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In Search of the Authentic Self: Explaining Phenomenology of Authenticity

ABSTRACT: There are moments in most people’s lives when they feel more or less themselves. This experience is usually caught
in people sayings that they need to find themselves or just be who they ‘really are’. The purpose of this paper is to provide an
explanation for these feelings of authenticity. I first explore this concept and consequently introduce necessary conditions for
the phenomenological experience of authenticity. This is followed by the examination of two problems that authenticity faces
and two possible ways of explaining the experience of authenticity, which are discovery and creation. I then assess three
discovery views and show why they are unsatisfactory in explaining feelings of authenticity. In response I then provide my own
creation model of authenticity, which argues that feelings of authenticity are a result of a convergence between our current and
ideal self. In this sense, authentic self is created. What we are is a matter of choice.
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1. Introduction

The idea of an authentic or a true self1 seems to have been present since ancient times, from the Greek “Know Thyself” to
Shakespeare’s “To thine own self be true” to modern advice to “just be yourself” [11]. One often hears people speaking of their
need to find themselves or to discover who they “really are” (ibid). I take it that most people agree with Bialystok that “almost
everyone has had an intuitive experience of authenticity that seems to reveal a glimmer of one’s true identity” [1]. However, the
problem arises how it is possible that a person sometimes feels more or less like herself, when she is never another person, but
only herself. However, if that is the case, how can these feelings of authenticity be explained? Do these moments of experiencing
authenticity reveal a deeper, truer identity of a person, an unchanging inner core that lies beneath, an authentic self? Or do they
reveal something else?2
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1 For clarity purposes, only authentic self is used in this paper, not true or deep self.
2 I do not differentiate between identity and self and I only take appropriation as a necessary condition for personal identity or
self – that we see certain actions, beliefs, etc as ours. For a discussion on personal identity, self (and true self) from a phenomeno-
logical point of view, see Jacobs [5].
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The aim here is to provide a model for specifically explaining the phenomenological (i.e. lived) experience of authenticity, which
I will call the authentic-like experience. The main argument will be that feelings of authenticity are (usually positive) momentary
experiences, which are a result of a convergence between the current self (beliefs about oneself) and the ideal self (what one
wants to be, thinks she should be and what is important to her). On this account, the authentic self comes about as a conse-
quence of creation and not as a consequence of discovery.

2. Authenticity and its Problems

The purpose of this section are the following four points: 1) to introduce the concept of authenticity, 2) to examine necessary
conditions for its phenomenology 3) to present two problems that authenticity faces and 4) to present two ways of thinking
about the explanation of an authentic-like experience.

The concept of authenticity is defined in multiple ways (see [1], [3], [12]). Here, I take authenticity to denote “a convergence
between what something is and what it claims it is” [1]. In other words, when a person is being authentic, her statements and
thoughts, as well as her beliefs and actions are in accordance with one another.

For a person to undergo an authentic-like experience, I argue there are two necessary conditions that need to be met: 1) a certain
degree of enjoyment or dislike of a certain trait or ability and 2) like Bialystok [1] argues, a convergence with a set of criteria
where, when the convergence with those criteria takes place, the result will be an authentic-like experience. In other words for
the second condition, if a person is sometimes authentic, there must be times when she is inauthentic [1] so we need to have a
standard that defines when the person is being authentic. Whenever a person’s current state converges with those criteria, an
authenticlike experience will take place. I will call those criteria the authentic self* (and later on in my model, the ideal self), which
specifically denotes the thing with which the person converges with in an authentic-like experience. It can be thought of as
discovered or created. On the other hand, the authentic self denotes the result of a convergence between the person and the
authentic self*, i.e. the authentic-like experience and what people refer to as their authentic self.

The convergence condition or the authentic self* presents a problem in the discussion of authenticity because it is unclear what
the authentic self* represents, which will be the discussion for the rest of the paper. In other words, it is unclear what makes
some parts count as the authentic self and how to separate it from the inauthentic parts (see [1] for this issue). Authenticity
denotes the armony between one’s beliefs, thoughts and actions (see previous paragraph), but a person rarely identifies with all
her thoughts and beliefs and declares them as her authentic self (e.g., rarely do we encounter a person that would identify
having a thought of strangling somebody who is annoying as her authentic self). However, as Bialystok [1] points out, in current
understanding of authenticity the authority on the authentic self is found within ourselves, which is why it is to an extent a
matter of self-interpretation. There are no objective criteria against which it could be determined which parts of the person are
authentic and which not or any empirical facts that could confirm a person’s authentic self [1]. It will therefore always come down
to what the person declares as her authentic self. I do not hold that the matter of authentic self depends on self-interpretation
is problematic as Bialystok [1] does, since the final decision with what we identify ultimately lies in our hands. However, the
problem of separating authentic from inauthentic parts still persists.

There is a second further issue with authenticity, which Bialystok [1] labels as the hard case of authenticity. More specifically,
it is impossible to determine when the person is being authentic where one’s feelings, thoughts or beliefs change throughout
life. To imagine such scenarios, Bialystok refers to religious conversions, career change, divorce, change in party affiliations or
simply changes in personality [1]. It is not difficult to imagine such cases where one is different from how one used to be in the
past. The dilemma however, is, when is the person then authentic? For instance, is a person authentic before or after a religious
conversion? Intuitively one might say that one is authentic after the change, but most people claim they were also authentic
before. If a person is authentic in both cases, then authenticity seems impossible [1]. But if a person is inauthentic in both cases,
when is he then authentic at all if not in the beliefs that constitute a greater part of his identity (ibid)? I believe this argument
mistakenly presupposes that a person’s identity should be constant in order to constitute the authentic self. One can still act in
accordance with what one feels in that moment, without assuming the authentic self* is constant. Nevertheless, any explanation
of authenticity needs to account for such cases as well.

This brings us to two ways of thinking how the authentic self* is to be understood. These are discovery and creation, which I
take from Waterman’s [14] distinction between different ways of understanding identity formation. The metaphor of discovery
denotes that something, which has already existed before, has now become known or understood [14]. The discovery entails
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the process of causing the unknown to become known (ibid). In this case, a person is discovering a prior authentic self* and
every time she  converges with this authentic self*, she undergoes an authentic-like experience. Creation, on the other hand,
involves creating something that has never existed before. In this process, one starts off from a point of unlimited possibilities
and among those makes a choice and brings together parts to create something of value [14]. On this view, the assumption
would be there is no prior not-yet-discovered authentic self* and it is only a product of our choices [12]. In this way, the
authentic-like experience can be either thought of as being a result of a convergence with a discovered prior authentic self* or
as a result of a convergence with a created authentic self*. In this way, an authentic self* can therefore be something that has
already existed before and is becoming known or understood in moments of experiencing authenticity (or most probably parts
of it). Alternatively, the authentic self* has not existed before and is created from unlimited possibilities as a matter of choice (see
e.g. [13]). Moments of experiencing authenticity are therefore moments of experiencing something that we have created. I will
argue that it is the latter case that takes place when authenticity is felt. In the next part, I will present different ways one can think
about the authentic self* as being discovered and why these do not offer a satisfactory explanation for the phenomenal
experience of authenticity.

3. Authentic Self* as Discovery

The first question that needs to be asked is if the authentic self* (the criteria) is to be discovered, what exactly is it that is being
discovered? I will consider three possible answers to this problem, which are 1) an unchanging ontological substance 2) a
unique personality or 3) a daimon. These can be regarded as manifestation of these criteria (or the authentic self*).

The first possibility of what the authentic self* represents is connected to philosophical debates on the concept of self.
Metzinger defines it as an enduring individual entity, an unchanging essence or an ontological substance that could exist
independently in the world and would represent a basic constituent of reality [6] [7]. He goes on to deny the existence of such
a self and argues there is currently no substantive empirical evidence or any theoretical argument that would necessitate the
existence of a self [7]. Zahavi, on the other hand, rejects Metzinger’s definition and characterizes the self rather as being
constituted through the first-person givenness of different experiences [15]. In other words, there is no separate entity, but a self
exists simply due to the fact that the world is being experienced from a first-person perspective. Olson [8] goes even so far as to
state we should cease to speak of selves due to lack of a common definition and its causing dilemmas that would otherwise be
avoidable.

Any of these definitions do not provide any insight into the authenticity of the self. If the authentic self* is understood in
Zahavi’s terms, such a definition presents a problem for authenticity, since the givenness of a first-person’s perspective is
always present, regardless whether a person feels authentic or  inauthentic. Just having a first-person experience does not solve
the issue of why a person sometimes feels more or less like herself. If the authentic self* is understood in the way that Metzinger
defines it, the authentic self* is then understood as an unchanging ontologically independent core that is distinct from any
characteristic, perception or trait that constitute the person. Furthermore, as Metzinger points out, there is currently no empirical
evidence for this notion of self [7]. Additionally, there is also the issue that even if there seems to be the experience of an
unchanging self from a phenomenological standpoint (i.e. constant unity of consciousness), we are nevertheless unable to
directly access this inner core self if it is a separate and distinct entity, as Hume initially pointed out (see [4]). Therefore, if there
is an entity as an authentic self* that is separate and distinct from all characteristics or perceptions that constitute the person
it still does not help address the problem of authenticity. It is not connected to something that would be over and above the
abilities and characteristics that constitute him and which provide him with  an authentic-like experience. Hence, feelings of
authenticity cannot be disclosing a convergence with an independent entity like authentic self*, but must be presenting
something else. For these reasons it seems viable to conclude that conceptualizing the authentic self* as a separate entity
cannot satisfactorily explain the phenomenology of authenticity.

The second model avoids the Hume worry in that it conceptualizes the authentic self* as a unique personality, i.e. a set of
characteristics and traits that are unique to every individual and not as something distinct. This model presents the modern
conception of authenticity that is especially prevalent in contemporary self-help literature (see [2]). In opposition to older
conceptions of authenticity, where the task was to become what one can be, i.e. realizing her potentials and purpose, the
contemporary ideal of authenticity requires that the person realizes and becomes what she already is, the set of characteristics
and traits that are already situated within the person ([2, 13], my emphasis). The main idea of this understanding of authenticity
is that everyone possesses a deep, authentic self* within – a so called Real Me – that is distinct from everything else that is not
really me. In other words, there is great emphasis on the difference between the inner and outer, where the outer is false and the
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inner true ([2], my emphasis). Authentic self* represents the collection of all feelings, needs, desires, capacities, dispositions and
abilities that constitute a person’s unique personality and our task is to get in touch with this personality (e.g. through introspec-
tion) and to express it (see [2] on this). Here therefore, whenever the person is acting in accordance with this unique personality,
she is feeling authentic. The problems here are the assumptions our personality has been shaped at birth and there seems to be
disregard for personal experiences on shaping a person’s self because this understanding of the authentic self* assumes the
authentic self* is within us and not influenced by the environment (the outer), neither it is changed throughout life. With the
inner-outer distinction, there is also disregard for societal influences on our identity.

The third model envisions a daimon (= authentic self*) that represents the potentialities and talents within each person which are
not yet realized but whose realization represents the greatest fullfillment in life (an ideal) [14]. In other words, the person aims to
reach her authentic self* or her daimon by realizing her potentials, not by becoming a person she already is within. The difficulty
with this model is still the persisting assumption that daimon is fixed since birth (if daimon is to be discovered with time and lived,
it is difficult to know what is being discovered if it consistently changes). And as the hard case of authenticity highlights, nothing
about a person’s personality appears to be permanent enough that it would remain fixed upon discovery. The person does not
stay the same after unearthing the daimon. It might be objected that the daimon is only a set of potentialities and abilities. It
presents us with the limitations of our capabilities or reveals in what activities or tasks we find enjoyment in. It is not to be
understood as a set of fixed properties. This argument holds some merit, but it must nevertheless be argued that we might become
aware of our capabilities, interests and talents, but we are not equal to them. Feelings of authenticity can be out of alignment with
one’s abilities as in, for example, when a person is highly talented for running but does not enjoy it. Therefore, potentials and
abilities are not a sign of an authentic* self.

4. Authentic Self*as Creation: My Own Model

The purpose of this section is to present my own model for explaining feelings of authenticity, which views the authentic self* as
created. The idea that the authentic self is created is mostly found in existentialist writings. Generally put, according to existential-
ism, there is no pre-existent essence or a “true self”, but one’s identity is created through personal choices [14]. Sartre states that
“man first of all exists /…/ and defines himself afterwards” and that every person chooses herself [10] (see also  Nietzsche and
Foucault).

This model is ultimately compatible with the existentialist view of the authentic self, but whereas they focus more broadly on the
ontology and the nature of self, I focus specifically on the explanation of feelings of authenticity. I argue this phenomenology of
authenticity is best explained by a model on which feelings of authenticity occur as a result of a convergence between the current
and the ideal self. As argued above, there must be a convergence between a person and her authentic self* for authenticity to
occur. From now on I will refer to the authentic self* as the ideal self in my model. According to this model, feelings of authenticity
are (usually positive) momentary emotional experiences. Feelings of authenticity are usually connected to positive traits because
the ideal self is generally viewed as intrinsically good (see [8]). However, there can also be instances where the ideal self is
connected to negative traits (e.g. unsociable, not funny, etc).

Current self denotes all beliefs one holds about herself at the present time, for example being athletic, not funny enough, etc. The
ideal self can be thought of as a collection of all desires of how one wants to be, norms of how one should be and values that
constitute what is important in a person’s life. It is important to note that what will constitute the ideal self will be highly influenced
by what is desirable within the society as well. Both the current and ideal self-beliefs can be either conscious or nonconscious.
When one considers one’s ideal self, there are four possible scenarios that can take place. First is the scenario where a conver-
gence between a positive current self belief (e.g. I am funny) and the ideal self (I want to be funny) occurs. In those cases, feelings
of authenticity will be experienced. In the second  scenario there is a lack of convergence between a person’s positive belief about
the current self and her ideal self. In this case, the person most likely experiences a questioning of her behavior, or (if such
situations happen often enough) an identity crisis if the belief is central to her identity. The third scenario is a case of negative
current self belief (e.g. I am not smart) and a lack  of convergence with the ideal self. In this case, a person believes she is lacking
certain ability or trait (current self) that she wants to possess (ideal self) and situations confirm that it is the case she is lacking
them (confirmation of existing current belief). In this scenario, there is no self-acceptance present of how she is at the present time
(and oftentimes no self-awareness of what constitutes her ideal self). In such scenarios, possible phenomenology might be one
of sadness or disappointment, but for the purposes of this paper it is important that no feelings of authenticity will be experienced.
The fourth scenario presents the most complicated scenario where the negative current self belief initially does not converge with
the ideal self but can gradually converge with the ideal self if a) negative current self beliefs change to positive or b) ideal self
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changes (to negative belief). The current negative beliefs can change into positive in two ways: 1) by changing behavior or 2) by
gradually discovering that the negative beliefs were inaccurate. For illustration of 1 and 2, a person named Peter believes he is
unsociable (negative current belief) and wants to be sociable (ideal self). There is currently no convergence and no authentic-like
experience is present. He can change his behavior to being sociable, which will in turn change his negative current self belief of
unsociable to sociable and a convergence with the ideal self will occur. In those moments, Peter will have an authentic-like
experience. Alternatively, Peter is exposed to situations where he receives feedback that he is indeed sociable and like his ideal
self, despite his thinking otherwise. In this case, Peter’s belief of being unsociable will gradually transform into current self belief
of being sociable and a convergence between his current and ideal self will take place. Again, authenticity will (option b), Peter
comes to accept he is unsociable and realizes that his enjoyment of his alone time is more important to him than being sociable (or
some other reason for preferring not to be sociable). In this case, a shift within the ideal self takes place in that it now includes not
being sociable. Therefore, if Peter is being reproached for not being sociable, he says “This is who I am” and experiences
authenticity because being unsociable is now part of his ideal self.3 If Peter might be disrespecting the latter desire, this could lead
to scenario two.

This model avoids the problems faced by the previous presented models. Firstly, it avoids the problem of having to find an
enduring ontologically distinct entity that is over and above the traits and abilities of a person, because the ideal self is
constituted by them. Secondly, it avoids the problems of the ideal self being pre-determined and separate from the society. The
ideal self is a collection of values, norms and desires that continually develops and changes throughout life. The ideal self is
influenced and constituted in interaction with and by society and shaped by personal experiences. Furthermore, the presented
model of the ideal self can help address the two problems with authenticity raised in section two. First, it can help explain the hard
case of authenticity since I argue that the bar for authenticity is behaving in accordance with the ideal self, not constancy in one’s
identity. To the second problem, namely how to distinguish between authentic and inauthentic parts, my answer is that it is the
convergence with the ideal self (plus enjoyment or dislike as discussed before) that makes the difference. In this way, it could be
researched what people aspire to and move away from (i.e. what is part of the ideal self and what not) and how they feel about
these characteristics (enjoyment or dislike) by which we could better understand how they perceive their authentic selves and if
people act in accordance with the scenarios presented.

Finally, it might be objected that the phenomenology of becoming more and more self-aware with time pushes us more towards the
discovery view. There is a sense of “peeling-off” layers and coming to know ourselves better during life. However, I would argue
that we are not discovering an authentic self* that is waiting to be discovered in those moments. We are becoming more aware of
our ideal self and the latter is becoming more specific and detailed with time. The one other concern is how does one distinguish
what is part of the ideal self and what not? I would argue that what the ideal self contains is largely a matter of choice. There is a
matter of making the ideal self conscious and more detailed. But once that becomes the case, a person can make a choice in what
the ideal self will be. In that way, we decide what we want to be. In that sense this does not simply push the authentic self one step
further with the ideal self (instead of an authentic self* we are discovering an ideal self) because the ideal self is not a constant
entity, but a collection of our values, beliefs, desires and influences that is simply becoming more and more detailed with time. The
more detailed it is, the greater choice we have in what we want to become, i.e. our authentic self.

5. Conclusion

The aim of this paper was to provide a preliminary model for explaining phenomenology of authenticity. On this account,
authentic-like experiences are a result of a convergence between our current self and ideal self. The ideal self is a collection of our
3 I would argue that if a characteristic is seen as fixed and cannot be changed, it is scenario three. If the said characteristic is more
a choice, then it is scenario four.  beliefs, thoughts and desires at the present time. The task for further research would be to look
deeper into the structure and creation of the ideal self. It would be further useful to empirically examine which situations elicit
feelings of authenticity and to investigate what drives people’s experiences of authenticity in those moments.
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