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The development and increased use of
ever more potent and specific methods
for neural modification, in particular
deep brain stimulation (DBS) and
psychotropic drugs, contributed to a
renewed interest in the idea of authen-
ticity. DBS is a neurosurgical procedure
that uses implanted electrodes to stimu-
late targeted brain areas for the treat-
ment of mainly Parkinson’s Disease and
movement disorders and at an experi-
mental stage for psychiatric disorders
such as obsessive–compulsive disorder
(OCD), anorexia nervosa (AN), and
depression. DBS is of particular interest
in the context of authenticity because of
its potential to induce abrupt changes in
personality, identity, autonomy, and
felt authenticity.1 Some patients have
reported a feeling of self-alienation fol-
lowing DBS treatment while others felt
more authentic. Mental disorders add
another issue regarding authenticity
because many patients suffer from sub-
stantial inner conflict, leading them to
shift between different mindsets, for
instance, a depressed and a nonde-
pressed one. They turn to the concept
of authenticity in the hope of finding
guidance to resolve this kind of con-
flict.2 The following is a response to
the ongoing discussion between Pugh
et al.3 and Nyholm and O’Neill4 about
the effects of DBS on authenticity, in
particular in the context of AN. After
an introduction into the debate so far,
narrativism is defended against the

offered critique. The main part of the
response introduces a narrative
approach to authenticity. It is followed
by a discussion on the advantages of
narrative authenticity, including a short
overview of the influence of DBS on
narrative authenticity.

The Debate So Far

Both Pugh et al. and Nyholm and
O’Neill aim at establishing an account
of authenticity which can provide guid-
ance to people struggling with shifting
mindsets and which fits patients’
experience and use of the concept of
authenticity. They define authenticity
as living in accordance with one’s “true
self.” The true self consists of one’s core
characteristics (i.e., core traits, values,
preferences, goals, dispositions). Some
approaches to authenticity see the true
self as a fixed, individual essence,
meaning that authenticity is all about
self-discovery.5 In contrast to this essen-
tialistic view, there are existentialistic
approaches that understand authenti-
city as a matter of choice and
self-creation.6 Individuals should freely
create themselves, unfettered by the
demands of alleged essences or social
norms. A dual-basis view, endorsed by
both sides of the discussion aswell as by
the narrative authenticity view intro-
duced here, combines elements of self-
discovery and self-creation.
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Pugh et al. argue that the true self is
“constituted by the cohering elements of
the individual’s nexus of values and that
individual’s rational beliefs.”7 Coher-
ence is defined as mutual compatibility.
If a person has incompatible desires, he
needs to decide which desire is more
valuable. This preference becomes a
part of the true self. Some individual
characteristics are more or less fixed.
But it is up to you to decide which of
those fixed characteristics you disvalue
and try to change and which ones you
endorse and foster. Pugh et al. see their
approach as diachronic because values
are most plausibly understood in a dia-
chronic sense. Nyholm and O’Neill
agree that some aspects of ourselves
are given whereas others are under our
control. In the case of shifting mindsets,
we should consider the one which
includes more “tolerable values” as rep-
resenting the true self. Tolerable values
are those which are viewed as sensible
or legitimate, even by someone who
does not hold them.8 They argue that
regarding themindsetwithmore shared
values as representing the true self
makes sense because it helps to sustain
relationships. Authenticity is seen as a
synchronic notion, meaning that it is
possible to judge whether someone is
authentic without reference to that per-
son’s past, because “we can ask, for
example, whether our true self is cur-
rently shining through.”9

Both sides of the debate criticize nar-
rative views. Narrativism is based on
the idea that humans integrate their
experiences into a linear, internalized
and evolving story. By being part of an
ongoing story, single experiences
becomemeaningful. An individual’s life
is not just composed of disjointed, rhap-
sodic episodes, they are integrated into
a broader context. A self-narrative is a
story telling one’s life-events from a
personal perspective, reflecting charac-
ter traits, goals, and values. Self-

narratives differ from a chronology
insofar as they connect events in a
meaningful way, highlight more
important events, include selective edit-
ing, add personal perspective, and con-
textualize episodes. A self-narrative
provides reasonswhich includemotives
and intentions, thereby going beyond
just efficient causes. It differs from typ-
ical literary narratives insofar as not
everything that happens in one’s life is
meaningful. Life is full of coincidences
that do not call for further explanation.
In a similar vein, a self-narrative does
not need to have a grand scheme or an
overarching unifying topic. Further-
more, having a self-narrative does not
imply that I consciously tell my whole
life story to myself or others. Rather, it
means that I have the disposition to
explain what I do andwho I am in terms
of a narrative. At the same time, this
narrative self-understanding shapes
my dispositions. A self-narrative is a
largely implicit story through which I
experience and organize my life. For
instance, a feeling of financial security
or a high sense of self-worth, typically
rooted in one’s past and integrated
into the self-narrative, will influence
how one acts and feels in everyday life,
even if one does not consciously think
about it.10

Defending Narrativism

An evaluation of DBS in terms of nar-
rative identity has been criticized on
two grounds: that we can disvalue
parts of our narrative and that it neg-
lects the self here and now.11 I will reject
both points of critique. It has been
argued that we may sometimes be
overall better off breaking the narrative
if we disvalue parts of it. For instance, a
patient with long-term severe OCD
would stick closer to her self-narrative
if she would continue being obsessed
and compulsive. Not the fact that it is a
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central part of the self-narrative tells us
whether it is part of her authentic self,
but her value judgment of the illness.
Some could value their obsessive
behavior, for instance, a successful aca-
demic for whom this obsession over
detail proved helpful in his career,
whereas compulsive hand-washers
may wish they could stop. However,
narrative self-theorists would not deny
that we can disvalue parts of our his-
tory. A self-narrative is more than just a
chronology of life events. It reflects per-
sonal evaluations through editing,
commenting, or both.12 A self-narrative
is edited insofar as it is an abridgment
of one’s actual life. We do not remem-
ber every detail of our lives and not
everything we can possibly remember
plays a significant role in the self-
narrative. Self-narratives have certain
focal points. Although self-deception
and wishful thinking can play a role
in this kind of editing through abridg-
ment and focus, it does not necessarily
lead to a less truthful narrative. This
selective highlighting and neglecting
of events is one way in which what
we deem valuable can be represented
in the narrative. Another way is
through commentary or a personal
perspective. Self-narratives are not
neutral lists of all the experiences of
one’s life. The stories of our lives are
colored by our views on what
occurred. A disease like OCD will not
take a neutral position in the narrative
of a person suffering from it. Her nar-
rative includes the struggles that come
with the symptoms and the attitude
she takes towards her obsessions, as
well as her wish to get rid of the dis-
ease. By including our personal per-
spective, on how we feel and think
about life events and howwe interpret
them, at the time they occur as well
as retrospectively, our evaluative
outlooks become part of the self-
narrative.

The person suffering from OCD
would not stick closer to the narrative
if she would refuse therapy and con-
tinue having OCD. Given her wish to
get rid of the disease, it would instead be
a disrupted narrative if she would not
take the chance to get healed. The per-
son that hates her disease does not seem
continuous with the person that refuses
to get healed (assuming there are no
other reasons speaking against treat-
ment). Narrative continuity and coher-
ence are not equal to constancy. Many
figures in great literary narratives
undergo drastic life-changes without
thereby undermining the coherence of
the story. If the story remains psycho-
logically intelligible, it can be continu-
ous and coherent without exhibiting
constancy (see section “Sustainability”).

The further claim, that by focusing on
narrative coherence the impact on the
self here and now is neglected, does not
hold either. Present values, outlooks,
and interests are very much part of the
self-narrative. To ignore them for the
sake of constancy would break narra-
tive coherence. Moreover, to under-
stand the self here and now a
diachronic perspective is in many ways
helpful, if not necessary. Most self-
defining aspects are of a diachronic
nature. They have a certain develop-
mental history that shapes the way they
are right now. We cannot value some-
thing for fiveminutes or have a certain
trait or disposition just right now.
Emotional onnections develop over
time. Not every last aspect of an indi-
vidual’s identity is historically grown—
there surely are innate features and
some are decided on the spot—but
much of who we are is the result of
where we came from. To just look at a
person at a certain time-slice gives an
incomplete picture which may not be a
good basis for evaluating that person’s
needs, values, and characteristics. The
narrative perspective does not neglect
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the present self—to the contrary, it can
provide a deeper understanding of it.

Narrative Authenticity

I suggest that authenticity should be
construed in narrative terms. It has been
pointed out that there is a difference
between narrative identity and authen-
ticity.13 I agree, those are two different
concepts which should not be confused.
The narrative self-view is, first of all, a
theory of the self. Based on this self-
conception we can define conditions
for the persistence of this narrative self
or conditions for its authenticity. The
narrative self-view is the basis for nar-
rative authenticity but authenticity
imposes two further requirements on
the self-narrative: sustainability and
self-definition.

Sustainability

An authentic person has a sustainable
self-narrative and acts in accordance
with this self-narrative. In broad terms,
a sustainable self-narrative does not
require too much work to uphold
because it is not in tension with one’s
lived experiences. It accurately and
coherently represents them. In an
unsustainable narrative, aspects of the
story are off because relevant actions,
emotions, thoughts, or other personal
facts are ignored or suppressed. A sus-
tainable self-narrative is not in conflict
with relevant (1) facts about one’s sub-
jective experience, such as one’s emo-
tions, thoughts, or intentions. For
instance, someone that sees herself as a
loving sister, but is actually always
repelled or angry when she sees her
siblings, needs to ignore or suppress
those feelings to uphold the loving-
sister narrative. Emotions or thoughts
do not have to be endorsed in every case
but their existence should not be
ignored and ideally should try to be

explained. (2) The self-narrative accur-
ately represents relevant objective facts
about oneself, for instance, one’s nation-
ality, body features, or facts about
actions and life events. If someone is a
helpful person according to his self-
narrative, but in fact, he constantly
refused to help people, he has to sup-
press or ignore the memory of those
actions. On top of that, he has to ignore
or deny the accounts others give of his
actions. Those two kinds of facts put
constraints on how a self-narrative can
be construed authentically. A sustain-
able self-narrative acknowledges not
only who you were in the past, but also
the boundaries of present actions, emo-
tions, thoughts, and other facts. Some
actions may just not be a real option for
me as Imight feel an overwhelming pull
to do otherwise.

A sustainable narrative requires
extended self-knowledge. However,
the facts one needs to acknowledge to
have a sustainable narrative are only
those which are accessible to oneself.
For instance, Truman Burbank of the
movie The Truman Show can live an
authentic life, even if he does not know
that he is the star of a TV show. How-
ever, it would be inauthentic if he found
the cameras but ignored the truth they
imply. The kind of contradiction that
makes a narrative unsustainable arises
only when the person has access to the
relevant information. However, nor-
mally, reality just confronts us with
facts—you are simply not fast enough
to participate in the Olympics, you get
scared and stressed in high up places,
she told you she does not like you.
Reality does keep a check on the self-
narratives, but only insofar as those
facts actually reach us. We are not sup-
posed to acknowledge truths about us
we never had a chance to know.

Besides agreeing with one’s experi-
ences, a sustainable self-narrative is also
coherent. A narrative is easier to uphold

659

Responses and Dialogue

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

09
63

18
01

20
00

04
07

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0963180120000407


if it makes sense and the elements of the
story build on and support each other. A
self-narrative is coherent if it succeeds at
making single episodes of a person’s life
and her characteristics intelligible by
integrating them in a wider context. It
tells a psychologically intelligible story
of a person. In a bad book, the character
may exhibit traits, beliefs, and actions
that do not fit together. The reader won-
ders how a personwith such traits could
do this action or hold that view. In a
coherent self-narrative, a single element
of the story makes sense in the light of
the rest of it. Coherence is what holds
the story together, connects single epi-
sodes, and unites them in an overarch-
ing narrative. For instance, the episode
of a person that goes to a store to buy a
book is part of the story of this person
being invited to a birthday party for
which he needs a gift. This episode is
itself part of a narrative about the rela-
tionship of those two people as well as
of general stories about gifting culture
on birthdays.14

The coherence of the narrative
authenticity view is based on psycho-
logical intelligibility and does not
require an overarching theme, quest,
or meaning.15 The episode of someone
buying a birthday present is perfectly
intelligible even if it is not part of an
overall life-quest. Neither does narra-
tive coherence imply that there is no
room for change and ambiguity. In lit-
erature and cinema, character changes
and ambiguity are typically a central
element of the story. This in no way
diminishes the coherence of the story.
Even dramatic and far-reaching
changes, as well as ambiguity and con-
flicting views, can be intelligible in a
narrative because they do not just come
into existence out of nowhere. A funda-
mental change of character can be made
sense of if it is explained, for instance
through a transformative experience.16

There are reasons why someone ended

up having an ambiguous relationship
with his father or why someone wants
to be both, a traveling artist as well as a
settled accountant. Through a narrative,
even conflicting, ambiguous, and chan-
ging views can fit together and bemutu-
ally supporting. They are accounted for
in the narrative. Narrative coherence
can do justice to the complex and messy
human psychology in a way that coher-
ence as mutual compatibility of Pugh
et al.’s account does not.

Of course, your narrative does not
have to be perfectly coherent and accur-
ate to the last detail to be sustainable.
With the self-narrative, we connect sin-
gle episodes of our lives and attribute
meaning. This does not require perfect
accuracy or coherence. The relevant
aspects are the ones that shape your
narrative. Minor parts that are generally
in agreementwith the bigger picture can
be misremembered without a problem
and a narrative is sustainable even if it is
not fully coherent, for example, if it fails
to make minor aspects intelligible in the
light of the overall person. In fact, a
perfect, tidy narrative would be suspi-
cious. Misrepresenting an aspect of
yourself is problematic if you would
have to adapt large parts of the self-
narrative in order to acknowledge it.17

Furthermore, a sustainable self-
narrative can change. It can be necessary
to adapt it to new developments and
insights. I can change my view on past
experiences and interpret them differ-
ently. Through this flexibility, a narra-
tive can gain stability. The coherence of
a narrative is dynamic and provisional.
Only if we can integrate new views and
insights we can sustainably hold on to
our self-narrative.

Self-Definition

The demand for sustainability ensures
that the authentic narrative is accurate
and that it depicts a psychologically
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intelligible person. Now, a second
requirement is introduced which pre-
vents that the person in the self-
narrative is in some sense empty or
underdefined. Whether authenticity is
understood as self-discovery or as self-
creation, an authentic person is well
defined.18 To be authentic entails that
the question of who you are does not
have many disparate and equally right
answers. If a self-narrative is too vague,
or if it seems as though a different one
would fit equally well or better, the self
is not sufficiently well-defined to be
authentic.

A source of a less well-defined self is
self-definition which overly relies on
potentiality. An example of this is Frank
Wheeler in Richard Yates’ Revolutionary
Road.19 Frank always thought of himself
as having an exceptional vocation, as
someone with a significant career ahead
to which he would be fully dedicated.
Until he would know what his calling
was, he started working an unfulfilling
office job in order to provide for his
family. He took an ironic, distanced
stance toward his job, his ordinary sub-
urban home, as well as most of his
neighbors and colleagues—he saw him-
self as above all that. His wife shared his
view and suggested they move to Paris
where she would work while he could
find himself and figure out what he
actually wanted to do. However, this
suggestion instantly frightened Frank.
What if there was nothing much to be
found? A combination of his fear of self-
discovery and personal circumstances
led him to eventually abandon this plan
and to finally identify with his office job.
Yet, in the end, it is not entirely clear
whether he actually found some kind of
fulfillment in his job or whether he just
resigned and stopped hoping for more.
Frank’s example shows that if someone
constructs an identity overly reliant on
potentiality, he ends up being empty
and undefined. Frank is unsurewhether

he actually is the person he thought
himself to be because he never seriously
acted on those alleged dispositions. A
life in potentiality never creates a fact of
the matter about who one is. For a well-
defined self, such potentialities eventu-
ally have to be actualized. Actions can
confirm and define self-narratives, not
only towards third parties by making
mental states visible, but also towards
the person the narrative is about. They
cannot be doubted the same way as
intentions, thoughts, and emotions,
which could be self-deceived. If some-
one actually acts selflessly it is difficult
to contradict that she is a selfless person.
To be authentic we have to eventually
act on our alleged features.20

Another way in which a person can
end up poorly defined becomes clear if
we distinguish between what a person
does and what he suffers according to
his narrative.21 Both can be integral to
the self-narrative. An accident that left
someone paralyzedwill be a central part
of her narrative and substantially
change how the narrative will continue,
even if it is purely contingent and just
happened to her. There are many
instances where it is not obvious
whether something was self-authored
or not. In some cases, it is possible to
externalize one’s own doings and
describe them as sufferings. For
instance, someone could say it was not
really himself that insulted his friend, it
was because of his brain tumor or
because the circumstances somehow
forced him. Those externalized parts of
the narrative are not seen as representa-
tive of who he is and are not fully self-
owned.22 Even central parts of the self-
narrative can be externalized and not
self-owned. However, this comes at a
cost: it leaves the self poorly defined. If
everything just happens to you and you
do not shape your life through decisive
actions, it is not clear what kind of per-
son you are. It remains a matter of
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speculation how you would have acted,
given the chance. This is also a problem
in Frank’s case.Most of themajor factors
of his life, his job, his house, his children,
somehow just happened to him. Or at
least this is the perspective he takes. But
the reader, and ultimately also Frank, is
led to question this story. Maybe this is
just a lie he tells himself because he
cannot bear his mediocrity. His identity
remains in abeyance because he does
not fully recognize those actions as his
own. A self-narrative that is not self-
directed in this sense leads to a poorly
defined self.

An underdefined self can be identi-
fied if the self-narrative leaves room for
disparate, more comprehensive, and
coherent counternarratives. Of course,
the factual situation always allows for
a variety of slightly diverging stories
about a person. An action could be inter-
preted differently, other aspects of a
person could be in focus or the narrative
could have a shifted perspective. A
poorly defined self, however, leaves
the option for counternarratives which
are profoundly different while remain-
ing believable and psychologically intel-
ligible, and which may be able to
explain aspects the original self-
narrative cannot account for. Such a
counternarrative could be told from a
third- or first-person point of view. The
crucial point is not who or whether
someone actually construes such a
counternarrative, but that in a case of
inauthenticity a more coherent, intelli-
gible, and extensive counternarrative
remains possible. For instance, if we
ascribe to ourselves traits only based
on potentiality, it is possible to construe
a counternarrative that excludes them.
In Frank’s case, we could tell a story
about him in which he never was out-
standing but self-deluded and unable to
bear how average he is or one in which
he lost his former exceptionality over
the years because he adapted to his

conventional life. In the end, there is
no clear answer which of those stories
is the right one. We run into similar
problems if we describe everything as
just happening to ourselves. It remains
unclear howwe would have acted if the
situation would have allowed us to. A
self-narrative that is not actualized and
self-directed does not exclude problem-
atic counternarratives.

The narrative authenticity approach
is a dual-basis view, balancing the pos-
sibilities and constraints of self-
discovery and self-creation. Those ten-
sions within the concept of authenticity
are fertile and reflect the complexity of
human psychology.23 Narrative
authenticity is about self-discovery
because for a sustainable narrative we
generally have to know and acknow-
ledge the brute facts about us, ranging
from nationality and body appearance
to facts about life events and actions, as
well as our emotions, intentions, and
thoughts. Moreover, it is possible to
“add another chapter” to your narra-
tive if you learn something new about
yourself. Including new characteristics
into the narrative can also mean
rearranging and revising previous
aspects. But narrative authenticity is
more than just discovering and
acknowledging facts about oneself.
With the narrative we mark some
events as more important than others,
we ascribe to ourselves character traits,
we connect actions and events to over-
arching goals, we reject some actions
and embrace others. Those aspects of
the narrative are to some degree the
result of creative decisions. Based on
the same brute life-facts, we can con-
struct different stories about a person.
Which one we end upwith is a question
of choice. There can be equally true but
different perspectives on a person’s life.
But self-creation not only comes into
play by how we interpret and relate to
past and present actions. We can also
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shape our future andwork on ourselves
to deliberately change who we are. Of
course, there are a lot of things you
cannot choose or control in your self-
narrative. But to ignore the degree of
responsibility you have over your life
by letting it be directed by coincidences
or other people’s views can leave you
either with an unsustainable narrative
or an undefined self. Either you do
things you do not want to, which
means you have to suppress or ignore
the contradicting thoughts and emo-
tions, or you are not the author of your
actions and end up in the same position
as Frank Wheeler.

In conclusion, according to the narra-
tive authenticity view, to be an authen-
tic person one needs to have a self-
narrative which is not in tension with
one’s lived experience and which does
not leave room for vastly different and
more coherent counternarratives.24 The
sustainability requirement flags parts of
the self-narrative which misrepresent
oneself. It ensures that I am factually
right about who I am. The lack of coun-
ternarratives ensures that the self is well
defined, such that the answer to the
question of who I am is not just one
among many different but equally
right ones.

Advantages of Narrative Authenticity

Now the question remains why we
should prefer the narrative authenticity
view over other approaches, in particu-
lar the two proposed in the discussion
this paper responds to, Pugh et al.’s
account of cohering values and beliefs
andNyholm andO’Neill’s tolerable val-
ues view. The arguments I bring for-
ward pertain to (1) the criteria of
guidance and fit for patient’s experience
and use, (2) advantages regarding the
underlying concept of the self, (3) the
importance one’s past bears on

authenticity, and (4) the distinction
between authenticity and autonomy.

First of all, narrative authenticity can
satisfy the two requirements Pugh et al.
and Nyholm and O’Neill lay down:
providing guidance and capturing the
experiences people with DBS and with
AN have regarding authenticity. It has
been argued that the kind of guidance
for self-fulfillment patients seek when
turning to the idea of authenticity
requires elements of self-discovery.
Pure self-creation-based views ignore
that the question of authenticity pre-
cedes and informs choices on self-
creation.25 Narrative authenticity can
provide this kind of choice-independent
guidance. In particular the criterion of
sustainability calls for self-discovery
and can provide guidelines for decision-
making and self-fulfillment.

Furthermore, the narrative authenti-
city view can accommodate the differ-
ent experiences of individuals with DBS
or with mental disorders. Some see the
disease as an integral part of their
authentic self, whereas others reject it
and see themselves as alienated through
the illness. The same dichotomy can be
found between the self under the influ-
ence of DBS or medication and the
untreated person.26 Those different
views can be explained through the dis-
tinct ways the diseased or the treated
states are framed in the narrative. Some-
one might see her mental illness as a
contingent part of herself. She construes
herself in her narrative as a healthy
person to which this disease happened.
The medical treatment can either be
seen as helping to find a way back to
this state or as a further external source
of alienation. Others may frame the dis-
ease as a part of themselves, not as
coming from the outside but as a self-
constituting aspect of their identity.
Some people see both states as an inte-
gral part of an authentic narrative and
are able to construe a self-narrative
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which integrates both. Narrative
authenticity is compatible with all those
views, including the last one, which, as
Pugh et al. admit, poses a problem for
their account.

According to the narrative authenti-
city view, DBS can both increase and
lower the patient’s authenticity. DBS
can induce abrupt changes in body con-
dition, personality, and personal cir-
cumstances. Those changes can be
hard to integrate into an ongoing, coher-
ent narrative. On the other hand, DBS
can have a positive effect on authenti-
city by improving the health of the
patients. DBS can help them to attribute
aspects of their life to themselves which
used to be externalized. Aspects of their
lives, formally regulated by the disease
and externalized, can become self-
governed through DBS. Moreover, a
narrative approach can show ways
how to cope with DBS induced changes
by revising the self-narrative. Such a
method of co-authoring a new self-
narrative already finds application in
narrative psychology. Although more
work would be needed to review the
effects of DBS and mental disorders on
narrative authenticity, it is possible to
assess that this approach is compatible
with the varying experience individuals
with DBS or with mental disorders
make regarding their authenticity.

Second, I want to address the self-
conceptions underlying the different
approaches to authenticity. With a cer-
tain view of authenticity comes a cer-
tain concept of the self. The self is, for
example, viewed as something to be
created or discovered or as having a
core and a periphery. Thus, a convin-
cing approach to authenticity should be
based on a convincing self-conception.
Narrativism provides a concept of the
self which has proven fruitful not only
in various philosophical discussions, in
particular on personal identity,27 but
also in psychology.28 This view on

authenticity can be incorporated into
an existing framework of related topics.
Moreover, in contrast to other views,
narrative authenticity can avoid mak-
ing an overly strong distinction
between one’s true self and the actual
one. If the true self is defined as an
innate essence, or as what one values,
it is completely independent of how
one actually acts. An example from
David DeGrazia29 illustrates this: Nina
and Xena are both smokers. Nina sees
smoking as out of character for her and
wishes she never started. Xena identi-
fies with her addiction as a way of
expressing her contrarian views.
According to DeGrazia, being a smoker
is only part of Xena’s identity but not of
Nina’s because the latter does not iden-
tify with it. Such views neglect the
extent to which individuals are defined
by their behavior, thoughts, and emo-
tions. The question of how you relate to
what you do, feel or think, whether you
embrace or reject it or see it as out of
character, clearly matters. However,
just because you do not fully identify
with an action, because it is incoherent
with other views you hold or because it
is less tolerable, does not mean it is not
part of who you are. To be authentic,
such actions or characteristics should
be acknowledged as part of your iden-
tity. You may still want to work on
them, but they are nevertheless you.
The narrative authenticity view
acknowledges the importance of how
I relate to an action, thought, or feeling,
without allowing me to disregard it as
not part of myself. Thereby, the unnat-
ural distance between the true self and
the actual self is abolished.

Third, narrative authenticity can do
justice to the importance one’s past
bears on authenticity. According to
Pugh et al.’s view for instance, as soon
as a value is given up and no longer part
of one’s canon of mutually compatible
values and beliefs, it is in no sense part
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of one’s identity anymore. They seem to
be committed to that view even though
they want to advance a diachronic
account. However, it seems that authen-
ticity as self-discovery requires under-
standing and acknowledging one’s past.
If we did not know that the great Gatsby
used to be poor and that he reinvented
himself, we would not fully understand
his person, and neither would he if he
ignored those facts about himself. The
fact that Gatsby was poor is part of who
he is. Authenticity as narrative sustain-
ability requires him to acknowledge his
past. Even if past views contradict one’s
current canon of values, they continue
to be a factor of one’s identity, as shown
in a quote from a person commenting on
her AN: “I’ve gone through it, so I feel
like it kind of belongs to me now, and
that even though I don’t want it, it’s still
part of me in a way.”30

One might worry that narrative
authenticity puts an excessive focus on
one’s past, that to be authenticwe should
not dwell in the past but live in the
moment. However, narrative authenti-
city does not demand that we always
consciously think about our narrative.
The self-narrative is largely implicit.
Moreover, the question of whether
someone is authentic right now only
makes sense in the light of the person
as a whole, which is essentially dia-
chronic. To know who you are right
now requires at least an implicit under-
standing of where you come from. This
does not mean you are stuck in the past.

Fourth, a different problem area of
views based on rational endorsement
and coherence is that they define
authenticity as so similar to autonomy
that they lose some of its distinctive
features. Many definitions of autonomy
are based on a hierarchy of values,
where one value is prioritized over
another.31 An action is autonomous if
it is in accordance with this hierarchy
because it is a result of a rational

endorsement. Pugh et al.’s approach is
centered around a rationally endorsed
hierarchy of mutually compatible val-
ues and beliefs. It is broadly based on
Laura Waddell Ekstrom’s coherence
account of personal autonomy.32 How-
ever, it seems that conflicts of values and
beliefs need not be settled for questions
of authenticity. One can be authentically
conflicted and ambiguous. For some
people, it may be a fundamental aspect
of who they are to highly value both
family and career and to regularly face
situations in which those values are not
compatible. It seems counterintuitive
that one should be able to provide a
ranking of values to be authentic. Most
would probably be hard-pressed to
decide between their values independ-
ent of a concrete situation. Actions can
force us to choose to do either x or y,
thus it may make sense to set coherence
as mutual compatibility as a standard to
judge the autonomy of actions. But
identities do not necessitate such deci-
sions and it seems unhelpful, if not
impossible, to do so. A person should
not be considered less authentic if he can
only make out roughly distinguishable
groups of generally more or less import-
ant values. Authenticity warrants a
different kind of coherence than auton-
omy. Coherence as mutual compatibil-
ity, which obliges me to settle any
conflict between my desires and beliefs,
seems like an almost impossible and not
particularly desirable ideal that runs the
risk of simplifying human psychology.
Narrative coherence, on the other hand,
can make sense of conflicts and ambi-
guity of values. Through a person’s life-
story conflicts and ambiguities become
intelligible and unified. The narrative
self can be coherent without resolving
whether the person values x over y,
which seems like a more desirable basis
for authenticity.

There is another distinction between
autonomyand authenticity that has been
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neglected due to a focus on agency.
According to the ideal of authenticity, it
can sometimes be more important to
follow one’s emotions instead of autono-
mously chosen principles, in order to
avoid alienation or an identity crisis.33

Discipline and control over one’s
impulsesmay be necessary to be autono-
mous but it can affect authenticity nega-
tively. The sole focus on mutually
compatible values and rational beliefs
has problematic consequences for Pugh
et al.’s account.According to it, even self-
mutilating decisions are authentic
because the importance nonrational
parts can have for one’s identity is neg-
lected. For instance, a woman who sup-
presses her strong attraction for another
woman because of her Christian values
would be considered authentic in Pugh
et al.’s view. Because persons are only
seen as rational decisionmakers, this
account cannot do justice to other
aspects of the individual. It does not
acknowledge that it can be unauthentic
to suppress parts of oneself, even if it is
done through an endorsed, rational deci-
sion. Emotions, skills, habits, and contin-
gent elements of our life can
fundamentally shape and define us,
even if they are not rationally endorsed.
A self-narrative includes all those elem-
ents. Thus, it can give a much fuller
account of an individual’s identity with-
out losing sight of the importance of
rationally endorsed values and beliefs.
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