Reimagining the Self

You see, but you do not observe.

SHERLOCK HOLMES, A SCANDAL IN BOHEMIA

I noted in the introduction that the underlying argument of this book
is that the sexual revolution, and its various manifestations in modern
society, cannot be treated in isolation but must rather be interpreted as
the specific and perhaps most obvious social manifestation of a much
deeper and wider revolution in the understanding of what it means to
be a self. While sex may be presented today as little more than a recrea-
tional activity, sexuality is presented as that which lies at the very heart of
what it means to be an authentic person. That is a profound claim that
is arguably unprecedented in history. How that situation comes to be is
a long and complicated story, and I can address only a few of the most
salient aspects of the relevant narrative in a single volume. And even be-
fore I attempt to do so, it is first necessary to set forth a number of basic
theoretical concepts that provide a framework, a set of what we might
describe as architectural principles, for structuring and analyzing the

personalities, events, and ideas that play into the rise of the modern self.
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In this task, the writings of three analysts of modernity are Pmicularly
useful: Charles Taylor, the philosopher; Philip Rieff, t.he psycholog;
sociologist; and Alasdair MacIntyre, the ethicist.' While all three hay,
different emphases and concerns, they offer accounts of the modery,
world that share certain important affinities and also
insights into understanding not sim
thinks but how and why it has com

this chapter and the next, therefore, I want to offer an outl
their key ideas that help set the scene for the interpretation of our cop,.
temporary world offered in the subse

quent account of how the concepy
of the modern psychologized and sexualized self hag emerged.
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broader historical and sociological themes. In A Secular Age, he offers
2 major analysis of the way modern society in general, and not just the
intellectual classes, has moved away from being permeated by Christian-
ity and religious faith to the point that such are no longer the default for
the majority of people but actually are rather exceptional. In the course
of his argument, he introduces the idea of the social imaginary to address
the question of how theories developed by social elites might be related
to the way ordinary people think and act, even when such people have
never read these elites or spent any time self-consciously reflecting on

the implications of their theories. Here is how he defines the concept:

I want to speak of “social imaginary” here, rather than social theory,
because there are important differences between the two. There are, in
fact, several differences. I speak of “imaginary” (i) because I'm talking
about the way ordinary people “imagine” their social surroundings, and
this is often not expressed in theoretical terms, it is carried in images,
stories, legends, etc. But it is also the case that (ii) theory is often the
possession of a small minority, whereas what is interesting in the social
imaginary is that it is shared by large groups of people, if not the whole
society. Which leads to a third difference: (jii) the social imaginary is
that common understanding which makes possible common practices,
and a widely shared sense of legitimacy.?

As Taylor describes it here, the social imaginary is a somewhat amorphous
concept precisely because it refers to the myriad beliefs, practices, nor-
mative expectations, and even implicit assumptions that members of a
society share and that shape their daily lives. It is not so much a conscious
philosophy of life as a set of intuitions and practices. In sum, the social
imaginary is the way people think about the world, how they imagine it to
be, how they act intuitively in relation to it—though that is emphatically
not to make the social imaginary simply into a set of identifiable ideas.?
m&mlmzdgc (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2007),

11]71‘72- Taylor has devoted an entire book to discussing the concept: Modern Social Imaginaries (Dur-
am, NC: Duke University Press, 2004).

pra3.' “The social imaginary is not a set of ideas; rather, it is what enables, through making sense of, the
Ctices of a society.” Taylor, Modern Social Imaginaries, 2.
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Itis the totality of the way we look at our world, to make sense of it ang
to make sense of our behavior within it.
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This is a very helpful concepr precisely because it takes account of
the fact that the way we think about many things is not groundeq
a self-conscious belief in a particular theory of the world to which, We
have committed ourselves. We live our lives in a more intuitive fashioy
than that. The fact that “I am a woman trapped in a man's body” makeg
sense to Joe Smith probably has far less to do with him being commitreq
to an elaborate understanding of the nature of gender and its relation.
ship to biological sex than to the fact that it seems intuitively correct ¢
affirm someone in his or her chosen identity and hurtful not to dq 50,
however strange the particulars of that self-identification might haye
seemed to previous generations. We might perhaps say that, looked 4
from this angle, the social imaginary is a matter of intuitive socia] taste.
And the question of how the tastes and intuitions of the general public
are formed is the question of how the social imaginary comes to take the
shape that it does.

Sometimes, as Taylor notes, the theories of the elite do infiltrage
these imaginaries.* For example, the ideas of Luther on church authoy.
ity came to grip the popular imagination in sixteenth-century Saxony
and beyond through myriad popular pamphlets and woodcuts de-
signed to have an impact on everyday people. And one might add tha
sometimes the theories of the elite have an affinity with elements of
the existing social imaginary that reinforces them, that provides them
with an idiom by which they might be expressed or justified, or that
transforms them. Sexual identity politics might be a good example,
whereby sex outside the ideal of monogamous heterosexual marriage
has always occurred but has only recently become much easier to trans-
act (with the advent of cheap and efficient contraception). It has also
moved from being primarily personal in significance to also being po-
liical, given the debares that swirl around abortion, birth control, and

LGBTQ+ matters. The way this occurred is fairly simple to discern:

4. Taylor, A Secular Age, 172.
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ere was the promiscuous behavior;

first, th then there was the technol-

0gy © faci d €Ption and antibjorics; and,
» rechnology enabled the sexually promiscuoys to avoid the natura]

consequences of their actions (unwanted Pregnancies, disease), so thos
ationales that justified the behavior became more plausible’(and a:
guments against it became less so), and therefore the behavior itself
became MOre acceptable.

Any account of the sexual revolution and of the underlying revolu-
rion in the understanding of the self, of which the sexug] revolution is
simply the latest iteration, must therefore not simply take into account
the ideas of the cultural elite but must also look ar how the intuitions
of society at large have been formed. Ideas in themselves are only part
of the story. The notion of the self that makes transgenderism plausible
certainly has its theoretical and philosophical rationales. But it is also
the product of much wider cultural phenomena that have shaped the
intuitions of those who are blissfully unaware of its various intellectual
origins and metaphysical assumptions.

litate it, in the form of contrac

Mimesis and Poiesis
A second useful element in Taylor’s work that connects to the social
imaginary and to which we will have recourse s the relationship between
mimesis and poiesis. Put simply, these terms refer to two different ways of
thinking about the world. A mimetic view regards the world as having a
given order and a given meaning and thus sees human beings as required
to discover that meaning and conform themselves to it. Poiesis, by way of
contrast, sees the world as so much raw material out of which meaning
and purpose can be created by the individual.

Both of Taylor’s major works—Sowurces of the Self and A Secular Age—
are narratives that tell the story of the move in Western culture from a
predominantly mimetic view of the world to one that is primarily poi-
etic. Various matters characterize this shift. As society moves from a view
of the world as possessing intrinsic meaning, so it also moves away from
aview of humanity as having a specific, given end. Teleology is thereby
tenuated, whether it is that of Aristotle, with his view of man as 2
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political animal and his understanding of ethics as an importang fune.
tion of that, or that of Christianity, with its notion that humap, 1
this earthly sphere is to be regulated by the fact that humanj
destiny is eternal communion with God.

Again, the story of this shift is not simply one that can be told iy,
terms of great thinkers and their ideas. It is true that individua]s such
as René Descartes and Francis Bacon served to weaken the significance
of the connection between the divine and the created, and therefore of
a teleological understanding of human nature,
thought of a thinker such as Thomas Aquinas.

of reality to eclipse the mimetic in the social |
must be at play.
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To make this point more clearly, one might reflect on the nature of
life in medieval Europe, a predominantly agrarian society. Given thay
agricultural technology was then,

by today’s standards, relatively primi.
tive, farming was utterly depen

dent on geography and the seasons,
These were givens; while the farmer would plough up the ground and
scatter the seed, he had no contro] over the weather
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and the individyal needed to
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technology, this given authorj
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that are immune to certain conditions or parasites. I could go on, but
the point is clear: whether we consider certain innovations to be good
or bad, technology affects in profound ways how we think about the
world and imagine our place in it. Today’s world is not the objectively
quthoritative place that it was eight hundred years ago; we think of it
much more as a case of raw material that we can manipulate by our own
pOWeT [0 OUT OWI PUIPOSES.

This has much broader significance than matters such as agriculture.
The development of the automobile and then the aircraft served to shat-
ter the previous authority of geographical space. If distance is ultimately
a matter of time, then the distance from Philadelphia to London today
is now less than that from Philadelphia to Chicago was a mere two hun-
dred years ago. And once modern telecommunications and information
technology entered the picture, the situation was even more radically
altered—and that by human inventions. Had I immigrated to the United
States in 1850, I might well have said goodbye forever to my relatives and
friends left in England. Today, I can not only speak to them whenever I
wish, I can even see them on my phone or computer whenever the fancy
takes me.

To this, one should add the developments in medical technology.
Again, old authorities have been challenged and found wanting. Diseases
that were in past ages untreatable are now no longer death sentences.
What were once deadly infections can be dispatched as so much trivia
because of antibiotics. Childbirth no longer poses the serious risk to
women’s health that was routine in earlier ages. And all these develop-
ments have served to weaken the authority of the natural world and
persuade human beings of their power.

In saying this, I am not making an evaluation of technology as good
or bad. It can clearly be both. The point I am making is that we all live
inaworld in which it is increasingly easy to imagine that reality is some-
thing We can manipulate according to our own wills and desires, and not
something that we necessarily need to conform ourselves to or passively
accept. And this broader context makes intuitive, for example, those
Philosophical claims of Friedrich Nietzsche, in which human beings are
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called to transcend themselves, to make their lives into works of art, ¢
take the place of God as self-creators and the inventors, not the discoye,.
ers, of meaning. Few people have read Nietzsche, but many mtlutlve]
think in Nietzschean ways about their relationship to the natura| worlg
precisely because the highly technological world in which we now [jye__
a world in which virtual reality is a reality—makes it 5o easy to { %
Self-creation is a routine part of our modern social imaginary. .
And that is simply another way of saying that this is also a significyy,
component of how we imagine our personal identities, our se/yes, Agaip,
to return to that statement I highlighted in the introduction—T opy ,
woman trapped in a man’s body”—such a statement is plausible only j,
aworld in which the predominant way of thinking is poietic rather thyy,
mimetic. And a poietic world is one in which transcendent purpose co].
lapses into the immanent and in which given purpose collapses into any
purpose I choose to create or decide for myself. Human nature, one mighe

say, becomes something individuals or societies invent for themselves,

Philip Rieff and the Nature of Culture
Philip Rieff, the late professor of sociology at the University of Pennsyl-

vania, is significant for this study because of his application of psychol- |
ogy to the patterns and pathologies of cultural change in the last one
hundred years. In his book The Triumph of the Therapeutic (1966), Rieff
used Sigmund Freud as his starting point for a theory of culture that
he then proceeded to explicate by examining the work of subsequent
thinkers, such as Carl Jung, D. H. Lawrence, and Wilhelm Reich. Rieff
took as basic Freud’s argument that civilization was the result of sub-
limating sexual desire in a manner that left human beings perennially
discontented but remarkably creative, and he developed this notion into
a broad theory of culture and a means of critiquing the shifts that he saw
developing at a rapid rate in the mid-twentieth century. To read Rieft's

book today is a fascinating experience, mainly because the claims that he

6. Freud’s most famous expression of this argument is his monograph Civilization and lts Discon

tents, trans. James Strachey (New York: W. W. Norton, 1989). For further discussion of Freud’s theory,
see chap. 6.
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makes about the direction of society, and the implications these would
have for how people would come to think of themselves, are so startlingly
rescient that it is very hard to dismiss his underlying analytical frame-
work. The work has a prophetic quality to it that is likely to impress any
reader who is willing to persevere through his rather opaque prose style.”
Rieff’s approach to culture is characterized by a number of ideas.
Foremost is his notion that cultures are primarily defined by what they
forbid. This isa basically Freudian concept: if sexual taboos drive civiliza-
rion, then civilization is really defined at its base by a negative idea, by that
behavior that it denounces and renounces as unacceptable. This in turn
has institutional implications: a culture’s vitality depends on the authority
of those institutions that enforce or inculcate these renunciations and thus
communicate them from one generation to the next. As Rieff expresses it,

A culture survives principally . . . by the power of its institutions to
bind and loose men in the conduct of their affairs with reasons which
sink so deep into the self that they become commonly and implicitly

understood.?

This connects to the second important aspect of culture for Rieff: cul-
ture, at least historically, directs the individual outward. It is in com-
munal activities that individuals find their true selves; the true self in
traditional cultures is therefore something that is given and learned,
not something that the individual creates for himself. This insight al-
lows us to connect the thinking of Rieff to that of Charles Taylor in a
constructive manner, via the affinity that exists between Rieff’s concept
of psychological man and Taylor’s concept of the expressive individual.

7. Rieff was not unique in criticizing modern society as therapeutic. Leszek Kotakowski also saw es-
sentially the same pathology as distinguishing the contemporary era, although he labeled it “the culture
of analgesics.” See his The Presence of Myth, trans. Adam Czerniawski (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1989), 83-109.

8. Philip Rieff, The Triumph of the Therapeusic: Uses of Faith afer Freud, 40th anniversary ed. (1966;
tepr, Wilmington: ISI Books, 2006), 2. While discussion of institutions is beyond the scope of this
book, it is worth noting here that the world in which we now live is characterized by what sociologist
Zygmunt Bauman has called “liquidity,” a state of constant change and flux. Given this liquidity, Rieffs
Sttement here points to a significant problem that contemporary societies now face: if cultures depend
onstrong institutions, then when those institutions are weakened or thrown into chaos, those cultures,
;°°' are weakened or thrown into chaos. See Zygmunt Bauman, Liquid Modernity (Cambridge: Polity,

000); also Zygmunt Bauman and Carlo Bordoni, State of Crisis (Cambridge: Polity, 20 14).




44 Part I: Architecture of the Revolution

Psychological Man and Expressive Individualism

Rieff describes the outward direction of traditional culture as follows: “Cy_
ture is another name for a design of motives directing the self OUtward
toward those communal purposes in which alone the self can be realizeg
and satisfied.” This is an important point: culture directs individyg]
outward. It is greater than, prior to, and formative of the individual,
learn who we are by learning how to conform ourselves to the purpoge
of the larger community to which we belong. This is of great significance
for understanding Rieff; since it is this emphasis on culture as that whic,
directs the individual outward toward communal purposes that underlje
his schematization of human history in terms of representative types, fig-
ures whom he regards as embodying the spirit of their age. It also allows
us to understand why Rieff was convinced that his (and now our) age
represented something dramatic and innovative in cultural history.®

First, Rieff argues, there was the culture of political man, of the sor
set forth as an ideal in the thought of Plato and Aristotle. In contrast to
the idiotic man (literally, the private man), the political man is the one
who finds his identity in the activities in which he engages in the public
life of the polis. Aristotle, in his Politics and Nicomachean Ethics, offers
pethaps the classic description of political man. He attends the assembly,
frequents the Areopagus, is deeply immersed in what one might call civic
community life. That is where he is who he is; the outwardly directed
activity of political life is where he finds his sense of self.

Eventually, political man gave way to the second major type, that of
religious man. The man of the Middle Ages was precisely such a person,
someone who found his primary sense of self in his involvement in re-
ligious activities: attending mass, celebrating feast days, taking part in
religious processions, going on pilgrimages. Chaucer's Canterbury Tales
is a classic representation of this type of culture. Who are the characters
in the book? Each obviously has his or her own individual existence

9. Rieff, Triumph of the Therapeutic, 3.
10. Rieff first develops the following scheme in Freud: The Mind of the Moralist (New York: Viking,
1959). A helpful summary is provided in his essay “Reflections on Psychological Man in America,” in

Rieff, The Feeling Intellect: Selected Writings, ed. Jonathan B. Imber (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1990), 3-10.
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and profession, but above all, they are pilgrims who find their sense
of identity in a communal context as they participate in a religiously
motivated journey to Canterbury. I might also add that so much of the
way medieval society is structured—from the dominance of its church
buildings to the liturgical calendar, which marks time itself in religious
terms—points toward religion as the key to culture during this time.

In Rieff’s historical scheme, religious man was eventually displaced
by a third type, what he calls economic man. Economic man is the
individual who finds his sense of self in his economic activity: trade,
production, the making of money. Rieff himself saw economic man as
an unstable and temporary category, and given Karl Marx’s perceptive
observations on the dramatic way that capitalism constantly revolution-
izes society’s means of production, this would seem to be a reasonable
assumption. And economic man thus gives way to the latest player on
the historical stage, that which Rieff dubs “psychological man®—a type
characterized not so much by finding identity in outward directed activi-
ties as was true for the previous types but rather in the inward quest for
personal psychological happiness.

As a historical framework, Rieff’s scheme is far too simplistic. The
idea that one can chart human history through the rise and fall of these
four distinct types of human being is far fetched at best. For a start, the
apostle Paul’s development of the concept of the will is what facilitates
the rise of inner psychological narrative as a means of reflecting on the
self. In the fourth century, Paul’s intellectual heir Augustine produced
the Confessions, the first great Western work of psychological auto-
biography, which indicates the existence of life understood in terms of
inner mental space long before Freud. And one can scarcely look at the
Middle Ages or the early modern era and neatly abstract the religious
from the political or, indeed, the psychological: Martin Luther is only
the most obvious example of this complexity. He was an Augustinian
friar whose life would have revolved around religious observances and yet
whose introspective angst played a key role in the birth of the modern
age. Nevertheless, if the historical scheme is greatly oversimplified, the
significance of the rise of psychological categories as the dominant factor
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This shift to psychological man and to expressive individualism is far
reaching in its implications, as [ argue in future chapters. Taylor, for
example, rightly sees it as underpinning the consumer revolution that

took place after the Second World War.2 At this point, it is simply worth
noting that it involves a very different way of thinking about and relating

to the world around us.”

11. Taylor, A Secular Age, 475.

12. Taylor, A Secular Age, 474.

13'. Roger Scruton notes the shift in the understanding of selfhood relative to forms of dance. Com-
menting on earlier forms of dancing, he observes that such typically assumed live music formal ste‘ps that
m::dlcd to b? learned, and a meaning or pleasure derived from the individual being par’[ of a coordinated
;vi so e, ; so::ilal group. Such dancing was thus deeply social, and the ways in which the individual expressed
indi(i’rid ::] lshc:t;ty was con:}rlnunal. Hf contrasts this with modern nightclub-style dancing, in which the
e (1: d)l'—to[h use1 e colloquial phrzfse—docs his or her own thing. The former, he says, involves
Purposi e a;[rs\;i[he t}:t::x z;(;ztbers (fwhu.:h, infidemally, has also involved a sexualizing of dancings
FEssays (Widworthy, UK: Notting H:l?%ﬁi;z:\zzz}.lg ’a;‘(C)le&Proper ly," in Confessions of a Hereric: Seleted
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Take, for example, the issue of job satisfaction, something that is sig-
nificant for most adults. My grandfather left schoo at fifteen and spent
the rest of his working life as a sheet metal worker i 3 factory in Birming-
ham, the industrial heartland of England. If he had been asked if he found
satisfaction in his work, there is a distinct possibility he would not even
have understood the question, given that it really reflects the concerns of
psychological man’s world, to which he did not belong. But if he did un-
derstand, he would probably have answered in terms of whether his work
gave him the money to put food on his family’s table and shoes on his
children’s feet. If it did so, then yes, he would have affirmed that his job sat-
isfied him. His needs were those of his family, and in enabling him to meet
them, his work gave him satisfaction. My grandfather was, if anything, a
Rieffian economic man whose economic production and the results of that
for others (i.e., his family) were key to his sense of self, If I am asked the
same question, my instinct is to talk about the pleasure that teaching gives
me, about the sense of personal fulfillment I feel when a student learns a
new idea or becomes excited about some concept as a result of my classes.
The difference is stark: for my grandfather, job satisfaction was empirical,
outwardly directed, and unrelated to his psychological state; for members
of mine and subsequent generations, the issue of feeling is central.

Rieff sees two historic reversals underlying this new world of psy-
chological man. The first is a transformation of the understanding of
therapy. Traditionally, the role of the therapist in any given culture was
to enable the patient to grasp the nature of the community to which
he belonged. So in a religious world, the task of the religious therapist,
the priest, was to train individuals in the rituals, the language, the
doctrines, and the symbols of the church by which they might then
participate in the community. These are the things that promote com-
mitment to the community, which is prior to, and more important

than, any particular individual.*
-_—
14. See, for example, Rieff’s comments on the medieval church: “In the Middle Ages, this tradition
[of therapy] was institutionalized in a church civilization, with the therapeutic functions reserved to
nctionaries of the churches. . . . Ultimately, it is the community that cures. The function of the classical
therapist is to commit the patient to the symbol system of the community, as best he can and by whatever
techniques are sanctioned (e.g., ritual or dialectical, magical or rational).” Triumph of the Therapeutic, 57.
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This view depends on an understanding of the wider commyp;
a positive good for those individuals who constitute it. That, a5 | n':}’oas :
in parts 2 and 3, is an idea that has come under vigorous Critigy te |
beginning in the eighteenth century with Jean-Jacques Rousseay, w;n)
regarded the community as a hindrance to the full expression of the auo

thentic individual, a point picked up and given artistic expression by the
Romantics. In Freud, Rieff’s intellectual source and himself an admire,
of Rousseau (albeit supplementing Rousseau with the much darke; View
of nature found in the Marquis de Sade), the notion of the commup; 5
a good is also placed under pressure and significantly qualified. A chyy;_
table reading of his cultural theory allows that the repressed communjy,
we have is at best merely preferable to the bloodthirsty chaos that ¢, |
alternative offers. For Marx and for Nietzsche (though for very diffe;. |
ent reasons), the present community is one that needs to be overthrowy,
in order for humanity to reach its full potential. And once we have the
, fusion of the thought of Marx and Freud in figures such as Wilhe|m,
Reich and Herbert Marcuse, the community as it now exists becomes
not simply repressive but oppressive and in need of revolutionary change
specifically in terms of its sexual codes. In short, the basic thrust of much
modern thinking serves to shatter the idea of the individual as one whose
best interests are served by being educated to conform to the canons and |
protocols of society. And that is the intellectual foundation for the first |
reversal, whereby therapy ceases to serve the purpose of socializing an
individual. Instead, it seeks to protect the individual from the kind of
harmful neuroses that society itself creates through its smothering of the
individual’s ability simply to be herself.

This then leads to the second reversal. In the worlds of political, reli-
gious, and economic man, commitment was outwardly directed to those
communal beliefs, practices, and institutions that were bigger than the
individual and in which the individual, to the degree that he or she con-
formed to or cooperated with them, found meaning. The ancient Athe-
nian was committed to the assembly, the medieval Christian to his church,
and the twentieth-century factory worker to his trade union and work-
ing man's club. All of them found their purpose and well-being by being

48  Part I: Architecture of the Revolution
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committed €0 something outside themselves. In the world of psychological
man, however, the commitment is first and foremost to the self and is in-
wardly directed. Thus, the order is reversed. Outward institutions become
in effect the servants of the individual and her sense of inner well-being.
In fact, | might press this point further: institutions cease to be places
for the formation of individuals via their schooling in the various prac-
cices and disciplines that allow them to take their place in society. In-
stead, they become platforms for performance, where individuals are
allowed to be their authentic selves precisely because they are able to
give expression to who they are “inside.” Rieff characterizes the values of

modern society and the person in such terms:

Reticence, secrecy, concealment of self have been transformed into social
problems; once they were aspects of civility, when the great Western
formulary summed up in the creedal phrase “Know thyself” encour-
aged obedience to communal purposes rather than suspicion of them.”

For such selves in such a world, institutions such as schools and churches
are places where one goes to perform, not to be formed—or, perhaps
better, where one goes to be formed by performing.'®

This helps explain in part the concern in recent years over making
the classroom a “safe place”—that is, a place where students go not
to be exposed to ideas that may challenge their deepest beliefs and
commitments (part of what was traditionally considered to be the role
of education) but to be affirmed and reassured. While hostile com-
mentators berate this tendency as that caused by the hypersensitivity
of a generation of “snowflakes,” it is actually the result of the slow but
steady psychologizing of the self and the triumph of inward-directed
therapeutic categories over traditional outward-directed educational

philosophies. That which hinders my outward expression of my inner

\
5. Rieff, Triumph of the Therapeusic, 17. )
16. This point has recently been made by Yuval Levin: “We have moved, roughly speaking, from

thinking of institutions as molds that shape people’s character and habits toward seeing them as plat-
f°fflls that allow people to be themselves and to display themselves before a wider world.” 4 Time to
Build: From Family and Community to Congress and the Campus: How Recommitting to Our Institutions
Can Revive the American Dream (New York: Basic Books, 2020), 33-34.

==
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feclings—that which challenges or atte'mptS to falsiy m}; P sychOlogi-
cal beliefs about myself and thus to disturb x.ny sense of inner |
being—is by definition harmful and to be rejected. And that Mmeang
that traditional institutions must be transformed to conform to the
psychological self, not vice versa. , .

This could also be described, using Taylor’s terminology, as the ¢;_
umph of expressive individualism and of poiesis over mimesis. If e,
cation is to allow the individual simply to be himself, unhindered by
outward pressure to conform to any greater reality, then the individyy|
is king. He can be whoever he wants to be. And rejecting the notion of
any external authority or meaning to which education is to conform,
the individual simply makes himself the creator of any meaning that
there might be. So-called “external” or “objective” truths are then simply
constructs designed by the powerful to intimidate and to harm the weak
Overthrowing them—and thus overthrowing the notion that there s a
great reality to which we are all accountable, whether that of the polis,
of some religion, or of the economy—becomes the central purpose of
educational institutions. They are not to be places to form or to trans-
form but rather places where students can perform. The triumph of
the therapeutic represents the advent of the expressive individual as the

normative type of human being and of the relativizin

g of all meaning
and truth to personal taste,

Two Key Questions

If, as I argue in future chapters,
which the therapeutic needs of
center of life,

it is true that we now live in a world in

Rieff’s psychological man stand at the
it would then perhaps be possible to offer an explanation

» Questions that have a particular
mate. Why, for example, have the
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Jatest orthodoxy is greeted with scorn and sometimes even legal action? A
moment’s reflection would seem to suggest tha this is, on the surface at
least, a rather odd phenomenon. What does it matter, to borrow a phrase
oft used in the gay marriage debate surrounding the Supreme Court case
of Obergefell v. Hodges, 576 US ___ (2015), what people do in private?
Why should my agreement or disagreement with what consenting adults
do behind closed doors be of any great public importance? If two men
have a sexual relationship in the privacy of their bedroom, my disagree-
ment with such behavior neither picks their pockets nor breaks their
legs, as Thomas Jefferson would say. So why should disagreement with
current sexual mores be regarded as somehow immoral and intolerable
in the wider public sphere?

Such questions miss an important point. If it were just sexual activity
that were at issue, passions would likely not run so deep. But far more
than codes of behavior are at stake here. In addressing the behavior that
has come to prominence through the sexual revolution, we are actually
not so much speaking of practices as we are speaking of identities. And
when we are speaking of identities, the public, political stakes are incredi-
bly high and raise a whole different set of issues.

To anticipate the argument of later chapters, for the sexual revolu-
tionaries who follow the line of Wilhelm Reich and Herbert Marcuse—
for example, the feminist thinker Shulamith Firestone—the answer as to
why dissent from the sexual revolution is to be eradicated is a simple one
of political liberation. The oppressive nature of bourgeois society is built
on repressive sexual codes that maintain the patriarchal nuclear family
as the norm. As long as this state of affairs holds, there can be no true
liberation, political or economic. Shattering sexual codes is therefore one
of the principal emancipatory tasks of the political revolutionary. But few
people have read Reich or Marcuse or Firestone. Fewer still perhaps ac-
cept the Marxist-Freudian metanarrative on which their politicized view
of sex rests. But some of the ideas of these thinkers and philosophies are
now part of the broader social imaginary of the West and have become
the intuitive orthodoxy of much of society (for example, that oppression

is primarily a psychological category enforced through sex and gender



N

52 Part I: Architecture of the Revolution

codes). That is part of the world of psychological man or €XPressiye
individualism, where personal authenticity is found through publjc per.
formance of inward desires. And as the most powerful inward desire of
most people are sexual in nature, so identity itself has come to be thoug,
of as strongly sexual in nature.

Yet here I come to an important phenomenon requiring that [ qualify
the notion of the modern self simply as psychological man or the €Xpres-
sive individual: even now in our sexually libertarian world, certain sey;y
taboos remain in place, pedophilia being perhaps the most obvious. N,
all expressions of individuality, not all behaviors that bring about a seng,
of inner psychological happiness for the agent, are regarded as legitimage,
Whether any given individual notices it or not, society still imposes itself
on its members and shapes and corrals their behavior.”

Now, while we might hope and pray that things such as pedophiliy
and incest remain taboo, we cannot be sure that such will be the case
because sexual codes have changed so dramatically over the last few
decades, and as I argue in chapter 9, the grounds on which one might
mount a compelling argument against them have already been conceded
by our culture. Nevertheless, even if the current sexual taboos rest on
very shaky legal and philosophical foundations, they do reveal something
important that must be taken into account when we are talking about
psychologically constructed identity: not all psychological identities are
considered to be legitimate, because society will not allow for the ex-
pression of every particular form of sexual desire, and therefore, not all
sexual minorities enjoy the protection either of the law or of the general
cultural ethos.

And so  arrive at two key questions that need to be answered: Why
is it important that identity is publicly acknowledged? And why is it
that the public acknowledgment of some identities is compulsory and of
others is forbidden? There are two parts to this answer, one drawn from

17. There is some evidence that attitudes toward pedophilia might be changing: see Dorothy Cum-
mings McLean, “TEDx Speaker: ‘Pedophilia Is an Unchangeable Sexual Orientation,’ ‘Anyone’ Could
Be Born That Way,” July 18, 2018, https://www.lifcsitencws.com/ncws/ted-speakcr-pcdophilia-is-*‘n
-unchangmblc-scxual—orientation-anyone-could-b.



Reimagining the Self 53

Rieff (the analytic attitude) and one drawn from Taylor (

» the importance
and nature of recognition).

The Analytic Attitude

At first glance, the concepts of psychological man or expressive individu-
alism would not seem in themselves to offer an answer to the question
of why public acknowledgment of the validity of particular identities is
important or of why certain identities become respectable and others do
not. For example, one could easily argue that expressive individualism
really only requires freedom for me to be who I think I am, as long as
that does not interfere with the lives of others. If I declare myself to be
gay, it would seem that as long as that does not prevent me from holding
a job, voting, receiving an education, or availing myself of the necessities
of life, there is little reason for me to want anything more. Why would
I need my neighbors to affirm my homosexuality as a good thing? To
use the matter of cake baking: Mr. Bun, the Christian cake baker, may
not be willing to make a cake for my gay wedding, but he will sell me
his baked goods in general and will even recommend to me a baker who
will fulfill my wedding requirements. His policy on wedding cakes is not
going to cause me to starve or even require that I travel great distances
to avail myself of baked goods. Why should such amicable tolerance of
my homosexuality not suffice? Surely a situation whereby my identity
is tolerated by others in a manner that allows me to go about my daily
business would seem to be a reasonable state of affairs?

Yet the history of the sexual—or perhaps better, identity—revolution
has clearly not played out in quite such a fashion. In fact, precisely such
a scenario as that outlined above led to one of the most contentious and
divisive Supreme Court cases of recent years.” It is clearly indisputable
that mere tolerance of sexual identities that break with the heterosexual
norm has not proved an acceptable option to the sexual revolutionaries.
Nothing short of full equality under the law and full recognition of the
legitimacy of certain nontraditional sexual identities by wider society has

\_ . .
18. Masterpiece Cakeshop v. Colorado Civil Rights Commission, 584 U.S. ___(2018).
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emerged as the ambition of the LGBTQ+ movement. It is not enoy
that I can buy a wedding cake somewhere in town. I must be able ¢, by
a wedding cake from each and every baker in town who ever cater fo};
weddings. Why is this the case?”

One could build an answer to this question on one aspect of Philip

Riefs definition of traditional culture—that it normally directs the self

outward to communal purposes in which it can find satisfaction by; that

this direction has clearly been reversed in the era of psychological man,
Satisfaction and meaning—authenticity—are now found by an inyy, 4
turn, and the culture is reconfigured to this end. Indeed, it must noy,
serve the purpose of meeting my psychological needs; I must not tajlo,
my psychological needs to the nature of society, for that would create
anxiety and make me inauthentic. The refusal to bake me a wedding
cake, therefore, is not an act consistent with the therapeutic ideal; in fact,
it is the opposite—an act causing me psychological harm.

There is therefore an outward, social dimension to my psychologi- ‘
cal well-being that demands others acknowledge my inward, psy- |
chological identity. We all as individuals still inhabit the same social i
spaces, still interact with other individuals, and so these other individuals |
must be coerced to be part of our therapeutic world. The era of psychologi-
cal man therefore requires changes in the culture and its institutions,
practices, and beliefs that affect everyone. They all need to adapt to reflect
a therapeutic mentality that focuses on the psychological well-being of the
individual. Rieff calls this societal characteristic #he analytic attitude.

Once society starts to manifest the analytic attitude, there s, to bor-
row a phrase from Nietzsche, a transvaluation of values.” That which was

19. For an analysis of how the LGBTQ+ movement has progressed from demands for tolerance t
demands for equality, see Darel E. Paul, From Tolerance to Equality: How Elites Brought America to Same-
Sex Marriage (Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2018).

20. Nietzsche planned four books under the general title of “A Transvaluation of Values,” although
only one, The Anti-Christ, was completed. In this book, he attacks the morality of Christianity (and its
expression in the work of Immanuel Kant), demanding that the metaphysical death of God requires
a thoroughgoing revision (rejection) of traditional morality. As he declares in chap. 47, “What sets US
apart is not that we recognize no God, either in history or in nature or behind nature—but that we find
that which has been reverenced as God not ‘godlike’ but pitiable, absurd, harmful, not merely an €rrf
but a crime against life. . .. We deny God as God.” Tivilight of the Idols and The Anti-Christ, trans. RJ
Hollingdale (London: Penguin, 2003), 174-75. Nietzsche’s point is that claims to transcendent mo
codes are oppressive of the individual and deny true life.

pr
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eviously deemed good comes to be regarded as bad; that which was pre-
viously regarded as healthy comes to be deemed sickness. The turn to the

Chologicaj self is fundamentally iconoclastic with regard to traditional
moral codes as they are now seen to be part of the problem rather than |
the solution: Emphasis on what we might call the “right to psychologi- !
al happiness” of the individual will also have some obvious practical |
offects. For example, language will become much more contested than
i the past, because words that cause “psychological harm” will become
pl.Oblematic and will need to be policed and suppressed. To use pejorative
racial or sexual epithets ceases to be a trivial matter. Instead, it becomes an
extremely serious act of oppression. This explains why so much outrage
in the public square is now directed at what one might call speech crimes.
Even the neologism hate speech speaks to this. While earlier generations
might have seen damage to body or property as the most serious catego-
ries of crime, a highly psychologized era will accord increasing importance
t0 words as means of oppression. And this represents a serious challenge
10 one of the foundations of liberal democracy: freedom of speech. Once
harm and oppression are regarded as being primarily psychological cate-
gories, freedom of speech then becomes part of the problem, not the solu-
tion, because words become potential weapons. Rieff’s understanding of
the current situation thus stands very close to that offered by Reich and
Marcuse, who saw oppression as a primarily psychological phenomenon
and the demolition of sexual codes and the dispatching of freedom of
speech as necessary elements of the political revolution, even as (unlike
them) Rieff laments these realities as signifying the death of culture rather
than the birth pangs of the coming liberated utopia.

Yet Rieff’s approach still leaves open the pressing question of why
some identities are acceptable and their acceptance compulsory and en-
forced, and other identities do not enjoy such privilege. The foot fetish-
ist, too, surely suffers psychological harm when he is denied the right
to proclaim his proclivities in public and receive acclamation and even
legal protection for so doing. Yet few if any care to take up his cause.
Wh)’ not? He would seem to have just as much a claim to being a mar-
ginalized sexual minority as anyone in the LGBTQ+ movement. And

i
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no cake baker is being sued for refusing to bake cakes that glorify -

or the Ku Klux Klan. Again, why not? Ricﬁj certainly offers 5 PlauSibl
framework for understanding the psychological naturc' of Oppressigy
the therapeutic world, but he does not allow us toddlscern Wwhy S0me
marginal identities gain mainstream acceptance and others femain (,

least for the present) beyond the pale.

t
e

Charles Taylor and the Politics of Recognition

The question of why some identities find a.tccep.tan.ce and oth'ers do no
is simply a version of the question of how 1.dent1ty is formed in the firge
place. Much of this book focuses on the rise of the psychologica| self
The turn to epistemology in the Enlightenment and the work of mep
such as Rousseau led to an emphasis on the inner life as characterizing
the authentic person. Yet before I address the historical narrative of ¢,
rise of the modern plastic, psychological, expressive self, it is Decessary
to note that for all psychological man’s inward turn, individual person,]
identity is not ultimately an internal monologue conducted in isolatiop
by an individual self-consciousness. On the contrary, it is a dialogue
between self-conscious beings. We each know ourselves as we knoy
other people.

A simple example of why this is important to understand is provided
by Descartes’s famous idea that in the act of doubting my own existence,
I'have to acknowledge that I do exist on the grounds that there has to
be an “I” that doubts.” As plausible as that sounds, a key question that
Descartes fails to ask is, What exactly is this “I” that is doing the doubt-
ing? Whatever the “I” might be, it is clearly something that has a facility
with language, and language itself is something that typically involves
interaction with other linguistic beings. I cannot therefore necessarily
grant the “I” the privilege of self-consciousness prior to its engagement
with others. The “I” i necessarily a social being.??

21. See René Descartes, Discourse on Method; and, Meditations on First Philosphy, trans. Donald A
Cress (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1993),

22. Thisis ic argument of Charles Taylor in Te Language Animal (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press
of Hafvard Umvch{ty Press, 2016). For Taylor’s criticism of Descartes, with particular attention to the
essentially monological nature of the self his philosophy assumes, see esp. 64-65.
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Building on this basic insight in his analyses of the rise of the modern
elf, Charles Taylor has done much to show that expressive individualism
is a social phenomenon that emerges through the dialogical nature of
what it means to be a person. As he expresses it,

One is a self only among other selves. A self can never be described
without reference to those who surround it

Elsewhere, he offers a more elaborate, though still succinct, summary
of his position:

The general feature of human life that I want to evoke is its funda-
mentally dialogical character. We become full human agents, capable
of understanding ourselves, and hence of defining an identity, through
our acquisition of rich human languages of expression. . . . I want to
take “language” in a broad sense, covering not only the words we speak
but also other modes of expression whereby we define ourselves, in-
cluding the “languages” of art, of gesture, of love and the like. But we
are inducted into these in exchange with others. No one acquires the
languages needed for self-definition on their own. We are introduced to
them through exchanges with others who matter to us.?*

Taylor is here pointing to the fact that who we think we are is intimately
connected to those to whom we relate—family, friends, coworkers. When
asked who I am, for example, I do not respond by pointing the inquirer
to my DNA code or to such generalities as my gender. I would typically
define myself in relation to other people and other things—the child of
John, the husband of Catriona, a professor at Grove City College, the
author of a particular book. Circumstances would influence the specific
content, but the reply would likely touch on my relationship with others.

This also connects to another point: the human need to belong.
If our identities are shaped by our connection to and interaction with
significant others, then identity also arises in the context of belonging.
To have an identity means that I am being acknowledged by others.

ST )
;.7_3_ Charles Taylor, Sources of the Self The Making of the Modern Identity (Cambridge, MA: H
University Press, 1989), 35.
1991), 32-33.

24. Charles Taylor, The Malaise of Modernity (Concord, ON: Anansi,



5§ Part I: Architecture of the Revolution

e ignored by everyone I encounge,
ion whether they considereq me
rthy of acknowledgmen, If

To wander through a town and to b t
would understandably lead me to ques

unwo
to be a nonperson or at least a person

I ted by everyone I encounter as if I am worthless, I will Probably
am trea

feeling that I am worthless. | |
endTu}fe ;misi practice of shunning provides an example of this. Whe,

‘ tradicts or ¢
. at dramatically con -
ted some act th
someone has commit

: be shunned. In extre

fies the practices of the community, he can then . me
e mep i letely ignored by the Amish commy,.

s, this can mean that he is completely 1§ .
s ity identity is maintained by denying practicy|
nity. In this way, community identity b _
membership to the transgressor. The person ceases to be recognized ag

: : individual continues to exist, hj

Amish by other Amish. While tha? 1n.d1v1 ” o
identity within the Amish community is effectively erased.

Individual identity is thus truly a dialogue: how a person thinks
of himself is the result of learning the language of the community
so that he can be a part of the community. It also explains the basic
human need to belong: the idea of the isolated Rousseauesque man of
nature, living all by himself and for himself, may be superficially at-
tractive, but a moment’s reflection would indicate how strange, if not
completely absurd, it would be.? In fact, to conduct such a thought
experiment is likely to induce a kind of intellectual vertigo precisely
because so much of who we are and how we think of ourselves is tied
up with the people with whom we interact. To remove them from the
picture is in a sense to remove ourselves, at least ourselves as we know
ourselves. Again, if I ask what it would be like to be me if I had been

born not in Dudley, England, to English parents but rather in Delhi to
an Indian mother and father,

for a very simple reason: I w
completely different.

This dialogical dimension of identi
modern selfhood. There is,

the question is really impossible to answer
ould then have been not me but someone

ty also points to another aspect of
for sure, a deep desire in the modern West

_
25. See “Why Do the Amish Practice Sh
http://amishamerica.com/why-do-the—

unning?,” Amish America, accessed February 14, 2019,
26. On Rousseau, see chap. 3,

amish-practicc-shunning/ i
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for self-expression, to perform in public in a manner consistent with

that which one feels or thinks one is on the inside. That is the essence of

quchenticity as 1 will note in the thought of Rousseau in chapter 3. It is

Jlso the idea of authenticity that dominates the contemporary cultural

imagination. Yet the desire to belong to some larger whole, to find unity

with others, is also characteristic of modern selfhood. One might note

, comparatively trivial example of this: the teenager who dresses in a

particular Way to express her individuality and yet at the same time ends |
up wearing more or less the same clothes as every other member of her
peer group- Her clothing is both a means of self-expression and a means
of finding unity with a larger group at one and the same time.

Taylor's own attitude to this issue is rooted in his appropriation of the
thought of the nineteenth-century German philosopher G. W. E Hegel.
Frederick Neuhouser summarizes Taylor’s approach to Hegel in terms
that make the latter’s relevance obvious:

[Taylor’s argument is] that Hegel’s social philosophy attempted to satisfy
two aspirations bequeathed to us by the Enlightenment and its Roman-
tic successors: aspiration to radical autonomy and to expressive unity

with nature and society.”

In short, Hegel is useful because he is the key philosopher who wrestled
with the quintessential problem of identity in the modern era: how to
connect the aspiration to express oneself as an individual and to be free
with the desire for being at one with (or belonging to) society as a whole.
How can I simultaneously be myself and belong to a larger social group?
This is where Hegel’s thought is of great contemporary relevance.
Hegel begins the most famous section of his Phenomenology of Spirit,
on the relationship between master and slave, with the following state-
ment: “Self-consciousness exists in and for itself when, and by the fact
that, it so exists for another; that is, it exists only in being acknowledged.”®
What Hegel means by this is that self-consciousness is found only in a

\
27. Frederick Neuhouser, preface to Charles Taylor, Hegel and Modern Society (Cambridge: Cam-

bridge University Press, 2015), vii.
i8 728~ G W.FE Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit, trans. A. V. Miller (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
7), 111,



N

fully developed form where two such self-consciousnesses fecognize eqqy,
ac

GO  Part I: Architecture of the Revolution

other as mutually recognizing each other. That is a rather convoluteq ang
inelegant way of saying that a human being is most self—conscious When,
she knows that other people are acknowledging her as a Self'C0nsciouS
being.

A trivial example might help elucidate this idea further. Childrep o, -
play improvised team sports in the schoolyard during recess. TYPically
team captains—normally a couple of the stronger leadership types ip the
playground pecking order—take it in turns to select players for their team.
The moment of being selected often gives the one chosen a thrill, a feeling
of excitement, of satisfaction, and, perhaps more negatively, of Superiority
relative to those who have not yet been picked. That is a moment of being
recognized, of being acknowledged as valuable, by another—and, crucially,
of knowing oneself that one has been so acknowledged. One imagines tha;
this experience is somewhat different from that of, say; a Jack Russell terrier
whose master comes home after work and calls him to sit on his lap. The
Jack Russell may well be thrilled by the return of his master and by the fact
that he has been acknowledged or recognized in such a way, but unlike the
child picked for the playground team, he will lack the self-consciousness
necessary to reflect on the fact that he has been so acknowledged. One
might describe the Jack Russell’s reaction as simply instinctive.

This idea—that identity requires recognition by another—is a vital
insight into the subject I am exploring in this book. It also points toward
the way identity can thus become contentious. Hegel himself points to
this conflict in his chapter on the master-slave dialectic.”” In a meeting
of two primitive self-consciousnesses, recognition or acknowledgment of
another self-consciousness requires a setting aside or a denial of oneself.
The ultimate form of this dynamic is that the one self-consciousness
comes to dominate the other totally, to negate it entirely. That is, if I
meet someone else, the greatest way that my existence can be recognized
by him is for me to fight and kill him. Recognition thus becomes 2 li‘fe-
and-death struggle. But because death is also somewhat self-defeating

29. Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit, 111-19.
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n the victor’s standpoint'——once th_e other person is dead, he cannot
o he recognition I desire—real life means that 5 compromise situa-
5_’ holds, whereby the one person comes to hold 5 superior position
tloI:hC cher who yet remains alive. A hierarchy of mager and:slave Is
ereby established; whereby the stronger receives from the weaker the
nition he desires.
rurn to the playground example, one sees this hierarchical form
freco gnition at play in the action of team selection. The fact tha the
cams A€ picked by leaders indicates that a number of the children
are recognized 25 such by the rest. The captains are captains because
the other children acknowledge them as their superiors in some way.
Recognition thus always stands in potential relationship to hierarchy
und therefore to potential struggle and conflict. Again, playgrounds

ovide a good example, that of the school bully. The bully is one who
establishes his dominant role in a particular hierarchy by the use of
ower to subjugate those who are weaker. The recognition they grant

{0

th

1eC0%
Tore
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him is vital to his own self-consciousness but is extracted from others in
away that negates them to some significant degree, such that they know
themselves to be below him in the hierarchy of power, to be somehow

“less” than him.
Clearly, the dialogical nature of identity creates the possibility for

tension not simply between individuals but also between the desires

of the individual and the concerns of the community and, of course,
between one community and another. Hegel was aware of this, and it
forms an important part of his understanding of the political culture of
the modern state.*® And this is where the issue becomes complicated. It

is also where one can begin to construct an answer to the question as to ‘

Why only certain identities appear to enjoy legitimacy and widespread

social privilege. To put the matter another way, it helps explain why some

entities find recognition in society while others do not.

OB;%O “Fjully developed self-consciousness, according to Hegel, is to be found only where such rec-
" IS mutual, indeed, where two (or more) self-consciousnesses ‘recognise themselves as mutually

Tecognis;
n:f;:::,g one another, as, for example, in the modern constitutional state.” Stephen Houlgate, An
"t Hegel: Freedom, Truth and History, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Blackwell, 2005), 68.
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Here it is helpful to note a concept that Taylor draws from 1
Cgel,

that of Sittlichkeir. This term cannot be captured by a sing|e By
word, and so Taylor retains the original German in his work by, oilsh
€rs

this explanation of its precise meaning;

Sittlichkeit refers to the moral obligations I have to an ongoing co,
munity of which I am part. These obligations are based on establisheq
norms and uses, and that is why the etymological root in Sisen jg jp,_
portant for Hegel's use. The crucial characteristic of Sittlichkeit i that
it enjoins us to bring about what already is. This is a paradoxical way of
putting it, but in fact the common life which is the basis of my i
obligation s already there in existence. It is in virtue of its being ap
ongoing affair that I have these obligations; and my fulfilment of these
obligations is what sustains it and keeps it in being. Hence in Sittlichkeir
there is no gap between what ought to be and what is, between So/le,

and Sein.”!

Wha this means is that society itself is an ethical community. What it
implies is that the individual finds her self-consciousness in being recog-
nized by that society, and this occurs because she is behaving according
to the conventions of that society. In short, there is a need for the expres-
sive individual to be at one with the expressive community.

One can rephrase this idea using an analogy with language. For peo-
ple to be self-conscious and to express themselves to others, they need
to be able to speak the language of the community to which they belong
or to which they wish to speak, to use its vocabulary and to follow its
grammatical and syntactical rules. Of course, it is individuals who use
the language, but the language is not something they invent for them-
selves. If that were the case, it would not be a language in the commonly
understood sense of the word. Rather, it is something prior to them and
that they have to learn. Further, it is as individuals use language that both
the language has reality and its existence is sustained.

Again, a trivial example makes this point clear. Anyone who has ever
traveled in a country where they could not speak the native language

and Andre¥ P
2018), 70-7%

31. Taylor, Hegel and Modern Society, 81. See also the discussion in Craig Browne
Lynch, Taylor and Politics: A Critical Introduction (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press,

e
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and the local population could not speak tha of
the personal frustration this involves. Such 5 of the rf'avcler will know
the society in which she happens to find herseﬁ?erson- is alienated from
roper part of the community. It is only as the ¢ anld is not able to be a
language that she is able to give expression to : veler acquires the local
, way that is recognized by the locals and that aﬂer personal identity in
to belong: ows her in some sense
What is vital to notice is that recognition is theref,
nomenon. It is important to me to have iy idenc:e ore a so‘cial phe-
the framework and conventions both for expressin I‘nt)’ .fscog.mzed, but
chat identity being recognized are socially COHStrlit Zl entl'fy and for
context in which I find myself. The Roman soldier dcr . SPC'c1ﬁc to the
way and is recognized by the populace as who and Wha:;ses- IE a certain
Jons a particular uniform. To wear that uniform toda :l'lsh ccause he
nothing more than the fact that one is going to a fan y ) ight indicate
worst it might be a sign of insanity. It will certainly HZ mfe‘:ls1 f::lrf}’ At
is recognized as the brave member of a military unit. And so i = one
ocher forms of dress and behavior. We might wish to express 01:1 is ;Vlth
but we typically do so in ways that are sanctioned by the modern :Zc ?,es’
in which we happen to live. =
When applied to the question of identity, specifically the kind of
identities that the sexual revolution has brought in its wake, one can
conclude that those that are considered legitimate—summed up by the
LGBTQ+ acronym—are legitimate because they are recognized by the
wider moral structure, the Siztlichkeit, of our society. The intuitive moral

structure of our modern social imaginary prioritizes victimhood, sees
selthood in psychological terms, regards traditional sexual codes as op-
pressive and life denying, and places a premium on the individual’s right
to define his or her own existence. All these things play into legitimizing

such terms.

and strengthening those groups that can define themselves in
the spirit of the age. This hel

zed and others are not. Pedop
a5 a victimized class, given
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regard to traditional sexual codes. Gay men, hm;vcvcrl,l.as conseng,

adults, are not seen as victimizers and can call onla. ong . istory ofs°cial
marginalization and victimhood. They can thus claim a rlglfltdtlo recogp;.
tion, a recognition that is connected to a further aspect of the Modey,

moral imagination, that of dignity.

The Question of Dignity .

One of the underlying themes of this book, followilfg Rleﬂ:’ Taylor, anq
Maclntyre, is that psychological man and expressive individualism shape
the dominant understanding of what it means to be a human selfj, this
present age. Yet given the argument of the previous section, for these ¢,
be the controlling notions of the self demands that society itself embody
certain assumptions. For the expressive individual to receive Iecognition
means that the assumptions of expressive individualism must be the as-
sumptions of society as a whole. For the individual to be king, society
must recognize the supreme value of the individual.

Taylor argues that central to this thinking is the shift from 2 society
based on the notion of honor to that based on the notion of dignity»
The former is built on the idea of a given social hierarchy. The medievs|
feudal lord was owed honor by his vassals simply by virtue of his birth,
The world in which he lived considered him to be intrinsically superior
to those below him. The same applied to the samurai in Japan. Their
position in the social hierarchy meant that they were automatically con-
sidered superior to those who sat below them in the hierarchy. The En-
glish class system retains vestiges of this idea, and the Hindu caste system
is perhaps its most obvious embodiment in the modern age.

This framework for recognition has been effectively demolished by
two dramatic developments. First, technological and economic changes
have over the centuries broken down the old hierarchical structures of
society. To give an exhaustive account of this process is beyond the scope
of this study, but it is worth briefly noting a number of factors that have

32. See Charles Taylor, “The Politics of Recognition,”

in Philosophi Cambridge, MA:
Harvard Universiy Press, 1997), 225,55, 'n Phlosophical Arguments
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fotered T shift. Seccfnd, cer.tain intellectufd developments have proved
Jechal 10 craditional, hlerar?hncal ways of thinking,
The rise of technology is clearly important to the demolition of old
bicrarchies, changing the relationship of human beings to their environ-
ent and transforming economic relationships between individuals. The
rise of industrialism and the importance of capital in nineteenth-century
England, for example, meant that the traditional nobility ceased to be
s socially and politically important as it once had been. Power came
0 reside not so much in the ownership of traditional landed estates
but in money; in capital, in that which could be invested in factories,
und in the production and distribution of goods. This shift also fueled
the growth of cities and in many places transformed local populations
through both emigration and immigration in a manner that subverted
rraditional local hierarchies. I might also add that the kind of skills tech-
nology demanded—and still demands—came to favor the young, who
were able to learn and adapt more easily. One has only to look at how
the current IT industry is often dominated by young, free-thinking, en-
trepreneurial types to see how even the former (but still relatively recent)
hierarchies of the business world have been attenuated and even rendered
superfluous. Rigid social hierarchies that embodied and enforced honor
codes have been made impractical and implausible in modern capital-
ist society, as Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels observed long ago in The
Communist Manifesto.®
As noted above, the assault on hierarchies was not simply the result
of changing technological and economic conditions. Intellectual devel-
opments in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries also proved lethal
to old hierarchijcal ways of thinking. For example, while the epistemol-
ogy of Descartes might not at first glance appear to have great political
Significance, it effectively moved the individual knowing subject to the
“enter. And this move surely found its most eloquent psychological ex-
Pression in the work of Rousseau, for whom society and culture were
the problems, the things that corrupted the individual and prevented

33,
For Mary and Engels, see chap. 5.
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him from being truly authentic. Given that the hierarchies of hong,
based societies would be examples of precisely the kind of cortupei, .
conventions that the egalitarian Rousseau would have regarded Witl?
disdain, the clear notion is that all human beings are created intrip.
sically equal. As Rousseau famously expressed it at the start of The
Social Contract, “Man is born free and everywhere is in chaing,” And
the implication of this thinking is that all human beings therefo,,
possess equal dignity.>*

Rousseau’s key ideas were picked up and reinforced by the gy}
sequent Romantics: the individual is at his most authentic before e
is shaped (and corrupted) by the need to conform to social conyen.
tions. Thus, in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, idcntity
turns inward, a move that is fundamentally antihierarchical in it
implications. Society’s structure is no longer regarded as reflecting the
intrinsic superiority or inferiority of particular individuals and particy- ,
lar groups. Indeed, to make the claim that society’s actual structure |
does reflect the intrinsic superiority or inferiority of individuals repre- |
sents a very significant moral problem, one that needs to be overcome
in some way. And if such hierarchies seek to manifest themselves by
the granting or withholding of recognition, then that particularissue
needs urgently to be addressed. Equal dignity relativizes the impor-
tance of the external circumstances. As noted above, hierarchies are |
the product of society and are therefore corrupting. They are what
make the individual inauthentic.

This confluence of changing material conditions, social and eco-
nomic practices, and intellectual developments served to shatter the |
old hierarchies of medieval and early modern Europe and paved the |
way for a more egalitarian view of humanity. And this is a critically |
important development because it goes to the very heart of the issue of
recognition since it fundamentally changes the terms of the dialogical |
nature of personal identity. In the past, a person’s identity came from

34. Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Social Contract and Other Later Political Writings, ed. and et
Victor Gourevitch, Cambridge Texts in the History of Political Thought (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1997), 41.
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without, the result of being set within a fixed social hierarchy. One
might perhaps say that belonging, or being recognized, was therefore
2 question of understanding one’s place in that preexisting social hier-
archy into which one had been born. One simply had to learn to think
and ro act in accordance with one’s position within that hierarchy. For
example, the peasant had to understand his place in relation to the
Jord. Failure to do so would make the peasant a rebel against the social
order, and this would call forth punitive measures against him from
the lord. The lord had to act in order to reassert the importance of the
given hierarchical order. This was exactly what the notion of honor
represented.

The net result of the collapse of traditional hierarchies is that no-
tions of honor no longer shape the pattern of social engagement and,
therefore, of recognition in today’s society. That role is now played by
the notion of dignity, which each and every human being possesses
not by virtue of their social status but simply by being human. This
egalitarian concept changes everything in theory, and as it therefore
comes to change everything in practice, it almost inevitably involves
conflict, for it brings us back to that important point concerning
the Sittlichkeit of society: How does society understand identity,
and what range of identities does it consider to be legitimate? If I
am to be recognized and if I am to belong, then there needs to be
conformity between that social reality and my personal reality. And
sometimes that conformity needs to be realized through conflict,
whereby the ethics of one group or era are consciously defeated by
those of another.

To take one example, in 1954 the Supreme Court of the United
States ruled in the case of Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, 347 US
483 (1954), that the segregation of white and African American children
in public schools was unconstitutional. The language of the ruling offers

insights into the importance of recognition:

To separate [African American children] from others of similar age

and qualifications solely because of their race generates a feeling of
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inferiority as to their status in the community that may affect their
hearts and minds in a way unlikely ever to be undone.”

Two things are worthy of note here. First, there is the Psychologicy
language: school segregation generates feelings of i.nfcriority in Africay
American children. The judgment is clearly operating within a worlg in
which the psychological turn regarding selfhood has struck deep roots,
This is emphatically not a criticism at this point, merely an observatigy,
One of the big problems with “separate but equal” as regarded by the
Supreme Court is the deleterious psychological effects that it has. Apg
the Supreme Court clearly views this as a legitimate criterion for a |e
ruling—a point that offers insights into the kind of culture in which the
justices are operating.

Second, there is in this judgment the nature of the recognition (or
lack thereof) that segregation represents: it generates feelings of inferi-
ority. And it is surely obvious as to why this should be the case. For all
the rhetoric of “separate but equal” that the proponents of segregation
had used, it is quite clear that the white denial of integration to African
Americans represented a refusal to recognize them as possessing equal
dignity. This denial of recognition constituted a declaration in terms of
social practices that the African American community was inferior to
that of the whites, that it did not measure up to the criteria necessary for
being recognized. The only way to rectify this situation was therefore to
legislate integration and thereby to require that educational institutions
did accord the African American community the recognition necessary
for full equality, not simply before the law but via the law in the Sis-
lichkeit of modern America.

This observation is important in enabling us to understand why,
for example, in a society where sexuality is foundational to personal
identity, mere tolerance of homosexuality is bound to become unac-
ceptable. The issue is not one of simply decriminalizing behavior; that

would certainly mean that homosexual acts were tolerated by society:

35. Textavailable at “Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, 347 U.S. 483 (1954),” Justia, ace
February 22, 2019, https://supreme.justia.com/cases/federal/us/347/483/.
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s are only a part of the overall problem. The real issue is one ;
_nition; of recognizing the legitimacy of who the person thinks 5
f recfufll)’ is. That requires more than mere tolerance; it requires equal- §
. eabcefore the law and recognition by the law and in society. And that |
ltyanS chat those who refuse to grant such recognition will be the ones
e 1 chemselves on the wrong side of both the law and emerging {

put the

o

h

m
who fin
social actitudes-

The person wh
7 actually objecting to homosexual identity. And the refusal by

ndividual to recognize an identity that society at large recognizes
45 legitimate is a moral (')ffense, not simply a matter of indifference.
The question of identity in the modern world is a question of dignity.
For this reason, the various court cases in America concerning the
provision of cakes and flowers for gay weddings are not ultimately
Jbout the flowers or the cakes. They are about the recognition of gay
identity and, according to members of the LGBTQ+ community, the
recognition that they need in order to feel that they are equal members

o objects to homosexual practice is, in contemporary

50CiC
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of society.
For this reason, the appropriation by the LGBTQ+ community

of the civil rights language of the 1950s and 1960s cannot be un-
derstood as a simple, cynical move to appropriate the history of the
suffering of one community in order to advance the political ambi-
tions of another. It is certainly the case that calling on the language
of “Jim Crow” and segregation provides powerful rhetorical ammuni-
tion for the LGBTQ+ cause and indeed makes public criticism of its
political demands very, very difficult. Yet the civil rights movement
of the 1950s and the sexual identity rights movement of the present
day, in fact, rest on different, even antithetical, premises, the former
grounded in a notion of dignity based on a universal human nature,
the latter on the sovereign right of individual self-determination. But
they do share this in common: they represent demands for society to
fecognize the dignity of particular individuals, particular identities,
and particular communities in social practices, cultural attitudes,

a
nd, therefore, legislation.
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Concluding Reflections

The various concepts outlined in this chapter present facets of the Overy]]
narrative that will occupy the historical section of this book. Centyy
to understanding the world in which we live is the idea of the s0cia]
imaginary. This concept highlights that the tremendous changes we are
witnessing can be interpreted through a variety of lenses. First, it js jp,
portant to understand that most of us do not think about the world ;,
the way we do because we have reasoned from first principles to a cop,._
prehensive understanding of the cosmos. Rather, we generally operate on
the basis of intuitions that we have often unconsciously absorbed frop,
the culture around us. Second, we need to understand that our sense of
selthood, of who we are, is both intuitive and deeply intertwined with
the expectations, ethical and otherwise, of the society in which we are
placed. The desire to be recognized, to be accepted, to belong is a deep
and perennial human need, and no individual sets the terms of that rec-
ognition or belonging all by himself. To be a self is to be in a dialogical
relationship with other selves and thus with the wider social context.

That observation then raises the question of the nature and origin of
the expectations and intuitions that constitute the social imaginary. Here
of great importance are both the emergence of a picture of the world
as lacking intrinsic meaning and authority and the notion that what
meaning it possesses must therefore first be put there by us as creative
human agents. While it might seem far fetched to connect, say, Des-
cartes’s grounding of certainty in his consciousness of his own doubting
to the claims of a contemporary transgender activist that sex and gender
are separable, in fact both represent a psychological approach to real-
ity. How the world moves from one to the other is a long, complicated
story, but the two are connected. And one does not have to have read
Descartes—or Judith Butler—to think intuitively about the world in
terms for which they provide the theoretical rationale.

Rieff and Taylor are both correct in seeing psychological man and
the expressive individual as the result of a long historical process and as
the normative types in this present age. The psychologized, expressive
individual that is the social norm today is unique, unprecedented, and

_—
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i gularl)’ significant. The emergence of such selves is a matter of cen-

;ral importance in the history of the West as it is both a symptom and

» cause of the many social, ethical, and political questions we now face.

To use another of the concepts outlined above, this new view of the self
also reflects and facilitates a distinct move away from a mimetic view
of the world as possessing intrinsic meaning to a poietic one, where the
onus for meaning lies with the human self as constructive agent. But
before we turn to the narrative of how this new understanding of self-
hood emerged, and why it tilts so strongly in a sexual direction, we need
tb outline some of the other pathologies that shape our contemporary
culture. Indeed, we need to understand why Rieff describes our current

situation not as a culture but rather as an anticulture.
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