Does authenticity imply (a life of) poverty?

The labour market depends on falsities otherwise it would not be able to function.  To stay in a job or make a living we are required to do things that we do not necessarily want to do.   Society is not, therefore, structured to accommodate or take into consideration authentic styles of living.  Does this mean that those who stay true to themselves can look forward to a lifetime of poverty? And if so, does it matter?

The discussion will centre on a series of questions designed to elucidate further the somewhat “slippery” concept of authenticity, its role in modern society and whether staying true to yourself is really as bad (on the pocket) as it seems.

---

Notes

1. Origins of the word “authentic” 

The word “authentic” appears to have been in use from around the 1st-century.  

The word authentousin was used by the Epicurean philosopher and poet Philodemus (b. 110 BC) who was born in Athens and went on to study in Rome, and denoted: “origin of power” or “source of power”; “powerful”

(The human being is not the lord of beings, but the shepherd of Being - Martin Heidegger)

From the word authentas used by the Greek astrological poet Dorotheus (b. 75 BC) meaning : “dominant” or “in first place” or “principal”.

From  mid 14th century onwards it meant : “genuine”, “original”, “authoritative” (Gk. authentikos) and from authentes meaning authos (“self”) + hentes (“doer, being”) ; acting on one’s own authority.

From Oxford Dictionary (2010)

· of undisputed origin and not a copy;  genuine 

· made or done in the traditional or original way, or in a way that faithfully resembles an original

· based on facts; accurate or reliable: undisputed credibility

·  (in existentialist philosophy) relating to or denoting an emotionally appropriate, significant, purposive, and responsible mode of human life. 

But these definitions are only the tip of the iceberg in terms of what authenticity is about.  To get a real idea of what it means to be authentic is to relate the concept to life itself, and this is what philosopher’s have done.  

2. Philosophical proponents of authenticity – the existentialists

The following section is referenced from S Crowell’s essay on “Existentialism” (full reference at end of document).  It is not new, it is theory interpreted by him and paraphrased by me.

Authenticity is perhaps most famously attributed to the Existential movement which swept across Europe in the 1940s and 50s and to Jean Paul Sartre, who drew inspiration from Martin Heidegger’s Being and Time (1927), who in turn drew inspiration from Sören Kierkegaard and Friedrich Nietzsche.  

An existentialist, therefore, will say that authenticity, like the concepts creativity and originality, is another category which helps to measure human existence and describe it more fully where other branches of philosophical theory (such as dualism) and science have fallen short.  It was not about an academic exercise, but a yearning to answer the question “what does it mean for me to be?”.

This movement was not categorical at all – it was a movement associated with “heart” and passion – a romantic counterculture to its rigid academic and “iron-cage reason” philosophical counterparts. 

2.1 The inward : Kierkegaard’s singularity of existence

In his book Fear and Trembling, Kierkegaard develops the theory of the “Single Individual” (or singularity of existence) and defines individuality at the point at which it is lost.  “If it is for philosophy (or God, or whatever) for that which my life becomes meaningful, when I raise myself to this standard and bring my immediate (natural) desires and inclinations under this moral law, which represents my telos or that which I ought to be, in doing so I lose my individuality (since the law holds for all), but my actions become meaningful in the sense of understandable, governed by a norm”.  A person living by some philosophy (or ideology) will be easy to understand as long as their actions conform to the universal dictates of those laws/standards/ideas.  But problems begin to arise when some action contradicts what those laws/standards/ideas demand.  Kierkegaard uses the biblical story of Abraham and the sacrifice of his son to illustrate this point.  

In this example, Kierkegaard believed that even though it was Abraham’s overwhelming natural inclination not sacrifice his son (ethics), his faith is what mattered most to him and is what propelled him to attempt to do this.  Luckily he didn’t and Kierkegaard concluded 1) that Abraham’s life was supremely meaningful in that his faith or his desire to live by the laws of God elevated him beyond that which was universally accepted – a mode of being beyond good and evil - and that 2) philosophy could not hope to understand it and would only condemn Abraham’s actions based on ethics (his natural inclination not to kill his son).  

It is here that it becomes evident that this (God’s) law is not pertinent to everyone – not universally accepted: it addresses Abraham in his singularity and that “Existence as a philosophical problem appears at this point: if there is a dimension to (my) being that is both meaningful and yet not governed by the rational standard of morality, by what standard is it governed? For unless there is some standard it is idle to speak of “meaning”.

To perform an action in the name of this law “subjectively” is to embrace the paradox (command to kill his son vs. his natural inclination not to) as norm in spite of its absurdity, without questioning it.  Reasoning does not help here: the degree to which I adopt this norm in my life is directly proportional to the degree of my “inwardness” or my passion.  It is in this way that I truly become what I already am.  

To conclude then, Kierkegaard proposes that within this singularity, which propels a human being into an action despite its absurdity, there is an inherent norm (or standard).  The norm can be expressed by the claim “subjectivity is the truth” which is a root in the existential concept of authenticity.  So is the idea of a self-governing, self-legislative autonomous individual came to light. 

2.2 The outward (or the “crowd”) 

In contrast with the singularity of existence is the outward - “the crowd” - whom Kierkegaard calls the “untruth”.  The crowd is public opinion, ideas that a given age takes for granted, culture (the way things are done around here).   

2.3 Nietzche, nihilism and the Übermensch (“Overman”)

Nietzsche believed that by conforming to the (moral) norm, the individual became a herd animal. “The autonomous, self-legislating individual is nothing but a herd animal trained itself to docility and unfreedom by conforming to the “universal” standards of morality. The normative is nothing but the normal”.

The individual would have the potential within him to overcome this herd mentality if he became disenchanted with any of the highest values that had been given to him (i.e. religion, science) (=nihilism).  In this instance he would be forced back upon himself.  If weakly constituted he may fall victim to despair concluding that life has no meaning, but for a strong or creative individual nihilism would present an opportunity to take responsibility for meaning by “transvaluing” their values and creating a new set of rules to live by.  This Übermensch treads his own path: he teaches the meaning of the earth having no need for otherworldly supports for the values he embodies.  He reconfigures the idea of autonomy to release the life-affirming potential within it.

Nietzche follows on from Kierkegaard with pondering on how to describe this inherent norm.  There cannot be some lawless norm that condones arbitrary or impulsive behaviour.  There must be some standard by which success or failure can be measured.  For this Nietzche looks towards art and aesthetics.  To say that a work of art has style is to invoke a standard for judging it, but rather than assigning that standard to some general law, the norm is inherent to its work.  In this way an individual creates meaning and value in a world where all transcendent supports have fallen away by uniquely shaping their inclinations, drives and passions.  What fits, what belongs and what is appropriate is accorded to some unifying sensibility or ruling instinct.

In conclusion, Nietzche and Kierkegaard shone light on an aspect of being that is not described by what I am, but in terms of my way of being it.  It was Sartre who developed this insight in a formalized way.

2.4 What versus that: the principle of existentialism

Jean Paul Sartre coined the well known and often quoted phrase “existence precedes essence”, which sums up what existentialism is all about – that no one can formally or generally describe what it means to be because the meaning for being is decided in and through existing itself.

The properties that pertain to being human are not fixed, nor can they be classified.  What makes him who he is, is what he makes of himself; who he becomes.  That one’s identity is not constituted by nature or nuture; one’s identity is constituted by existing.  Keeping in mind this idea, it is in the light of this context that authenticity must be understood.

If essence is what a thing is, and existence that a thing is, then any intelligible thought that we ascribe to the thing will belong to its essence.  It is from essence that ancient philosophers drew their prescriptions for an individual’s way of life, estimated its meaning and put a value on existence.  Essence placed human beings within the larger whole of the kosmos and provided a standard for human flourishing.  Even Descartes rejected the traditional essen(ce)tial definitions of man in favor of a radical, first-person reflection on his own existence, the “I am” – demonstrating proto-existential thinking - but then reverted back to the old model characterising his existence as a substance determined by “thinking” (= essen(ce)tial model).  In contrast Heidegger characterised the “I am” as “an entity whose what [essence] is to be and nothing but to be” demonstrating that “existence” cannot be instantiated from “essence” and, therefore, could not be determined by appeal to any pre-given scientific, historical or philosophical frameworks.

2.5 Authenticity

Staying with this notion, then, of deriving a description for or assigning a meaning to an inherent norm within the singularity of existence, existentialism’s contribution to philosophy has been to collapse the idea that substantive norms for existing can be provided, particularly ones that specify ways of life.  This is demonstrated through the distinction what I do “as myself” and what I do “as anyone”.  Authenticity is the attitude in which I engage in my projects as my own.  How authentic I am is the degree to which I display that attitude.

Consider this example.  If I keep a promise to you, then I will be doing my duty (and honoring my commitment).  If I keep my promise to you because it is important to me that I do my duty then I will also be acting morally, because I am acting for the sake of my duty (Kant).  But, existentially speaking, my moral act will be inauthentic if, in keeping my promise for the sake of duty, I do so because “that’s what moral people do”.  However, I can do the same thing authentically if, in keeping with my promise for the sake of duty, I act in this way because, through a choice of my own, it is something I wish to commit myself to, but not because everyone else is doing it.  It is my opinion that this is precisely where authenticity becomes “slippery”!  Similarly, the existential definition of authenticity can be applied to a fixed and stable character – someone who “does what one does” because it feels good, but also because they make an active choice to become this character, who behaves in appropriate ways like moral people do.   In both cases, the characters are good, but only in the latter case does the character succeed in being him/herself.

The norm of authenticity, therefore, bestows a kind of “transparency” onto the person: they behave in a way that demonstrates they are beings who can be fully responsible for who they are.   In choosing this way a person recovers himself from feelings of alienation that can result from thinking of oneself as this anonymous character interacting in the world and in doing so attains a degree of freedom.  It bestows a kind of integrity onto the person – that they are committing to some worthwhile project and “becoming” what it entails as opposed to drifting in and out of various projects aimlessly, allowing the world to dictate their story.  And even though it is possible to commit oneself to a life of chameleon-like variety, the norm of authenticity remains formal.  

To conclude then, authenticity refers to a condition of self-making: do I succeed in making myself or do I merely become a function of the roles I find myself in?

It is not a prescription for a way of life. It does not say “choose this way” or “..that way”.  Instead it governs the manner in which I engage in any projects – whether from a choice of my own, or as a consequence of irresolutely following the crowd. 

3. Authenticity and moral character

Virtue = admirable moral character.

Authenticity and virtue – link between.  If we stifle authenticity then we stifle the development of virtues.

Working for money does not necessarily lead to honing of talents or developing “virtues” and/or becoming good beings.

Every human being can surely hone their “talents”.  Perhaps there is a shortage of these places that people begin to look elsewhere (begin to work on their own/set up their own businesses).  

4. The authentic self and its role in modern society/the workplace

The labour market depends on falsities otherwise it would not be able to function.  To stay in a job or make a living we are required to do things that we do not necessarily want to do.   

4.1 The labour market relies on vast amounts of people believing in a certain concept about what work is.  

These concepts have changed markedly over the last 100 years as there has been a shift in focus from agriculture and traditional methods of producing goods to industrialisation and then more recently, to service and technology-led market places, whilst in its turn completely changing the fabric of our society.  Where we live and whether we live near a large city or not will affect our choices.  What work we do is a matter of demographics as much as choice.  At present, information is the commodity of the day and getting it faster with more ease is at the top of many business’s agendas.

4.2 Being authentic is unprofessional

I received an email yesterday from a recruitment company giving me tips on how to perform during an interview.  They said:

“Don’t relax too much.  Don’t get comfortable.  You must remain professional”.

Now I understand that allowing the parts of my personality that I do not like to leak out during this interview would not be professional.  But then this just reinforces the message that being authentic is not professional.  Also, I am expected to maintain this position of inauthenticity all day and every day whilst at work for that company, if I succeed in quashing my real self during the 45 minute interview.  I suppose the thought prevails that if I relax, I won’t get any “work” done.  

The word “work” actually means doing things we don’t want to do.  

There is far less autonomy in the lower ranks than there is in the higher ranks.  There is a prevailing culture of fear of criticism and an unwillingness to be open.

This could be a contributing factor to the “burn-out” phenomena suffered by thousands of people by the ages of 30 or 40.

4.3 Inauthenticity leads to disengagement at work

If I leave my personality at the door then it means I am not engaging in my work properly.  If I cannot be myself to a degree then my potential will not be filled.

4.4 Work ethic – aligning the inward with some outward working value

“If it is work for that which my life becomes meaningful and I decide to bring myself/my life under this standard – because that is what I ought to do - I lose myself, but my actions become meaningful – you can understand me when I say “I live for work”.  You will understand me so long as my actions conform to the universal dictate of what “work” – at that time/place - constitutes. 

But what happens if I decide not to worship at the altar of everyone else’s concept of work? Will I end up in poverty?

Or, if economic conditions dictate, I take a leap of faith and put my belief into the current “system” of work.  (would I be “greasing the oily wheels of capitalism” if I did this?).  

Organisations that offer to help and then expect something in return (to become an ambassador for their company) – it is almost as if systems are built to stifle authenticity.

Marketing is built on promises.  Have you ever been disappointed with a product/service?  Would it not help to build solid foundations and use the hype as the icing on the cake?

Career vs. child/family welfare?  Why not both?

Society is not, therefore, structured to accommodate or take into consideration authentic styles of living.  

How does treading a path not trodden on before fit into working life?  There are many things that happen on one’s journey through life (including the big milestones: birth, adolescence, work, marriage, family, etc) and work doesn’t necessarily constitute 100% of it.  But spending 65% of a lifetime doing a 9-5pm job that is hated seems like an awful waste of time.

5. Does it matter?

Does this mean that those who stay true to themselves can look forward to a lifetime of poverty?  And if so, does it matter?

It takes a lot of courage to be authentic and take a “leap” into the unknown, but staying true to yourself could mean greater benefits, even if they are not necessarily tangible in the beginning. For example, better health will lead to fewer medical bills in the long run and more quality time with family and friends.    

So, does being authentic mean being poor?  Maybe the answer to this is it depends on what value system one chooses to believe in?

5.1 Famous authentic people

Socrates – the model philosopher

Jesus

Sarah Palin

6. Conclusion

The workplace is still not set up to take into consideration the needs of individuals, fully, and could probably go a long way if it did.  It seems as though defining a set of universal values for people to adopt makes good sense in the long run and understanding how authenticity fits into this overall picture of creating harmonious workplace and societal enviroments gives the project considerable importance. 
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Quotes from philosophers and other writers/scholars

The shortest and surest way to live with honour in the world is to be in reality what we would appear to be – Socrates (469 – 399 BC)

May the outward and inward man be at one – Socrates

It is too difficult to live nobly when one thinks only of earning a living - Jean Jacques Rousseau

All the true things must change and only that which changes remains true – Carl Jung

He who lives in harmony with himself lives in harmony with the universe – Marcus Aurelius

Life is never easy for those who dream - R J Waller 

Years ago, a history professor of mine concluded after an in-depth study of armed conflict that most wars would have been avoided if each side knew exactly and completely how the other would respond to certain actions.  In effect, lack of authenticity and full disclosure resulted usually in one group miscalculating the reaction of their opponent and blundering into offensive action and war.  Authenticity could have global as well as personal advantages in fostering a harmonious and peaceful environment – excerpt from Happiness Is a Choice by Barry Neil Kaufman

Authenticity consists in having a true and lucid consciousness of the situation, in assuming the responsibilities and risks that it involves in accepting it in pride or humiliation, sometimes in horror or hate – Jean Paul Sartre

In a time of universal deceit, telling the truth is a revolutionary act – George Orwell, author, 1984

Who says I can’t be free

From all of the things that I used to be?

Rewrite my history

Who says I can’t be free?

· John Mayer, American recording artist (b. 1977), lyrics from the song Who Says

Questions

How would you rephrase the question “Does authenticity imply a life a poverty?” to reflect your views on the partnership between being authentic and making a living? 

Can going to work solely for money be a good thing?

In your opinion, can we ever be fully authentic (or individuals) in our society? If so, how / in what way? (give examples where possible) 

Describe what “authenticity” means to you.  How do you address the daily conflicts that arise between being you on the inside and being you on the outside? Or are they totally at one?

If an individual chooses to oppose some ideological system (eg. consumerism) what would be the moral implications (thoughts and actions that result from the opinion of that person that his/her society is too consumer driven/materialistic) between the individual and the society?

Are there any long-term advantages or disadvantages in expecting all people to conform to some set of societal/political ideals? What about life for those who cannot exist within these norms/structures?

“If you are not making a profit, you are not in business” – helpful, or not?

What kind of financial, moral and/or ethical considerations are there in building or engineering societal structures that give precedence to people being authentic/genuine? 


