ens to take over our lives. The fear is that things that
ought to be determined by other criteria will be de-
cided in terms of efficiency or “cost-benefit” analysis,
that the independent ends that ought to be guiding
our lives will be eclipsed by the demand to maximize
output. There are lots of things one can point to that
givesubstanceto this worry: for instance, the ways the
demands of economic growth are used to justify very
unequal distributions of wealth and income, or the
way these same demands make us insensitive to the
needs of the environment, even to the point of poten-



6 THE ETHICS OF AUTHENTICITY

tial disaster. Or else, we can think of the way much
of our social planning, in crucial areas like risk as-
sessment, is dominated by forms of cost-benefit
analysis thatinvolve grotesque calculations, putting
dollar assessments on human lives.*

The primacy of instrumental reason is also evi-
dent in the prestige and aura that surround technol-
ogy, and makes us believe that we should seek
technological solutions even when something very
different is called for. We see this often enough in the
realm of politics, as Bellah and his colleagues force-
fully argue in their new book.” But it also invades
other domains, such as medicine. Patricia Benner
has argued in a number of important works that the
technological approach in medicine has often side-
lined the kind of care that involves treating the
patient as a whole person with a life story, and not
as the locus of a technical problem. Society and the
medical establishment frequently undervalue the
contribution of nurses, who more often than not
provide this humanly sensitive caring, as against
that of specialists with high-tech knowledge.®

The dominant place of technology is also thought
to have contributed to the narrowing and flattening
of our lives that I have just been discussing in con-
nection with the first theme. People have spoken of
a loss of resonance, depth, or richness in our human
surroundings. Almost 150 years ago, Marx, in the
Communist Manifesto, remarked that one of the re-
sults of capitalist development was that “all that is
solid melts in air.” The claim is that the solid, lasting,
often expressive objects that served us in the past are
being set aside for the quick, shoddy, replaceable
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commodities with which we now surround our-
selves. Albert Borgman speaks of the “device para-
digm,” whereby we withdraw more and more from
“manifold engagement” with our environment and
instead request and get products designed to deliver
some circumscribed benefit. He contrasts what is
involved in heating our homes, with the contempo-
rary central heating furnace, with what this same
function entailed in pioneer times, when the whole
family had to be involved in cutting and stacking the
wood and feeding the stove or fireplace.” Hannah
Arendt focussed on the more and more ephemeral
quality of modern objects of use and argued that
“the reality and reliability of the human world rest
primarily on the fact that we are surrounded by
things more permanent than the activity by which
they are produced.”® This permanence comes under
threat in a world of modern commodities.

This sense of threat is increased by the knowledge
that this primacy is not just a matter of a perhaps
unconscious orientation, which we are prodded and
tempted into by the modern age. As such it would
be hard enough to combat, but at least it might yield
to persuasion. But it is also clear that powerful
mechanisms of social life press us in this direction.
A manager in spite of her own orientation may be
forced by the conditions of the market to adopt a
maximizing strategy she feels is destructive. A bu-
reaucrat, in spite of his personal insight, may be
forced by the rules under which he operates to make
a decision he knows to be against humanity and
good sense.

Marx and Weber and other great theorists have
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explored these impersonal mechanisms, which
Weber has designated by the evocative term of “the
iron cage.” And some people have wanted to draw
from these analyses the conclusion that we are ut-
terly helpless in the face of such forces, or at least
helpless unless we totally dismantle the institutional
structures under which we have been operating for
the last centuries — that is, the market and the state.
This aspiration seems so unrealizable today that it
amounts to declaring us helpless.

I want to return to this below, but I believe that
these strong theories of fatality are abstract and
wrong. Our degrees of freedom are not zero. There
is a point to deliberating what ought to be our ends,
and whether instrumental reason ought to have a
lesser role in our lives than it does. But the truth in
these analyses is that it is not just a matter of chang-
ing the outlook of individuals, it is not just a battle
of “hearts and minds,” important as this is. Change
in this domain will have to be institutional as well,
even though it cannot be as sweeping and total as
the great theorists of revolution proposed.

(3) This brings us to the political level, and to the
feared consequences for political life of individual-
ism and instrumental reason. One I have already
introduced. It is that the institutions and structures
of industrial-technological society severely restrict
our choices, that they force societies as well as indi-
viduals to give a weight to instrumental reason that
in serious moral deliberation we would never do,
and which may even be highly destructive. A case
in pointis our great difficulties in tackling even vital
threats to our lives from environmental disasters,
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like the thinning ozone layer. The society structured
around instrumental reason can be seen as imposing
a great loss of freedom, on both individuals and the
group — because it is not just our social decisions
that are shaped by these forces. An individual life-
style is also hard to sustain against the grain. For
instance, the whole design of some modern cities
makes it hard to function without a car, particularly
where public transport has been eroded in favour of
the private automobile.

But there is another kind of loss of freedom, which
has also been widely discussed, most memorably by
Alexis de Tocqueville. A society in which peopleend
up as the kind of individuals who are “enclosed in
their own hearts” is one where few will want to
participate actively in self-government. They will
prefer to stay at home and enjoy the satisfactions of
private life, as long as the government of the day
produces the means to these satisfactions and dis-
tributes them widely.

This opens the danger of a new, specifically mod-
ern form of despotism, which Tocqueville calls
“soft” despotism. It will not be a tyranny of terror
and oppression as in the old days. The government
will be mild and paternalistic. It may even keep
democratic forms, with periodic elections. But in
fact, everything will be run by an “immense tutelary
power,”® over which people will have little control.
The only defence against this, Tocqueville thinks, is
a vigorous political culture in which participation is
valued, at several levels of government and in vol-
untary associations as well. But the atomism of the
self-absorbed individual militates against this. Once
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participation declines, once the lateral associations
that were its vehicles wither away, the individual
citizen is left alone in the face of the vast bureaucratic
state and feels, correctly, powerless. This
demotivates the citizen even further, and the vicious
cycle of soft despotism is joined.

Perhaps something like this alienation from the
public sphere and consequent loss of political con-
trol is happening in our highly centralized and bu-
reaucratic political world. Many contemporary
thinkers have seen Tocqueville’s work as pro-
phetic.10If this is so, what we are in danger of losing
is political control over our destiny, something we
could exercise in common as citizens. This is what
Tocqueville called “political liberty.” What is threat-
ened here is our dignity as citizens. The impersonal
mechanisms mentioned above may reduce our de-
grees of freedom as a society, but the loss of political
liberty would mean that even the choices left would
no longer be made by ourselves as citizens, but by
irresponsible tutelary power.

These, then, are the three malaises about moder-
nity that I want to deal with in this book. The first
fear is about what we might call a loss of meaning,
the fading of moral horizons. The second concerns
the eclipse of ends, in face of rampant instrumental
reason. And the third is about a loss of freedom.

Of course, these are not uncontroversial. I have
spoken about worries that are widespread and men-
tioned influential authors, but nothing here is
agreed. Even those who share some form of these
worries dispute vigorously how they should be for-
mulated. And there are lots of people who want to



