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      Introduction 

      
         
         The Ideal of Authenticity

         
      

      
      
         This above all: to thine ownself be true,

         
         And it must follow, as the night the day,

         
         Thou canst not then be false to any man.

         
         –Hamlet, Act I, Scene 3
         

         

         
         And since you know you cannot see yourself

         
         So well as by reflection, I, your glass,

         
         Will modestly discover to yourself

         
         That of yourself which you yet know not of.

         
         –Julius Caesar, Act I, Scene 2
         

         
      

      
      Caitlin, a nineteen-year-old student in my bioethics class, walked into my office
         in tears. (Names and details have been changed in the interest of confidentiality
         and philosophical clarity.) The readings I’d assigned for a unit on abortion, she
         said, were not helping her at all. Caitlin was sharp and conscientious and a regular
         at my office hours. She always seemed to be engaged with the course materials and
         trying hard to work out her own philosophical positions—in short, an ideal student.
         She was also captain of the swim team and was performing in a student production of
         Les Misérables. I tried to reassure her that the readings were hard and that she shouldn’t feel
         bad about not yet having a settled view on the ethics of abortion. Needless to say,
         her concern was more than philosophical. Through sobs, she told me that she was pregnant
         and she didn’t know what to do. 
      

      
      She’d told her parents a few days before and they’d reacted badly, yelling at her
         for being irresponsible and demanding that she have the baby (“We’re Catholic,” Caitlin
         said). The one close friend she’d confided in had said she’d be crazy to have it,
         it would ruin her life—“but of course it’s your choice,” she’d added. Pulling herself
         together in my office, Caitlin proceeded to talk and think. She definitely felt a
         strong aversion to abortion and she was afraid of what would happen to her relationship
         with her parents if she didn’t do what they wanted. But she definitely wasn’t ready
         to be a mother; she did not want to quit school or swimming. She also thought it would
         be too painful to give up the baby for adoption. She didn’t want to involve Jack (the
         almost-boyfriend and prospective father) who would, officially, be understanding,
         but would surely pressure her not to have the baby. At the same time, she did think
         he had a right to know what was going on. She had turned these considerations into
         a rough list of pros and cons (a strategy she’d thought worked well when she was trying
         to figure out where to go to college) but after looking at the list she felt like
         it was no help at all. How was she supposed to weigh the different points against
         each other? 
      

      
      Feeling a bit unhinged the day before, she’d gone to psych services on campus where
         the doctor on call, after confirming that she was not a threat to herself or others,
         reassuringly advised her to “figure out what you really want and just be true to yourself.”
         On the one hand, she thought this was the best advice she’d gotten. On the other hand,
         it was totally useless—what she “really” wanted was not to be in this situation; and
         if she knew what her “true self” thought, she wouldn’t be so confused. But Caitlin
         still thought the doctor’s advice was sound. If she could only figure out how to be
         true to herself, she felt sure she could live with her decision. Coming to the conclusion
         that there was no “rational” or “philosophical” way to figure out what was right,
         Caitlin thought her best bet was just to “go with her gut.” Her first reaction, when
         she had found out she was pregnant, had been “I can’t have it,” and she was pretty
         sure she should trust that. All her subsequent tortured thinking was just pulling
         her away from her first instinct, which felt “authentic” to her. Did I agree she should
         go with that?
      

      
      As a philosophy professor who teaches ethics, I’ve been approached, on many occasions,
         by friends and students who think I must have some special insight into life. I was
         asked by a friend recently diagnosed with bipolar disorder what I thought about her
         taking lithium. “Will I still be me?” she wondered. A student I know well, whom I’d
         pass daily on the college green having his between-class smoke, was perplexed by his
         own behavior: “Why am I smoking when I don’t really want to?” he wondered. And now
         Caitlin was asking me a question I was frankly unprepared to answer: how to be true
         to yourself. 
      

      
      This book explicates and criticizes the pervasive idea that one should be true to
         oneself (henceforth, The Ideal of Authenticity). The intuitive appeal of The Ideal
         of Authenticity can be captured by a slew of interrelated but distinct commonsensical
         thoughts: that sometimes we “aren’t really ourselves;” that it’s bad to be a phony,
         a poser, or “pseudo;” that we shouldn’t submit to peer pressure or internalize other
         people’s opinions as our own; that self-love and self-acceptance are the necessary
         preconditions for being loved by others and for genuine happiness; that it’s bad to
         be weak-willed or in bad faith; that not knowing ourselves dooms us to make choices
         we will regret; that denying one’s biological or psychological or metaphysical nature
         is a recipe for misery; that the best way to approach or resolve thorny ethical dilemmas
         is simply to be true to oneself. As we shall see throughout this book, the idea that
         one should be true to oneself has intuitive pull in many kinds of situations—when
         people are trying to overcome addiction, make choices about love, careers, and domestic
         roles, and resolve inner conflicts about identity (gender, sexual orientation) and
         ethics, broadly construed. 
      

      
      I claim that, under the guise of indisputable wisdom, The Ideal of Authenticity obscures
         a set of intersecting social, political, moral, and philosophical ideas that we would
         do well to give more attention. And I claim that The Ideal of Authenticity, as invoked
         in everyday life, presupposes various confused notions of the self (for example, that
         there is a discernible “true self” to be true to). For these reasons I claim that
         The Ideal does not help us figure out how to make good choices nor does it help us
         to live better lives. These claims should be surprising and of special interest to
         those who in fact take the goal of being true to themselves as something like a core
         personal philosophy. I conclude that The Ideal is one that we would be better off
         abandoning, independent of our other antecedent moral or ethical commitments. 
      

      
      What follows comprises five chapters. Chapters 1, 2, and 3 consider three overarching
         accounts of what makes The Ideal of Authenticity so seductive; chapter 4 discusses
         the nature of action-guiding norms, as such, and presents a framework helpful for
         seeing why The Ideal of Authenticity is often distinctively bad advice; and chapter
         5 offers a set of redirecting suggestions for what we ought to be thinking about once
         we abandon The Ideal of Authenticity and stop thinking about our lives through the
         lens of true selfhood. 
      

      
      The remainder of this introduction is devoted to laying out some preliminaries that
         will be helpful as we proceed through my arguments. To that end, I first introduce
         readers to a brief history of authenticity-related ideas; I propose my analysis of
         what it means for something to be an ideal and lay out the five conceptions of authenticity
         that this book explores in detail; I explain the general contours of the three accounts
         of the appeal of authenticity that are explicated in chapters 1, 2, and 3; and I outline
         the key ideas of chapters 4 and 5.
      

      
      Authenticity: A Powerful Idea with a Long History

      
      “Be true to yourself.” It’s a dictum so ubiquitous that it can seem like an empty
         truism. But it is also a piece of wisdom held by many to be something like the meaning
         of life. On the first day of my First Year Seminar (“The Meaning of Life”), I typically
         poll my students about what parental or “adult” advice (if any) they were given as
         they were being carted off to college just days before, and a significant subset of
         them commonly report being told, “Just be yourself.” If Caitlin’s experience is at
         all representative, apparently trained psychiatrists tell their patients to just be
         themselves. Popular self-help ideologies like Oprah’s love-yourself-first self-esteem
         boosterism (open any issue of O, The Oprah Magazine) and Dr. Phil’s self-improvement-through-tough-love philosophy (for example, in Self Matters) are saturated with the idea that being true to yourself is the key to happiness
         (and, of course, weight-loss, success in love, and making lots of money). 
      

      
      In a more serious vein, much of the liberatory discourse of LGBTQ rights activism
         appeals to the idea that it can’t be wrong to be the way nature made us (see, for
         example, the “It Gets Better” Project). Indeed, the idea that a fulfilling life requires
         an authentic expression of one’s sexual self in a safe environment is a virtual platitude
         of liberal thinking. Of course, there is a parallel conservative rhetoric whose racial,
         gender and sexual essentialism is equally shot through with a true-self metaphysics,
         sometimes supplemented by the thought that those who fail to conform to various traditional
         norms are deviants, alienated from their true and natural selves by a corrupt society’s
         increasingly relativistic (or even nihilistic) atheism. I argue in chapter 5, where
         I take up Charles Taylor’s influential conception of authenticity, that we should
         be suspicious of The Ideal of Authenticity in part because it is so plastic that it
         can be deployed in support of liberal, as well as reactionary (subjectivist and objectivist)
         moral thinking.
      

      
      The plasticity of The Ideal is evidence of its power, but also its complicated embeddings
         in the history of western thought. The ancient Delphic motto, “Know thyself,” and
         the famous Socratic dictum that “The unexamined life is not worth living,” are among
         the earliest and most influential articulations of the insight that self-knowledge
         and, by implication, being true to that knowledge, is necessary for the good life.
         Both the rationalist (e.g., Cartesian) and empiricist (e.g., Humean) traditions in
         modern philosophy take introspection as the key method for investigating not only
         some of the most basic epistemological and metaphysical questions (e.g., What, if
         anything, can we know? What is the nature of the mind?), but also the fundamental
         questions in ethics (e.g., How should we live? What is right and wrong?). From Rousseau
         through the Romantic period philosophy, in its reaction against mechanism and modernity,
         appealed to the natural self as the basis of artistic and creative inspiration; and
         the conceptions of self and self-reliance in Transcendentalist thinkers like Emerson
         and Thoreau can be placed within the continuum of this tradition.
      

      
      Arguably, the most influential sources of philosophical liberalism also emerge from
         ethical frameworks that place selfhood at the center. In his Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals, Kant goes so far as to claim that the law one freely and rationally gives oneself
         is the thoroughgoing guide to right conduct.[1]    (John Rawls draws on the Kantian picture of the self in devising his liberal arguments
         in A Theory of Justice). In the utilitarian tradition, John Stuart Mill (e.g., in On Liberty) focuses on our privileged access to knowledge of our own individual good as a primary
         justification for his Harm Principle and the limits of the liberal state. While none
         of these philosophers uses the language of authenticity (and I am not claiming that
         we ought to interpret them as talking about authenticity, as such), my intent is simply
         to highlight a set of ideas that turn out to resonate closely with the conceptions
         of authenticity that this book explores. 
      

      
      From Nietzsche and Heidegger to Camus and Sartre and de Beauvoir, the existentialist
         tradition is, of course, the first philosophical tradition to take up the idea of
         authenticity in its most explicit and recognizably modern forms. On Sartre’s conception
         (which I discuss in detail in chapters 1 and 2), for example, to avoid “bad faith”
         is to avoid a particular form of self-deception and thus to be true to the one “truth”
         about oneself, namely that one is at once an embodied being, or a “facticity,” and
         also a radically free, unconstrained “transcendence.” Simone de Beauvoir’s antiessentialist
         critique of gender made the self a touchstone of feminist and “post-feminist” thinking.
         And of course, theorizing about race and racial identity has been permeated with a
         concern for the metaphysics of authenticity (e.g., Du Bois, Fanon). 
      

      
      But the project of this book is explicitly not historical or exegetical. Charles Taylor and others have written illuminatingly on
         the history of the idea of authenticity.[2]    This book is also not primarily cultural or political analysis of The Ideal of
         Authenticity. Again, others have done important work from these directions.[3]    Rather, this book is an investigation of various ways in which we invoke the ideas
         of authenticity and true selfhood in everyday life. This is why I began this introduction
         with a personal anecdote and why I try, throughout this project, to keep my analysis
         grounded in examples that I hope will resonate with the lived experiences of readers
         situated in a social reality somewhat similar to my own. My aim is thus to use familiar
         examples both to sharpen and to challenge a set of ideas that I think properly fall
         under the label, “authenticity,” but that are not identical to any one philosophical
         definition of the term. Nevertheless, my critique of The Ideal of Authenticity inevitably
         draws on ideas from these important historical precursors, and I invoke them now to
         remind us of the roots of an idea that converges with a piece of contemporary common
         sense “wisdom”: that people achieve a kind of ideal when they are genuine or real or true to themselves.
      

      
      The Concept of an Ideal

      
      Because this book is a critique of a certain ideal, it will be helpful if we first
         consider what an ideal might be. Most generally, we can say that a person who holds an ideal aspires
         to live in accordance with some overarching value or principle. Some ideals might
         be taken to be overriding. We can say that an ideal is overriding if it is always better to conform with the ideal rather than not to. If authenticity were an ideal
         in this sense, it would mean that it would always, under all circumstances, be better
         to be more rather then less true to oneself; the relatively inauthentic person would always live a better life were she to become more authentic. More exactly, keeping everything else about the world fixed, any change
         in a person in the direction of authenticity (even at the possible expense of other
         values) would always be better, all things considered. This is, of course, a very
         strong claim and, while some may hold it, I think it would be uncharitable to attribute
         this view quite generally to advocates of authenticity. The claim that The Ideal of
         Authenticity is an overriding ideal can be rejected if we can identify cases where,
         intuitively, it is not best, all things considered, to be more authentic. In chapters 1, 2, and 3, I present
         such cases. So, among my aims is to show that authenticity is not an overriding ideal.
         (Indeed, I will be suggesting a broader and perhaps more interesting claim that no
         single ideal is likely to be overriding in the sense just described). But even if
         authenticity is not an overriding ideal, it might still hold strong appeal as a more modest form of ideal.
      

      
      Charles Taylor suggests that contemporary common sense conceives of the authentic
         life as a “better or higher mode of life,” and of authenticity as “a standard of what
         we ought to desire.”[4]    An inauthentic life, on this view, is one that would be, by contrast, relatively “wasted
         or unfulfilled.”[5]    Now, I think this language is ambiguous with respect to whether it implies that
         authenticity is overriding. But it nevertheless captures something important about
         what it is to be an ideal. If we take something to be an ideal, we think, minimally,
         that aspiring to that ideal makes our lives better in some fundamental dimension that we take to be worth aspiring to, as a rule.
      

      
      In explaining her theory of the virtues, Rosalind Hursthouse employs some language
         that will be helpful in our effort to articulate an appealing conception of an ideal.
         According to Hursthouse, “the virtues, for the most part, benefit the possessor.”[6]    “[F]or the most part” is an important qualification indicating that the virtues
         need not always, in every case, benefit the possessor. This means that it’s possible that in certain
         particular situations, it may not actually be best for us to be virtuous. But the
         virtues are nevertheless to be sought. Hursthouse explains that this is because they
         are “one’s only reliable bet as far as a flourishing life is concerned.”[7]    This claim has two components worth focusing on: the first is that the virtues
         are a reliable bet as far as flourishing is concerned,[8]    and the second is that the virtues are the only reliable bet as far as flourishing is concerned.[9]    The first point captures a modest version of the Taylorian idea that ideals make
         our lives better. The second point clarifies that Hursthouse does not think that virtue
         is always, without exception, better for us. If we construe Hurstouse as saying that
         virtue is an ideal, then what she is saying at least is that there is no alternative
         way of living that more reliably promotes flourishing. Importantly, this is compatible with particular, idiosyncratic,
         or local evidence, say, of unvirtuous people flourishing. In other words, the claim
         that virtue is an ideal is not falsified by the mere existence of the happily vicious. What would
         be needed to show that virtue is not an ideal is a “clearly identifiable pattern”
         of cases where virtuous people fare badly.[10]    Correlatively, the claim that virtue is the only reliable bet would be falsified only by a “clearly identifiable pattern” of cases where vice
         promotes flourishing.
      

      
      Hursthouse’s is roughly the conception of an ideal that I think a reasonable defender
         of The Ideal of Authenticity ought to adopt. And it is the view that I will be challenging
         throughout this book. When someone says or implies that authenticity is an ideal,
         what I take them to be saying is that being true to oneself is, all things considered, one’s best or most reliable bet,
            as far is living the best life one can live.[11]    This means that our ideals are more than just our tentative or generally guiding
         principles; it means that if something is an ideal, it is more than just a pro tanto good that can be outweighed or overruled by competing goods. If something is our
         ideal, it is something that we are committed to, that we pursue seriously, and that we take to be a necessary component of the good life. If something is an
         ideal, then its opposite or inverse is something that we have standing reason to avoid.
      

      
      With this conception of an ideal in mind, we will be asking whether authenticity (on
         various conceptions) is in fact an ideal, and this means not just investigating whether
         there are isolated counterexamples to the claim that it’s always better to be authentic,
         but inquiring into whether there are identifiable patterns of cases where it is not best, all things considered, to be authentic. I will be
         claiming that there are. And this means that there are values, other than authenticity,
         such that acting on them in principled and patterned ways, in particular kinds of
         situations, facilitates our living better lives than we would if we took authenticity
         as our ideal. My aim is thus to show that there are many contexts where authenticity
         is not our best bet for living the best lives we can and that inauthenticity (on various
         conceptions) is.
      

      
      Before moving on, I have one further clarification relating to the nature of an ideal.
         The conception of an ideal that I’ve attributed to Hursthouse is explicitly eudaimonic.
         As a virtue theorist, she is interested in what makes a flourishing life, what promotes
         our well-being. I will be taking the idea of “what makes our lives go well” quite
         broadly. As noted in the italicized statement of what an ideal is (above), I take
         it that following an ideal (if there are any) enables us to live “the best” lives
         we can. But our lives can be good in many ways and I treat “flourishing” as only one
         of them. I take it to be an open question whether “the best” life, full stop, is the
         life with the most happiness or whether it might perhaps be the morally best life
         or the most rational life or perhaps, most plausibly, the life with some complex balance
         among these. This is to say that I want to leave open the conceptual possibilities
         that being morally good or being rational, for example, might come at the expense of our experienced well-being or our happiness.
         Of course, many may think that well-being, morality, and rationality do, or even must,
         necessarily coincide. And some may think that authenticity is the key to one or all
         of these modes of good life. But because these connections are complex and the claims
         about them contentious, I will be treating these three particular domains—well-being,
         rationality, and morality—as, in principle, conceptually distinct. Each may, on its
         own, causally contribute to, or (in part or in sum) simply constitute, “the best”
         lives we can live. As we shall see in the context of our discussion of The Ideal of
         Authenticity, well-being, rationality, and morality often function as kinds of “supervalues,”
         thought to be so important to human life that we can, perhaps, understand the value
         of everything else (authenticity included) in terms of them. For this reason, the
         three “accounts” of THe Ideal of Authenticity I consider correspond to these values.
         
      

      
      Three Accounts of The Ideal of Authenticity

      
      As just suggested, there are many ways to understand the claim that it is “better”
         or “best” to be authentic: it might be psychologically or biologically healthier;
         it might be prudent; it might be socially or politically advantageous; it might be
         rationally (epistemically or practically) best; it might be morally best. With this
         in mind, in the next three chapters of this book, I propose and considerer three general
         accounts of why The Ideal of Authenticity seems so appealing. More technically, these
         are three possible accounts of the normative grounding of The Ideal. If you were to
         ask, in response to the advice to be true to yourself, “But why should I do that?” satisfying answers might be “Because it’s good for you,” or “Because it would be
         rational,” or “Because it’s right.” Accordingly, the first account (developed in chapter
         1) construes The Ideal of Authenticity as an ideal in virtue of the benefits that
         authenticity provides to the well-being of the authentic person (henceforth, The well-being
         Account of The Ideal of Authenticity). On this view, to say that authenticity is our
         best bet for living a good life is to say that it most reliably makes our lives go
         best for us.[12]    So if someone were wondering why she should be true to herself, the powerful answer
         would be that it is good for her to be. The second account (the focus of chapter 2) interprets The Ideal as a mandate
         of practical or epistemic rationality (henceforth, The Rationality Account of The
         Ideal of Authenticity). On this view, the reason to be authentic is that reason   itself demands it. The answer to the question “Why should I be authentic?” would be that
         being authentic is the way to be rational. Given that we, as (responsible) persons,
         are essentially rational beings, The Rationality Account of The Ideal of Authenticity
         would seem to carry a kind of normative inescapability that makes it powerfully attractive.
         The third account (presented in chapter 3) makes sense of The Ideal of Authenticity
         by linking it with some moral norm(s) (henceforth, The Moral Account of The Ideal
         of Authenticity). On this view, the reasons to be authentic are essentially moral
         reasons. If a person asks why she should be true to herself, the answer will be that
         it is morally right or best. And seeing that many think morality is a candidate for being possibly
         even an overriding ideal, if morality grounded authenticity, then authenticity, too,
         might even turn out to be an overriding ideal. 
      

      
      Because of the overwhelming appeal of well-being, rationality, and morality, I think
         that all three of these “supervalues” are compelling as possible groundings for The
         Ideal of Authenticity. For this reason, I focus on them in the central chapters of
         this book and argue that The Ideal of Authenticity does not reliably conduce to well-being
         or rationality or to moral goodness. But some might worry that I have ignored a fourth
         crucial (and perhaps the most fully philosophically investigated) possible grounding
         account of The Ideal of Authenticity and that is an Aesthetic Account of The Ideal.
         Versions of The Aesthetic Account of The Ideal of Authenticity have, I think, been
         best explored through a Nietzschean lens[13]    which offers a philosophically provocative and important perspective precisely
         because of the ways in which it runs against a Moral Account and perhaps even a Rationality Account of The Ideal of Authenticity.
         This is to say that Aesthetic Accounts of the authentic life may take it to have certain
         formal qualities that make it worth idealizing even if—or possible even because—they come at the expense of other values, are “beyond good and evil,” or perhaps
         are even beyond the norms of rationality itself. Defenders of an Aesthetic Account
         of The Ideal of Authenticity may thus be inclined to defend authenticity even when
         it is injurious to others (or to the authentic person herself) and even when it seems
         irrational in various ways. It is partly for this reason that I do not devote a chapter
         of the book to the Aesthetic Account. Because I am interested in the ways in which
         people invoke The Ideal in everyday life, I focus on conceptions of authenticity that
         I think have been under-theorized and that are not primarily endorsed for complex
         metaethical reasons (say, relating to the death of God or the possibility of radically
         self-created value). Moreover, I am interested in conceptions of authenticity that
         at least purport to be supported by commonsense intuitions about what is good for
         us and what is right, intuitions that are distinctively non-nihilistic, at least in
         their explicit forms. The Aesthetic Account of authenticity is, I think, a uniquely
         philosophical and important one, often adopted and endorsed by
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