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Abstract 

Authenticity has often been interpreted as ‘being true to oneself,’ which implies that                         

there is some true self within that we ought to be guided by. I propose two                               

influences to be the main reasons for why this understanding of authenticity has                         

come to be: the unconscious, which gives us reason to suspect that our actions                           

spring from a deep lying self; and the public sphere, which has been disenchanted                           

and given merely instrumental importance, resulting in a search for meaning                     

within oneself. I consider two problems with the idea of a true self: the first is that                                 

it reduces Will to Necessity which ends up reducing our sense of freedom by                           

assuming our actions to necessarily follow from a causal chain instead of ourWill                           

planning for a future that is yet entirely uncertain. The second problem is that the                             

true self, if it were to exist, could not act as a guide on how to live one’s life; it could                                         

only give us knowledge which cannot motivate action, and is meaningless since                       

truth cannot result from the thinking activity which meaning springs from. 

 

 

Introduction 

 

Inwardness—“[thinking] of our thoughts, ideas, or feelings as being ‘within’ us”—has                     

left the world seemingly divided into two realms: the world that iswithin, and that                             

which is without. And consequently, this has given us the belief that there is some                             1

“inside self, anauthenticappearance, changeless and reliable in its thereness”(italics                     

added). It is this self, that exists within our ‘inner depths,’ that has come to be seen                                 2

as the more genuine and ‘truer’ part of ourselves. It is not our ‘(mere) appearance’                             

that faithfully represents us, but instead we should be looking inside us, for “the                           

ground that does not appear over the surface that does.” It is in finding this ground                               3

inside us that we may become authentic. The search for authentic being has thus                           

long been a search for the true self; some quality that we possess which once                             

discovered will allow us to be wholly authentic. I will however argue, as others such                             

as Charles Guignon have done, that such a self does not exist, and that being                             

authentic has to be understood differently. To do this I will look at the role of the                                 

true self, to see why a belief in a true self has become important and whether it is                                   

successful, or might ever become successful, in what it is trying to accomplish. 

1 Charles Taylor, Sources of the Self: The Making of the Modern Identity (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1989), 111. 
2 Hannah Arendt, “Thinking,” in The Life of the Mind (San Diego: Harcourt, 1981), 39. 
3 Arendt, “Thinking,” 25. 
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In order for authentic being to exist there must also be some inauthentic being,                           

where we seemingly act not according to our true selves but according to something                           

else. This presupposes that there is something which is capable of stripping us from                           

our authenticity, something which causes us to be inauthentic. Aside from our true                         

self—which we will presume is the source of authenticity for now—what else is there                           

to influence the level of authenticity of our being, and all the acts and expressions                             

that come with it? Put differently, what caused authenticity to become so                       

problematic that a conception of a true self came to be commonly accepted? I believe                             

there are two main influences that function as obstacles for authenticity and led to                           

the idea of a true self, the first of which is the unconscious and the second of which is                                     

the public sphere. 

 

Other philosophers have concerned themselves with the question on                 

authenticity—perhaps most famously Martin Heidegger and JeanPaul Sartre —and               4

although I am aware of these great efforts I will not concern myself with them                             

directly. My attempt will mostly concern the importance of the true self with regards                           

to authenticity, with a particular interest in Hannah Arendt’s work The Life of the                           

Mind. Inspired by the question of authenticity I believe there is an interesting                         

perspective to be found in her work that may exist within the ongoing debate on the                               

subject. And since the scope of this thesis is limited I will focus on an analysis of the                                   

true self from this perspective, considering the issues of the unconscious and public                         

self. 

 

First, I will look at how the true self has been related to the unconscious and                               

assumes some duality of themind. I will look at how the SchopenhauerianWill leads                             

to the reconciliation of Will and Necessity, and how the reconciliation denies the                         

Will in an attempt to find meaning. 

Second, I will look at how the turn away from the social sphere has reinforced the                               

idea of a true self, and how this has turned the quest for meaning inward. I will                                 

discuss how the idea of ‘being true to oneself’ is supposed to provide us with                             

knowledge which would be able to guide our lives. 

4 Somogy Varga and Charles Guignon, "Authenticity," The Stanford Encyclopedia of 
Philosophy (Summer 2016), ed. Edward N. Zalta: §3, 
http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2016/entries/authenticity/. 
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And lastly I will consider two problems of the true self with which I hope to argue                                 

that the question of authenticity will need to look for an alternative solution,                         

possibly continuing along the lines of the preliminary outline given in this thesis. 

 

Corruption of the Ego 

 

Our current understanding of the unconscious is largely based on Freud’s concept of                         

the id. “The id . . . is the ‘other’ to all conscious thinking and planning. A vast                                   

reservoir of energy pushing us to satisfy basic needs and drives, it works ‘behind our                             

backs’ in the sense that we are not aware of what it is making us do.” Opposing the                                   5

id is the ego, which “undertakes to control the heedless energies and intentions of                           

the id, going so far as to thrust them out of sight, which is to say, out of                                   

consciousness.” The ego, which is the conscious part of our minds, manages to                         6

repress our uncontrollable desires, whereby their source is, as it were, pushed                       

outside of the part of us which we can still reasonably consider to be ‘truly us’. As                                 

JeanPaul Sartre argues, “Freud has cut the psychic whole into two. Iam the ego but                               

I am not the id.”  Lionel Trilling sums up Sartre’s position as such: 7

 

“The person in psychoanalytic treatment is inducted into a view of the psyche                         

according to which he, the egohe, the subject, is to take cognizance of part of his                               

mental life, [the id,] not in its ‘conscious reality,’ not as an intuition, but as an object.                                 

The psychic facts which are made manifest to him, although they are represented as                           

being of decisive importance in their effect upon him, he apprehends as external                         

phenomena, having their existence apart from the consciousness which constitutes                   

his being.”  8

 

To go along with Sartre and to say that the id is seen as ‘external phenomena’ is                                 

starting to show us how the unconscious could give rise to a conception of the true                               

self. If our psychic whole truly is cut in two, one part of which is not considered ‘truly                                   

ours’ but external or outside of us, then what remains ‘inside’ should be closer to                             

what we truly are. The underlying thought is that what is truly us are those aspects of                                 

our being over which we have total control, we are totally free in the sense that the                                 

5 Charles Guignon, On Being Authentic (London: Routledge, 2004), 98. 
6 Lionel Trilling, Sincerity and Authenticity (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
1971), 142. 
7  JeanPaul Sartre, Being and Nothingness: An Essay on Phenomenological Ontology, trans. 
Hazel E. Barnes (London: Routledge, 2003), 74. 
8 Trilling, Sincerity and Authenticity, 145. 
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things we do not have control over are always external to us and therefore not a part                                 

of who we truly are. It is too simple to say however that the ego, that of which we are                                       

conscious, in its entirety constitutes our true self, which would not correlate with the                           

deep significance often attributed to it. As Charles Taylor claims, Arthur                     

Schopenhauer—which I will discuss later—has left us with “a further enrichment of                       

our sense of the inner depths of a human being, a renewed sense of our link with the                                   

whole of nature, but as a great reservoir of unbridled power, which underlies our                           

mental life.” The ego as a whole, simply understood as the ‘consciousness which                         9

constitutes our being’ would hardly be able to connect us to the ‘inner depths                           

underlying our mental life.’ 

 

However, I would be getting ahead of myself with this step, as Freud hasmore to say                                 

on the nature of the ego. He elaborated and revisedmuch of his early theory later in                                 

his career, and one change is that of the ego being wholly conscious at first whereas                               

Freud would later argue that there is some part of the ego which is also unconscious,                               

and (almost) unknowable even by the conscious part of the ego itself. “Where once                           10

the ego . . . was thought of as wholly conscious and bedevilled in its practical                               

purposive existence by the blind instinctual drives which seek to subvert it, now the                           

ego is understood to be in part unavailable to consciousness, no less devious than                           

the id and profoundly implicated with the id’s libidinal energies.” This disturbance                       11

of the ego proves problematic, as it makes it all the more difficult to ‘get hold of’                                 

one’s authenticity. If we were to previously conclude that the true self lies within the                             

ego, the ego has now become infected as it were with the inauthentic and                           

uncontrollable motivations of the id. It would becomemuch harder to discern which                         

parts of the ego are authentic—i.e. representative of a true self—and which are not                           

because of the “extreme complication of the topography and dynamics of the ego.”                         12

At first there was the easier task of discerning the ego from the id by “objectifying                               

[the id] to gain a disengaged understanding of it and, as a consequence, to liberate                             

us from its obsessions, terrors, compulsions.” Now bringing the id under the                       13

control of the ego has become the even greater challenge of unraveling and                         

understanding the ego and all of its motivations so that we can bring those back into                               

conscious control as well. That part of us which contains our true selves and by                             

9 Taylor, Sources of the Self, 446. 
10 Trilling, Sincerity and Authenticity, 147. 
11 Trilling, Sincerity and Authenticity, 148. 
12 Trilling, Sincerity and Authenticity, 149. 
13 Taylor, Sources of the Self, 446. 
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extension was to be the source of authenticity turns out to be “a mixed bag of                               

capacities and drives, some of them kind and loving, others dark and cruel,” and                           14

shows us why the unconscious seemingly makes it so hard to uncover our true selves                             

and live authentically by it. The unconscious has come to be seen as an integral part                               

of our ego, an integral part of ourselves. We are not merely constituted by conscious,                             

rational thought which can provide the comfort of our “thinking ego’s enduring                       

present” —that is to say, the part of our ego that appears to us ‘true’ and                             15

‘authentic’—but also threatened by unconscious desires and the will. This blurs the                       

border of what counts as truly us, and requires deeper investigation in order to                           

establish what might be considered one’s true self. 

 

To clarify I will look further into theWill, first as envisioned by Schopenhauer which                             

Taylor called “the ancestor to the Freudian id,” and then as described by Hannah                           16

Arendt in order to hopefully give more insight in how I consider the unconscious to                             

have contributed to shaping the true self. 

 

Freedom and Necessity 

 

What we have seen so far is that an understanding of the unconscious brings with it                               

the idea that there are influences which shape us that we have no control over. The                               

problem this brings for authenticity is that who we are is now almost primarily (as                             

Freud’s understanding goes at least) out of our control, which can make it seem                           17

arbitrary and trivial. According to Schopenhauer, what is really controlling us, “the                       

Being behind the appearances,” is the Will; a force that compels us, “a mindless,                           18

aimless, nonrational urge at the foundation of our instinctual drives.” The Will is                         19

not limited to humans, but underlies all of nature and drives everything with its                           

uncontrollable, limitless and selfserving goals, “devoid of rationality or intellect.”                   20

Whatever objects we perceive, and anything they do, are ultimately driven by Will;                         

even our own bodies. “The action of the body is nothing but the act of Will                               

14 Guignon, On Being Authentic, 103. 
15 Hannah Arendt, “Willing,” in The Life of the Mind (San Diego: Harcourt, 1981), 36. 
16 Taylor, Sources of the Self, 446. 
17 Guignon, On Being Authentic, 98–9. 
18 Arendt, “Willing,” 20. 
19 Robert Wicks, "Arthur Schopenhauer," The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Spring 
2015), ed. Edward N. Zalta: §4, 
http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2015/entries/schopenhauer/. 
20 Wicks, “Arthur Schopenhauer,” §4. 
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objectified.” The only thing that makes our actions appear intentional is because                       21

aside from perceiving our body like we do other objects—what Schopenhauer calls                       

representation—we perceive our bodies, and only our bodies, also through                   

“immediate awareness,” as a beinginitself. And “as the beinginitself of our own                       22

body . . . thewill . . . proclaims itself first of all in the voluntary movements of this                                       

body.” The Will shows itself to us as a representation by the movements of our                             23

body, and simultaneously as an ‘act of will,’ as a subjective voluntary experience. For                           

these acts of will we provide reasons in the form of motives, but because motives                             

only relate to objects and only exist as a specific ‘occasion,’ they are insufficient for                             

explaining “the maxim characterising the whole of my willing,” and only work as                         

explanations for “the appearance or phenomenon of the will,” i.e our own                       

movements as representations. The Will however “lies outside the province of the                       

law of motivation” and isgroundless. “The will strives only to perpetuate itself and                           

its objectifications; and what we think are our desires are in a sense only its                             

unconscious strategies to achieve this end.” Instead of our actions being reasoned,                       24

intentional and motivated, for Schopenhauer they are as ‘mindless and aimless’ as                       

the Will is. It denies any sense of our acts as being initially our own, it “denies that                                   

Will is free.”  25

 

If indeed anything we do is initiated by theWill as envisioned by Schopenhauer, this                             

“necessarily means that everyone can be only one thing.” And if it is also true, as                               26

Arendt argues, that “the touchstone of a free act is always our awareness that we                             

could also have left undone what we actually did,” then not just one’s will but every                               27

individual has been denied their freedom. Schopenhauer attempts to solve this by                       

“[reconciling] Freedom and Necessity,” arguing that our Will is what constitutes                     28

our being, and therefore that who we are is necessarily also what we will to be. It                                 

implies that all our actsare willed by us and that we therefore always act out of our                                   

own free will, even though us willing it is at the same time a necessity. However, this                                 

hardly solves the issue of the arbitrariness of who we are. If we are simply the ‘one                                 

21 Wicks, “Arthur Schopenhauer,” §4. 
22 Wicks, “Arthur Schopenhauer,” §4. 
23 Arthur Schopenhauer, “The Objectification of the Will,” in The World as Will and 
Representation: §20, 
https://www.marxists.org/reference/subject/philosophy/works/ge/schopenh.htm. 
24 Taylor, Sources of the Self, 442. 
25 Arendt, “Willing,” 24. 
26 Schopenhauer, The World as Will and Representation, §19. 
27 Arendt, “Willing,” 5. 
28 Arendt, “Willing,” 27. 
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thing’ we happen to be, then who we are loses all significance. As we saw with the                                 

unconscious, with which the Will shares its similarities, if who we are is outside of                             

our control it may not seem to be part of who we ‘truly’ are at all. 

 

The Conflict of Willing and Thinking 

 

In opposition to Schopenhauer, Arendt does not reconcile Freedom and Necessity                     

but focuses on the conflict between the two. Freedom has an “inevitable connection”                       

with the faculty of the Will, whereas Necessity is connected to the faculty of                             29

Thinking; Willing and Thinking being two of the faculties of our minds. Thinking is a                             

reflective capacity, “[drawing] into its enduring present what either is or at least has                           

been,” and therefore relies on memory. In thinking we withdraw from the world of                           30

appearances, “we desense whatever had been given to our senses,” and once our                         31

experiences have been transformed into ‘thought objects’ we can start the thinking                       

activity. Thus experience always precedes our ability to think about something, and                       

it is only through reproductive imagination that we can “have presentbefore (and                         

not just in) [our minds] what is physically absent.” It is only that which we have                               32

previously experienced that can feed our imagination, providing us with objects for                       

thought. And it is in considering freedom “in the perspective of memory, that is,                           

looked at retrospectively, [that] a freely performed act loses its air of contingency                         

under the impact of now being an accomplished fact, of having become part and                           

parcel of the reality in which we live.” A free act when considered retrospectively                           33

may appear to the thinking ego as having been a necessity instead of acontingency,                             

where ‘we could also have left undone what we actually did.’ However, from “the                           

perspective of the willing ego, it is not freedom but necessity that appears as a                             

delusion of consciousness.” TheWill, with its inevitable connection to freedom, can                       34

only ever consider a future act as contingent, where it is not a necessity but could                               

also be left undone. After the act has been performed however, it is the thinking ego                               

which looks back on the ‘reality in which we live’ and considers all of it a necessity,                                 

since “the impact of reality is overwhelming to the point that we can’t ‘think it                             

away.’” It may be argued that this ‘impact of reality’ is what led Schopenhauer to                             35

29 Arendt, “Willing,” 5. 
30 Arendt, “Willing,” 35. 
31 Arendt, “Thinking,” 87. 
32 Arendt, “Thinking,” 86. 
33 Arendt, “Willing,” 30. 
34 Arendt, “Willing,” 31. 
35 Arendt, “Willing,” 30. 
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reconcile Freedom and Necessity, which for Arendt is an impossibility.                   

Schopenhauer’s observation that ‘everyone can be only one thing’ seems true to the                         

thinking ego, when it reflectively considers the way things are. To theWill, however,                           

it is not necessity but contingency which seems true, and these two faculties of the                             

mind therefore cause an endless, irreconcilable conflict between freedom and                   

necessity. The willing ego will always assume freedom, and the thinking ego will do                           

so with necessity. This being true, a reconciliation ofWill and Thinking, or Freedom                           

and Necessity, seems fundamentally impossible. 

 

As Schopenhauer shows us however, this hasn’t prevented philosophers from trying.                     

Arendt argues that this is because theWill is hard to facilitate in an “environment of                               

factuality which is old by definition and which relentlessly transforms all the                       

spontaneity of its newcomers into the ‘has been’ of facts.” In the world of                           36

appearances, everything, as we have seen, seems like a necessity in thinking                       

reflection. The factuality of reality, the ‘impact of reality,’ is more compatible with                         

causality than it is with spontaneity; with spontaneity being central to the faculty of                           

the Will, being the “faculty of being able to bring about something new and hence to                               

‘change the world.’” But from the perspective of the thinking ego there’s no room                           37

for contingency or spontaneity, through its connection to necessity we must                     

conclude that the world is a causality; whereas “the Will’s freedom can [only] be                           

assumed on the strength, or, rather, the weakness, of interior experience.” The                       38

causality of reality and the freedom of our will are “utterly incompatible.” The                         39

underlying issue is that we live in a world of appearances, and that our thought relies                               

on previous experiences in order to function. “The implausibility of the assumption                       

or Postulate of Freedom is due to our outward experiences in the world of                           

appearances, where as a matter of fact . . . we seldom start a new series.”  40

 

Primacy of Thinking 

 

It is not just that freedom and necessity are incompatible which makes the Will                           

problematic, it is that our focus on the past gives a primacy to the faculty of                               

Thinking. The conflict of Freedom and Necessity is made more difficult for theWill                           

36 Arendt, “Willing,” 7. 
37 Arendt, “Willing,” 7. 
38 Arendt, “Willing,” 32. 
39 Arendt, “Willing,” 32. 
40 Arendt, “Willing,” 32. 
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because we live in an ‘environment of factuality’ given to us by the primacy of                             

appearance. Because in reflection our acts appear as necessity, necessity is more                       

frequently visible to us than new beginnings, as “most of our acts are taken care of by                                 

habits.” Unsurprisingly, Arendt suspects that philosophers, or ‘professional               41

thinkers,’ are generally more susceptible to giving Thinking primacy over Willing.                     

She questions: “Could it be that professional thinkers, basing their speculations on                       

the experience of the thinking ego, were less ‘pleased’ with freedom than with                         

necessity?” It seems that if the thinking ego favors necessity, a focus on Thinking                           42

over Willing would subsequently give primacy to necessity over freedom. And if                       

Thinking and Willing are inherently incompatible, such a primacy would seem                     

justified. Willing clashes with Thinking after all, it does not fit in our ‘environment of                             

factuality;’ it wishes to bring about something new. The Will is aimed at the future                             

instead of the past, “the Will’s ability to have present the notyet is the very opposite                               

of remembrance.” However, Thinking can provide us with an ‘enduring present,’                     43

which earlier I mentioned as being considered the ‘true’ part of ourselves. In a world                             

of appearances the Will may be seen as disruptive, it brings to attention the                           

uncertainty of the future and one’s abilities, “the willing ego . . . deals with things                               

which are in our power but whose accomplishment is by no means certain.” In                           44

doing this, the Will does away with the certainty of the past, it “negates the given,”                               45

and in its place brings “impatience, disquiet, and worry.” TheWill might therefore                         46

seem undesirable in a world we have come to understand as necessary and causal,                           

yet the Will is not something we can get rid of. The Will and its accompanying                               

uncertainty continues to interrupt the quietness of Thinking. Whereas “the                   

predominant mood of the thinking ego isserenity, . . . the predominant mood of the                               

Will is tenseness, which brings ruin to the ‘mind’s tranquility.’”  47

 

Incapable of getting rid of the Will and our sense of freedom, we can see why                               

thinkers such as Schopenhauer have resorted to attempting to reconcile Freedom                     

and Necessity instead. Such reconciliation seems impossible however, and with the                     

predominance of Thinking over Willing such projects have mostly resulted in                     

“[denying] outright the experience of freedom ‘within ourselves’ or to weaken                     

41 Arendt, “Willing,” 33. 
42 Arendt, “Willing,” 33. 
43 Arendt, “Willing,” 37. 
44 Arendt, “Willing,” 37–8. 
45 Arendt, “Willing,” 36. 
46 Arendt, “Willing,” 37. 
47 Arendt, “Willing,” 38. 
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freedom by reconciling it with necessity bymeans of dialectical speculations that are                         

entirely ‘speculative’ in that they cannot appeal to any experience whatsoever.”                     48

Instead of a reconciliation where both Thinking and Willing have their respective                       

place and function, it is often Willing which is reduced to necessity or outright                           

denied its existence. 

 

Overcoming Uncertainty 

 

One important theme we have then come to recognize in the search of a true self is                                 

the reconciliation of Freedom and Necessity. Whilst there is certainly more to be                         

said on attempted projects to realize this reconciliation, I believe themost important                         

thing is to understand that any such project is doomed to fail from the outset. One                               

important reason for this—as pointed out by Arendt in the above quotation—is that                         

it does not line up with our inner experience. The Will’s connection to freedom is                             

such that any attempt to reconcile Freedom and Necessity will, regardless of how                         

convincing the argument is, mean very little for one’s experience of everyday life.                         

Even though causality seems true to our thinking ego, at least part of our inner                             

experience gives us a sense of free will. Taylor similarly comments on                       

Schopenhauer’s position that although “the notion of a harmony between freedom                     

and nature, of a spontaneous alignment of desire and reason . . . is very heady and                                 

inspiring. It is easy to imagine our finding this union unrealizable, even incredible,                         

in our own experience of life.” In a world which we primarily understand as being                             49

shaped through causal necessity, the unease and tenseness caused by ourWill might                         

seem unwarranted and out of place. Our experience of life is not that of the serenity                               

that we find in the thinking ego, but it is shaped by desires, uncertainty and                             

anticipation springing from the Will. It should be clear by now that the Will and its                               

accompanying tenseness are an essential part of the human mind, that “the                       

restlessness of the living . . . is localized in and engendered by the mind of man.”                                 50

Our freedom, or at least our sense thereof, is not going away, and a central goal of                                 

the idea of a true self then appears to be reconciling this freedom with necessity in                               

order to relieve us of the restlessness we consider to be so antagonistic to the                             

thinking ego’s experience. 

 

48 Arendt, “Willing,” 33. 
49 Taylor, Sources of the Self, 443. 
50 Arendt, “Willing,” 42. 
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This reconciliation also gives us a greater understanding of the Schopenhauerian                     

Will as a source for the unconscious. As we have seen, theWill acts much like the id                                   

in that it affects our thoughts and actions. However, for Schopenhauer the Will                         

always coincides with our intentions, reconciling Freedom and Necessity. The Will                     

controls us, but whatever it makes us do is at the same time what we want to do out                                     

of our own free will. In the Freudian sense, we can become aware of the control the                                 

id has on us, and the ego—whether consciously or unconsciously—represses its                     

influence. Instead of letting the id do as it intends it needs to be kept under control,                                 

as the id does not necessarily reflect what we want out of free will. Instead of                               

reconciling Freedom and Necessity by having them coincide like Schopenhauer, the                     

ego has to conquer the id; what we are unconsciously motivated to do may be, with                               

some effort, halted and redirected or pushed away. “Freud’s is a magnificent attempt                         

to regain our freedom and selfpossession . . . in the face of the inner depths.”                               51

Essential to this concept is that in order for freedom to be regained, it is apparently                               

capable of being (partially) lost. Our freedom is assumed to be largely overtaken by                           

the id and other external influences, similar to how the Will replaces one’s freedom                           

for Schopenhauer. 

 

Psychoanalysis as Reconciling Will and Necessity 

 

I hope that after the preceding discussion it can be reasonably deduced that this                           

conflict between Freedom and Necessity largely relies on the dissonance between                     

our experience of free will and the thinking ego’s understanding of the world as                           

necessity. Freud’s strong focus on the idmight be the result of an equally large focus                               

on necessity in Thinking’s reflection on the world of appearances, where very rarely                         

something entirely new is started. Our capacity to freedom seems very small in                         

comparison, trying to influence and control our necessary condition with great                     

effort, and redirect our inclinations into better alignment with our will. In this sense,                           

the Freudian unconscious continues the effort of reconciling our freedom which we                       

cannot help but experience (“we aredoomed to be free . . . whether we like freedom                                 

or abhor its arbitrariness”) with the causality we have come to accept as shaping                           52

the world of appearances we reside in. But the unconscious does this by giving a                             

cause for our will, reducing theWill to necessity. And it is Thinking that has the task                                 

of reflecting, of understanding the cause of the Iwill by searching for its necessary                           

51 Taylor, Sources of the Self, 446. 
52 Arendt, “Willing,” 217. 
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condition in remembrance. We should “look below the structure of rational                     

formulation to discover the will that is hidden beneath, and expressed through, its                         

[i.e. reason’s] elaborations.”  53

 

Psychoanalysis depends on the thinking ego in order to come up with a reasonable                           

source for theWill, one that appears to be compatible with necessity, even though by                             

now we should understand that the Will is not ‘reasoned’ for it exists as a faculty                               

other than Thinking. To look for a cause is to look into the past, and this is the                                   

domain of Thinking and Necessity. If we reflect on the events leading up to a certain                               

willed act it cannot but look as though that act was necessary in hindsight. But the                               

freedom of the Will is aimed at the future, and all Thinking is capable of is to                                 

apprehend the Will, to stop it momentarily by replacing its tense anticipation with                         

the serenity of an enduring present. And all the thinking ego does is to reflectively                             54

come up with good reasons for an Iwill that is already present; it attempts to give                               

meaning to an already existing Iwill, and thereby rid it of its contingency, because it                             

assumes the ground of our Will is merely occluded (because of the inaccessibility of                           

the id and the true self) instead of its being groundless. For the Will, understood as                               

‘the faculty of being able to bring about something new,’ can of course only be                             

spontaneous and contingent and is irreconcilable with Necessity. Yet what the                     

unconscious has taught us is that whenever I will something there are external forces                           

at play that necessarily make me will one thing and not another; amongst these                           

forces are the unconscious id and, as we shall momentarily see, our social role(s) and                             

relationships. The uncertainty of the Will in whether its project is able to succeed,                           

the uncertainty of the Ican, is now exacerbated by the uncertainty of the Will’s                           

origin, because we look for a cause in our world of causes even when there is none.                                 

So in order to see whether theWill’s project is meaningful to us we erroneously send                               

our thinking ego on finding the Will’s origin to check whether it springs from an                             

external or internal source. And when we cannot find (or come up with) external                           

causes for an Iwill (which includes the id) we conclude that it must have sprung                             

from a true self, that part deep within us that is capable of giving meaning to acts                                 

that are in fact mere contingency. 

 

 

 

53 Trilling, Sincerity and Authenticity, 156. 
54 Arendt, “Willing,” 38. 
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The Turn Away from the Social in the Face of Uncertainty 

 

I hope to make my arguments a little more clear by considering the second influence                             

to have given rise to the idea of a true self as well: that of the social, or a turn away                                         

from the social. Charles Guignon attributes this to the “sense of society as something                           

manmade, as a product of human decision and contractual arrangements rather                     

than as something natural or preordained.” Whereas “people used to see                     55

themselves as part of a larger order” —whether that was ametaphysical, religious or                         56

social order—the world became ‘disenchanted’ when “modern freedom came about                   

through the discrediting of such orders.” That is to say, the modern sense of                           57

freedom relies on “breaking loose from older moral horizons;” we are free when we                           58

can disconnect ourselves from social orders, as society “can be seen as something                         

‘other’ to the real self.” And as Guignon attributes to Arendt, “[she] has shown how                             59

the modern idea of the social led people to abandon the old belief that one is fully                                 

human only in the interactions of public life and to adopt themodern belief that one                               

is truly oneself only when ensconced in private life.” This distinction between the                         60

public and the private brings with it a split between one’s public and private                           

existence, “a split between theReal Me—the true inner self—and thepersona (from                         

the Greek word for ‘mask’) that one puts on for the external world.”  61

 

As we have seen with the unconscious, the move away from social life is another                             

‘magnificent attempt to regain our freedom and selfpossession.’ In the face of the                         

“antinatural” social order, our public lives seem permeated with arbitrary rules,                     62

customs and norms. This conception of public life seems to contrast with our sense                           

of freedom, especially in a modern individualistic sense. “We live in a world where                           

people have a right to choose for themselves their own pattern of life, . . . to                                 

determine the shape of their lives in a whole host of ways.” But this shaping of our                                 63

lives seems to be severely limited in the public sphere, the realm of human affairs,                             

where we are always caught in the ‘web of human relationships’—the “inbetween                       

55 Guignon, On Being Authentic, 33. 
56 Charles Taylor, The Ethics of Authenticity (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
1991), 3. 
57 Taylor, The Ethics of Authenticity, 3. 
58 Taylor, The Ethics of Authenticity, 3. 
59 Guignon, On Being Authentic, 34. 
60 Guignon, On Being Authentic, 34. 
61 Guignon, On Being Authentic, 35. 
62 Guignon, On Being Authentic, 33. 
63 Taylor, The Ethics of Authenticity, 2. 
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which consists of deeds and words,” where all people disclose themselves as                       64

subjects through action and speech. Because we are caught in this web of                         

relationships our personal contributions to the social sphere might not appear to                       

carry the significance we would want them to have, “it is because of this already                             

existing web of human relationships, with its innumerable, conflicting wills and                     

intentions, that action almost never achieves its purpose.” It is because our actions                         65

are competing with the Wills of others that in the public sphere there is a great                               

uncertainty of the Ican, these obstacles make it so that we cannot find the guarantee                             

that my Will will come to its fruition. 

 

The private sphere, in contrast to the public sphere, seems to grant us much more                             

opportunity for achieving the things we ‘will’ and for shaping our lives in accordance                           

with whatever future projects we might have; there are less obstacles in the form of                             

‘conflicting wills and intentions’ of others that appear to restrict our individual                       

freedom. The public sphere might seem like “a space of artificial existence and                         

selfloss in comparison to one’s private moments alone or within one’s circle of                         

family or friends,” if only because our private actions more often give us the results                             66

we desire. The only external obstacle in the private sphere is our own unconscious,                           

which as we have seen intrudes upon our ego, which therefore necessitates an even                           

deeper lying true self. The unconscious can only be overcome by the thinking ego’s                           

reflective capacity by looking deeper within ourselves, and likewise, the restrictions                     

of public life can (supposedly) only be overcome by withdrawing further into one’s                         

private life. 

 

Hope and Meaning as Remedy for Uncertainty 

 

The disenchantment of the world, the break from seeing the world as having a                           

natural order, not only put more focus on the search for freedom in private life, it                               

also left a gap which these natural orders had previously filled. What a belief in a                               

natural order was capable of was giving one a sense that their actions, free or                             

otherwise, were purposeful, or meaningful regardless of results. Put differently, a                     

natural order was capable of providinghope in themidst of uncertainty. Everything                         67

64 Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition, 2nd ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1998), 183. 
65 Arendt, The Human Condition, 184. 
66 Guignon, On Being Authentic, 34. 
67 Arendt, “Willing,” 35. 
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was there for a reason, “the things that surround us were not just potential raw                             

materials or instruments for our projects, but they had the significance given them                         68

by their place in the chain of being. . . . By the same token, the rituals and norms of                                       

society had more than merely instrumental significance.” By believing in a natural                       69

order of things reflected in society, the problem of whether my Will is capable of                             

reaching its end despite the Wills of others, the uncertainty of the Ican, is relieved                             

by the hope that whatever I do will eventually achieve some meaningful purpose,                         

even if that purpose is something different than what I had intended. The modern                           

importance of individual freedom however stresses that one has a right to give shape                           

to their life as they desire. The Iwill not completing its project is no longer                             

reconcilable with the design of a greater order (we again come across the theme of                             

reconciling Will and Necessity), but a limitation of one’s personal freedom. Instead                       

of drawing meaning from the ‘nature of things,’ meaning has to be found elsewhere;                           

I will argue that the true self has come to be seen as at least one possible source for                                     

meaning, after looking further into what ‘meaning’ is. 

 

It is the primary role of thethinkingego to provide us withmeaning, it “does not ask                                   

what something is . . .but what it means for it to be.” In our everyday dealings with                                     70

the world we rely on our ‘common sense,’ which “is a kind of sixth sense needed to                                 

keep my five senses together.” The common sense gives us a “‘sensation’ of reality,                           71

of sheer thereness;” it is what gives us the ability to interact with the world of                               72

appearances and ensures us of its “realness.” In our interactions with the world of                           73

appearances we do not have time to think, as thinking requires us to withdraw from                             

the world of appearances: “when thinking withdraws from the world of appearances,                       

it withdraws from the sensorily given and hence also from the feeling of realness,                           

given by common sense.” Common sense does not question reality, it does not                         74

question ‘what it means’ for something to be, but simply accepts its realness: “there                           

we are and no questions asked.” This is why Arendt comes to conclude that “the                             75

quest for meaning is ‘meaningless’ to common sense.” To our common sense                       76

68 As is the case with what Taylor calls ‘instrumental reason.’ Taylor, The Ethics of 
Authenticity, 4–5. 
69 Taylor, The Ethics of Authenticity, 3. 
70 Arendt, “Thinking,” 57. 
71 Arendt, “Thinking,” 50. 
72 Arendt, “Thinking,” 51. 
73 Arendt, “Thinking,” 50. 
74 Arendt, “Thinking,” 52. 
75 Arendt, “Thinking,” 59. 
76 Arendt, “Thinking,” 59. 
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questions of meaning are “unanswerable” because our common sense provides us                     77

only with truth, i.e. “what we are compelled to admit by the nature either of our                               

senses or of our brain.” The role of common sense is only to assure us of the                                 78

realness of the world so that we can interact with it. The full extent of this argument                                 

is beyond the scope of this thesis, but in short: “truth is derived from the                             

commonsense experience of irrefutable evidence” given to us in the world of                       79

appearances, and since Thinking requires us to leave the world of appearances it                         

does not deal with truth but “with invisibles, with things notpresent to the senses . .                                 

. , remembered and collected in the storehouse of memory.” In order to question                           80

what it means for something to be we have to leave the world in which everything is                                 

so readily given to us, meaning can only be created when I retreat from the world of                                 

appearances and therefore meaning can only be given in thought. 

 

Disenchantment and Expectation 

 

With the disenchantment of the world there was also a loss of meaning. The                           

uncertainty of the Ican, nowmore uncertain in amanmade world where conflicting                         

Wills have to compete for the realisation of their own personal projects, causes the                           

feeling of “expectation, whose chief modes are hope and fear.” Expectation is how                         81

our ‘soul’—the source of our emotions and feelings—experiences the uncertainty of                     

the future. In our expectations hope and fear constantly ‘shift’ between one another,                         

“every hope carries within itself a fear, and every fear cures itself by turning to the                               

corresponding hope.” This expectation is the tenseness of the Will felt in emotion                         82

and in order for this “uncomfortable situation” to be resolved, the soul “demands of                           

the mind . . . to prove that whatever is or will be ‘was to be.’” The expectation felt in                                       83

the uncertainty of the future can be soothed by themind in ensuring that everything                             

is or will be as it is ‘supposed’ to be, and will not be otherwise or be left undone.                                     

What the natural order of things was able to do wasmake things significant because                             

it made it seem as though everything was as it should be, “the course of history                               

would no longer be haphazard and the realm of human affairs no longer devoid of                             

77 Arendt, “Thinking,” 58. 
78 Arendt, “Thinking,” 61. 
79 Arendt, “Thinking,” 58. 
80 Arendt, “Thinking,” 51. 
81 Arendt, “Willing,” 35. 
82 Arendt, “Willing,” 35. 
83 Arendt, “Willing,” 35. 
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meaning.” Meaning then is established when the uncertainty of the future can be                         84

given a reason for why it is the way it is, when things can be believed to be as they                                       

were “meant to be.” But with the disenchantment of the world, where the public                           85

realm is nothing but conflicting wills and intentions, our common sense                     

understanding is that “everything that happens to mortals for better or worse is                         

‘contingent,’ including their own existence.” Contemporary man can no longer                   86

believe in a natural order to soothe our fearful expectation, there is no purposeful                           87

‘course of history;’ the public realm and the people in it are not always as they were                                 

meant to be. 

 

But with a turn towards personal freedom and a remaining need for meaning to                           

soothe our expectations, there comes to be an increasing focus on individual lives, a                           

“centring on the self.” The prevailing thought seems to be that meaning should be                           88

found in the private sphere as opposed to the public, which in a way is quite true                                 

since meaning is found in Thinking. Thinking is by virtue of its complete withdrawal                           

from the world of appearances perhaps the ‘most private’ activity one could indulge                         

in. When reentering the public sphere after thinking has stopped, reality might                       

seem particularly uncertain in contrast; we are unsure about the certainty of things                         

after having just contemplated their meaning, leaving our expectations without the                     

soothing effect of the mind. “The paralysis induced by thinking . . . may have a                               

dazing aftereffect, when you come out of it, feeling unsure of what seemed to you                             

beyond doubt while you were unthinkingly engaged in whatever you were doing.”                       89

Perhaps this makes public life seem even more devoid of meaning, more                       

disenchanted, than it was already believed to be. “What was meaningful while you                         

were thinking dissolves the moment you want to apply it to everyday living.” A                           90

natural order might have given meaning to everyday life, but when this order is                           

questioned in thought which “relentlessly dissolves and examines anew all accepted                     

doctrines and rules,” we will find that reality is lacking in meaningfulness in                         

comparison. It might be argued that contemporary individuals thinkmore than they                       

used to do, which contributes to the disenchantment of the world; perhaps due to                           

84 Arendt, “Willing,” 46. 
85 Arendt, “Thinking,” 61. 
86 Arendt, “Thinking,” 60. 
87 Arendt points out that Kant equated ‘meaning’ with ‘purpose,’ further suggesting that 
meaning might be best understood as having fulfilled some purpose, a 
beingwhatitoughttobe. Arendt, “Thinking,” 64. 
88 Taylor, The Ethics of Authenticity, 4. 
89 Arendt, “Thinking,” 175. 
90 Arendt, “Thinking,” 176. 
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more time for thought, Thinking having gained in assumed importance, or the focus                         

on the private sphere which Thinking itself contributes to—which came first of the                         

latter might be impossible to retrace but would require a much greater analysis than                           

I am capable of providing. Either way, Thinking and its quest for meaning seems to                             

go handinhand with a turn away from the public sphere. 

 

Meaning of the True Self 

 

So far we have seen two ‘divides’ which have become important to the understanding                           

of our self: that between the unconscious and conscious self, and between the public                           

and private self. I hope to have demonstrated how these have contributed to a                           

shaping of the true self; the former by creating the belief that there are causes for our                                 

unconscious, contingent acts which are uncoverable with enough reflection, and the                     

latter by shifting the domain of meaning to the private realmwhere thought takes its                             

precedence. These have created a difference, or dissonance in the self; the self that is                             

unconscious or unaware, which goes along with the rules and norms in public life, is                             

uncertain about the Ican and gives no reason for the Iwill—i.e. the ‘everyday’                         

self—is by its very nature incapable of providing us with meaning. To it everything                           

simply appears as it is, everything is a contingent reality. The self that is unfettered,                             

unrelated and not obstructed by unconscious desire or public involvement on the                       

other hand can give us meaning and serenity in a world which would otherwise be                             

meaningless, arbitrary and uncertain. This second self is what we have come to                         

understand as the true self, I argue, and why an inward turn has taken place;                             

because it can give meaning and the assurance that whatever I will and subsequently                           

do was meant to be. 

 

The true self then can supposedly give meaning to, and thereby a reason for, who I                               

am. I am who I am because—or I did these things because—that is who Itruly am. It                                   

was meant to be by virtue of my true self, in absence of the interjection of contingent                                 

factors. As mentioned about the id earlier in the section ‘Psychoanalysis as Denying                         

the Will’s Contingency,’ this kind of reasoning for themeaningfulness of who we are                           

seems to occur in the absence of other explanations, mostly those perceived as                         

external such as unconscious acts or social influences. The true self can give meaning                           

in the sense that it can give a reason for, it can make necessary, that which would                                 

otherwise have no meaning. This importance of the true self, as the only source for                             

meaning, has in this manner become important merely on its own. OnlyI can give                             
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meaning to my life, and the ‘stuff’ on the outside is just meaningless because it is                               

contingent. In fact, “the pressures towards outward conformity,” which as we have                       91

seen threaten a sense of personal freedom, are a danger to me not being what I am                                 

meant to be. “One turns inward because it is within the innermost self that one                             

discovers the ordinarily unseen and untapped resources of meaning and purpose.”                     92

Only I myself can show me what I ought to be out of necessity. “Not only should I                                   

not fit my life to the demands of external conformity; I can’t even find themodel to                                 

live by outside myself. I can find it only within.” This gives rise to the idea that the                                   93

true self is also anoriginal. “There is a certain way of being human that ismyway.”                                 

This makes the idea of being ‘original’ important for givingmeaning to who one is,                               94

for if it is not original to myself then it is likely not part of my true self. “Being true to                                         

myself means being true to my own originality, and that is something only I can                             

articulate and discover.”  95

 

To be Consistent with Oneself 

 

Arendt gives a similar, yet crucially different, answer to the question of being ‘true’                           

to oneself, which I hope to have shown is at the center of the conception of authentic                                 

being as based on the true self. The project of the true self gives meaning by                               

attempting to show that my ‘authentic’ actions necessarily follow from who I truly                         

am. For Arendt however, the “criterion of the mental dialogue is no longer truth,                           

which would compel answers to the questions I raise with myself . . . , [but]                               

agreement, to be consistent with oneself.” To be in agreement is not a matter of                             96

truth for Arendt, and the notion of a true self thereby relies on the fallacy “to                               

interpret meaning on themodel of truth.” Meaning is a response given to questions                           97

that are not already given answers in common sense, and any answers given by our                             

thinking apparatus do not pertain to any truth; “its results remain uncertain and                         

unverifiable.” Put differently, on facts given in common sense there should be no                         98

disagreement possible, we are all compelled to admit these facts “by the nature                         

either of our senses or of our brain.” But questions of meaning do not have any                               99

91 Taylor, The Ethics of Authenticity, 29. 
92 Guignon, On Being Authentic, 82–3. 
93 Taylor, The Ethics of Authenticity, 29. 
94 Taylor, The Ethics of Authenticity, 28–9. 
95 Taylor, The Ethics of Authenticity, 29. 
96 Arendt, “Thinking,” 185–6. 
97 Arendt, “Thinking,” 15. 
98 Arendt, “Thinking,” 88. 
99 Arendt, “Thinking,” 61. 
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basis in truth with which to compel us as such, they are always susceptible to doubt,                               

and the best we can do is to reasonably agree that something was meant to be. “To                                 

expect truth to come from thinking signifies that we mistake the need to think with                             

the urge to know.” Meaning cannot readily be given, through our senses or                         100

consciousness, but is given by the thinking ego which “does not think something but                           

about something, and this act is dialectical.” Meaning does not result from any                         101

truth, but it is agreed upon through dialogue. Since Arendt sees thinking as the                           

source of meaning, thinking would have to occur as a “silent dialogue” betweenme                           102

and myself, made possible only by our “consciousness in the sense of                       

selfawareness.” But although consciousness makes thinking possible, since it                 103

makes me aware of myself and thereby allows for an internal dialogue, the thinking                           

dialogue doesn’t start with selfawareness. It starts with “friendship and not                     

selfhood; I first talk with others before I talk with myself, examining whatever the                           

joint talk may have been about, and then discover that I can conduct a dialogue not                               

only with others but with myself as well.”  104

 

Dialogue then relies on ‘friendship,’ or perhaps one may loosely interpret it as civil,                           

agreeable discourse. At the least, dialogue is not made easier or more enjoyable by                           

rivalry or unfriendliness, and one might see that reflected in the observation that                         

people more easily befriend those they most often (or most easily) agree with. In                           

thinking then—in the internal dialogue—agreement or friendship between me and                   

myself is demanded by a form of internal consistency. “If you want to think, you                             

must see to it that the two [me and myself] who carry on the dialogue be in good                                   

shape, that the partners befriends. The partner who comes to life when you are alert                               

and alone [in thinking] is the only one from whom you can never get away—except                             

by ceasing to think.” This kind of internal consistency might not seem all that                           105

different from being true to oneself; perhaps onemight equally as well interpret it as                             

an agreeing with, or befriending of, one’s ‘true’ self. Yet the fact that for Arendt there                               

is no truth to meaning does result in some differences. Because unlike the                         

assumption of the true self that there “is a substantial self lying deep within each of                               

us, a self with attributes that are both distinctively our own and profoundly                         

100 Arendt, “Thinking,” 61. 
101 Arendt, “Thinking,” 187. 
102 Arendt, “Thinking,” 187. 
103 Arendt, “Thinking,” 187. 
104 Arendt, “Thinking,” 189. 
105 Arendt, “Thinking,” 187–8. 
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important as guides for how we ought to live,” agreement with oneself in the                           106

Arendtian sense does not provide a clear guide on how one ought to live. “[Thinking]                             

does not create values; it will not find out, once and for all, what ‘the good’ is; it does                                     

not confirm but, rather, dissolves accepted rules of conduct.” Agreement with                     107

oneself is not like finding amanual or guide on how to confront life’s challenges, it is                                 

not the discovery of some truth but merely the acceptance of reasonably agreeable                         

answers when “our mind is not capable of certain and verifiable knowledge                       

regarding matters and questions that it nevertheless cannot help thinking about.”  108

 

Arendt’s separation between truth and meaning means that the thinking activity is                       

never able to produce truth or a truthful answer. Thinking produces meaning instead                         

of knowledge, and meaning is established by a dialogue instead of given in common                           

sense. To say that there is a true self that would be able to provide us with knowledge                                   

about ourselves, and some truth on how we ought to live, would be to imply that the                                 

true self were part of reality. All truths are derived from our common sense                           

experience of reality, and thus the idea that we could derive truths from a true self                               

would imply that the true self can appear to us in common sense as all ‘real’ things                                 109

do. But with the separation of truth and meaning Arendt also separates common                         

sense from thinking. Thinking reflects on desensed objects, thought trains; the                     

thinking activity removes itself from the world of appearances and relies onmemory                         

instead of reality. “It is precisely reality as given to common sense, in its sheer                             

thereness, that remains forever beyond [thinking’s] grasp, indissoluble into                 

thoughttrains.” In other words, Thinking can desense objects and question their                     110

meaning, but “truth is located in the evidence of the senses.” The thinking activity                           111

cannot result in truth, since it cannot produce any common sense appearances that                         

are able to compel us by their ‘sheer thereness’—or as Arendt concisely puts it:                           

“reality cannot be derived [from thought].” This inability of thinking to produce                       112

106 Guignon, On Being Authentic, 146. 
107 Arendt, “Thinking,” 192. 
108 Arendt, “Thinking,” 14. 
109 ‘Real’ is here in quotes because Arendt distinguishes realness from (common sense) 
reality. The former includes all subjective experience (which is greatly oversimplified), 
whereas reality relies (amongst other things) on our common sense, the sense that brings all 
5 bodily senses together and guarantees their pertaining to the same singular object. Reality 
thus does not include the ‘invisibles’ of the mind, but the truths pertaining to bodily 
sensations. 
110 Arendt, “Thinking,” 51–2. 
111 Arendt, “Thinking,” 57. 
112 Arendt, “Thinking,” 49. 
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any “solid results or specific thoughts” (except in ‘boundary situations’ perhaps)                     113 114

means “that I know of my mind’s faculties only so long as the activity lasts.” The                               115

dialogue betweenme andmyself is an activity, a process that only exists as it is going                                 

on; when the thinking activity ends there is nothing that it leaves behind, “the                           

thinking ego . . . will disappear as though it were ameremirage when the real world                                   

asserts itself again.”  116

 

Two Problems with the Idea of a True Self 

 

Nearing the end of this thesis I would like to conclude by articulating the two                             

problems that the idea of a true self faces. So far I havemostly attempted to give an                                   

account of how the idea of a true self came to be, primarily drawing from Arendt’s                               

The Life of the Mind. In doing this, I have roughly distinguished two influences                           

contributing to the conception of a true self: the separation of the conscious and                           

unconscious self, and that of the private and public self. On the basis of this account                               

I will now discuss two problems that make the idea of a true self fail to address the                                   

issues I have argued it was supposed to mitigate: by reducing Will to Necessity, the                             

true self does not actually allow someone to regain their freedom, and any notion of                             

being true to oneself cannot provide an ultimately helpful guide on how one ought to                             

live. Although onemight see these as reflective of the two issues (i.e. the issues of the                                 

unconscious and private self) discussed so far, these two problems are also                       

interrelated and the separation is not a strict one. Like much of my thesis these are                               

perhaps better seen as guidelines with which to address the issue of the true self                             

than as formal categorizations. The issue of reducing Will to Necessity might be                         

considered to have closer ties to the unconscious however, where our free will ends                           

up being tied to a preexisting, objective and unchangeable part of the self, by trying                             

to justify all one’s actions as a meant to be because of a cause lying deeper within                                 

ourselves. And whilst no free act—in the sense that it has no cause—can find its                             

origin in necessity, the inability of the true self to guide our actions might be more                               

closely tied to the fleeting nature of themind and its subsequent inability to provide                             

any truths that persist beyond the thinking activity, let alone in public life where all                             

of our actions ultimately find their place and we rarely have time to think. I find it                                 

hard not to feel that these two issues are quite similar and intimately related, and                             

113 Arendt, “Thinking,” 191. 
114 Arendt, “Thinking,” 192. 
115 Arendt, “Thinking,” 88. 
116 Arendt, “Thinking,” 75. 
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one might consider whether these two problems, as well as the issues of the private                             

and unconscious self, are not largely coconstitutive. 

 

Revisiting the Unconscious 

 

The first problem with the idea of a true self is that it reducesWill to Necessity, and                                   

thereby lets the future be informed by the past. I have illustrated in ‘The Conflict of                               

Willing and Thinking’ how the thinking ego focuses on the past, and how it                           

interprets the world as causal continuity which is based in necessity. The willing ego                           

on the other hand views the future as contingent, where onemight also leave undone                             

whatever one might do; “future’s main characteristic is its basic uncertainty. . . . We                             

are dealing with matters that never were, that are not yet, and that may well never                               

be.” The true self offers a method for reconciliation however; onemay presuppose                         117

some factual truth in the self with which to give meaning to any future act. In the                                 

face of an uncertain future one may soothe their expectations by supposing that                         

whatever one might do was meant to be. The true self can hereby provide a form of                                 

certainty by giving a source, or a cause, for contingent acts “performed by the agent                             

in full possession of his physical and mental strength.” These kinds of acts, where                           118

one is fully conscious and in control of their own behaviour, at some point run into                               

trouble of being explainable as being the result of some unconscious self, unless                         119

one wishes to deny (or reconcile) freedom in its entirety despite its contrariness to                           

our everyday experiences. So in order to explain these ‘willed’ acts, and give them a                             

certain cause, the true self may become the ‘ground’ upon which one may found an                             

act’s necessity. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the true self might be (and likely usually is)                         

considered to lie even deeper within us than the ‘regular’ notions of our inner life                             

such as desire, emotion and the unconscious. And in a sense, I think it plausible to                               

suggest that the acceptance of the existence of a deeper unconscious may have                         

opened up the possibility of a belief in even greater depths than that; the idea of a                                 

true self may in part be made possible by considering our self through a certain                             

117 Arendt, “Willing,” 14. 
118 Arendt, “Willing,” 16. 
119 There is, of course, the corresponding idea of the public self which might be able to 
provide explanations where the unconscious might not be able to, without immediately 
having to refer to the true self. Think of coercion, manipulation, implicit biases or any sort of 
‘social brainwashing’ that might be used as arguments for why an act was not ‘authentic,’ 
despite a person having full control in a given situation. Therefore to explain one’s behaviour 
as authentic is even more problematic in public, and seen as hindering one’s ability of staying 
true to oneself. 
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(psychoanalytic) lens that allows for varying degrees of ‘depth’ within ourselves, the                       

deepest level of which may provide us with meaning. 

 

It is hard to see why this would be though; if the true self is a ‘real’ part of us that lies                                           

deep within, why wouldthis part and not, for example, the unconscious provide us                           

with meaning? If the unconscious part of the self is to be objectified and kept under                               

control by the ego; why should the true self be ‘freed’ instead and be encouraged to                               

make its effects felt on us? It is not immediately clear how a true self, as a source of                                     

truth, is any less ‘external’ than any other aspect of reality that influences, directs                           

and obstructs us. The only solution would be to argue that the true self is different                               

because of the reconciliation of Will and Necessity: that despite the true self being a                             

source of knowledge and an objective part of ourselves, this part happens to                         

necessarily coincide with ourWill. Unlike the unconscious part of ourselves, which is                         

mere desire and has no relation to the Will, the truth that we might gain from the                                 

true self is always representative of the Will. Although, unlike the Schopenhauerian                       

Will which is universal, whereby everything is Will, the true self is an original,                           

particular part in each of us. And if we start from the idea that there are forces deep                                   

within us that need uncovering, it would not only need explanation of how the true                             

self reflects our will, but also howwe could possibly knowwhich parts count as ‘true’                               

and are willed, and which are not willed but mere desire. It seems strange that the                               

forces of the unconscious deep within us are ‘inauthentic’—mere external forces not                       

reflective of our Will—but if we goeven deeper there is somemeaningful truth for us                               

to find. The idea that most of our actions have unconscious or social causes,                           

combined with the primacy of Thinking that tells us the world is nothing but a                             

causality, has possibly made the reconciliation of Will and Necessity the most                       

probable explanation. Unable to accept that meaningmight be found in contingency,                       

agreement, or ‘on the surface,’ we cling on to the certainty provided to us by truth.                               

The discovery of the unconscious life seems to oddly compel some of us to look even                               

beyond the unconscious for meaning, to go ever deeper in the belief that at some                             

point you will reach a Will that can somehow be founded in Necessity. In the face of                                 

the unconscious, inauthentic, inner life perhaps we should concede with Arendt that                       

“since we live in anappearing world, is it not muchmore plausible that the relevant                               

and the meaningful in this world of ours should be located precisely on the surface?”                           

For many this concession might not (yet) be possible, the reconciliation of Will                           120

and Necessity and the idea of a true self might actually be the more (if not most)                                 

120 Arendt, “Thinking,” 27. 
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plausible solution for the problem of authenticity as long as one does not properly                           

separate truth from meaning. 

 

Denying Freedom 

 

One need only to be reminded that meaning springs from Thinking, and truth is                           

given to us in common sense by reality. The true self, as something perceivable and                             

knowable, must by this categorization be a part of common sense reality and be                           

given to us in truth. As I have pointed out in the section ‘To be Consistent with                                 

Oneself,’ the thinking process is incapable of providing us with any truth or                         

knowledge, as it may only provide us with meaning. And even if one could obtain                             

knowledge from their true self, which the idea of the true self presupposes, Thinking                           

would still need to give meaning, show us that we not just are but were also meant to                                   

be, since “no experience yields any meaning or even coherence without undergoing                       

the operations of imagining and thinking.” The idea that truth may result in                         121

meaning is not merely a fallacy of the true self, it is ultimately a result of not making                                   

the distinction between truth and meaning that Arendt does. Whereas throughout                     

this thesis I have argued that the true self attempts to give meaning by showing that                               

an act resulted from necessity, this reasoning turns out to principally rely on the                           

reconciliation of Will and Necessity. Only by assuming that any freely willed act                         122

“was potentially contained in [a] ‘preceding series,’” or that the act does in fact                           123

have a cause that coincides with the act necessarily being willed, can one “escape the                             

dilemma inherent in the simple fact that man is at the same time a thinking and a                                 

willing being.” But as I have discussed before, this does notsolve the dilemma, and                             124

thinking and willing remain irreconcilable. It is only after one separates truth and                         

meaning, and sees meaning as constituted by agreement instead of fact, that one                         

might give meaning to things that are contingent without a need for certainty. 

 

The certainty of the past in the perspective of memory lies in any past act having                               

become accomplished fact, “the act appears to us now in the guise of necessity.”                           125

121 Arendt, “Thinking,” 87. 
122 I have just pointed out the difficulty with the true self of being able to determine whether 
an act is a willed act or not, but I don’t think it necessary to pay much more attention to this 
fact. If an act is grounded in the true self it is considered to be necessarily willed as well, and 
thus I take a willed act to be any act that is ‘true to oneself,’ ignoring the difficulty (or 
impossibility) of determining this. 
123 Arendt, “Willing,” 30. 
124 Arendt, “Willing,” 27. 
125 Arendt, “Willing,” 30. 
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Likewise the uncertainty of any future act lies in it not yet having become fact and                               

Willing “[looking] forward to its own end, when willingsomething will have changed                       

into doingit.” Yet in a contingent reality as given in common sense “the will’s                           126

project presupposes an Ican that is by no means guaranteed.” The reconciliation                       127

of Will and Necessity in the true self attempts to soothe one’s expectation by                           

guaranteeing that “the future is nothing but a consequence of the past,” and that                           128

the past as seen as necessary causality from the perspective of remembrance “rolls                         

on relentlessly” well into the future. This fatalism, “the view that we are powerless                           129

to do anything other than what we actually do” despite a reconciliation of one’s                           130

Will with this Necessity, only “succeeds in totally abolishing the future tense by                         

assimilating it to the past.” Through the reconciliation of Will and Necessity and                         131

the withdrawal from the world of appearances the thinking ego can deny any                         

possibility of future projects that do not result from necessity, and deny the                         

contingency as given in common sense in order to withdraw into the thinking ego’s                           

enduring present, where “it looks as though past and future could be united under a                             

common denominator;” i.e. they are linked by the (thinking’s eternal) present to                       132

form a continuous whole. 

 

The idea of the true self as providing meaning in the face of uncertainty might only                               

end in denying one’s freedom, because instead of answering the will’s disquiet in                         

affirmation—“by doing, that is, by giving up the mental activity altogether” —the                     133

true self can reconcile any act with the alleged necessity of its being willed. In other                               

words, whatever one does may be attributed to the deep lying potentiality of who one                             

truly is, so that any act might be seen as meaningful by virtue of its necessarily being                                 

willed, whatever this act might be. The reconciliation of Will and Necessity                       

eventually ends up considering any willed act meaningfulfor its own sake, the act                           

takes meaning from its necessarily being willed alone. The only thing of concern is a                             

previously mentioned notion of originality, “a glorification of intensity and                   

‘mineness’ as goods in themselves, no matter what their content might be.” The                         134

126 Arendt, “Willing,” 37. 
127 Arendt, “Willing,” 37. 
128 Arendt, “Willing,” 15. 
129 Arendt, “Willing,” 13. 
130 Hugh Rice, "Fatalism," The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2015), ed. 
Edward N. Zalta: introduction, 
http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2015/entries/fatalism/. 
131 Arendt, “Willing,” 36. 
132 Arendt, “Willing,” 36. 
133 Arendt, “Willing,” 38. 
134 Guignon, On Being Authentic, 159. 
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soothing of expectation through this reconciliation is not an affirmation of the will                         

however, but “a switch from willing to thinking [which] produces no more than a                           

temporary paralysis of the will.” Whereas Thinking can affirm itself, which might                       135

well be why it can be a source for meaning at all, “in flagrant contrast to thinking, no                                   

willing is ever done for its own sake or finds its fulfillment in the act itself.” The                                 136

Will is only concerned with its projects for the future being realized, “the will’s                           

worrying disquiet can be stilled only by the IcanandIdo.” Unless one’s acts are                         137

for the sake of realizing a project, of which the Ican is entirely uncertain before the                               

Ido has become fact, an act is not freely willed at all. TheWill cannot be affirmed by                                   

an act having been willed, but by acting for the sake of realizing “things which are in                                 

our power but whose accomplishment is by no means certain;” freedom lies in                         138

acting for the sake of an uncertain future, not in considering the future project as                             

being certain on the basis of Necessity, which “transforms the future into an                         

anticipated past.” To put it concisely: to reconcile the Will with Necessity is to see                             139

the future as an unavoidable singular path. The thinking ego’s perspective extends                       

causal necessity into the future, in a sense looking back from an imagined future and                             

considering future acts from the perspective of them eventually becoming fact; it                       

anticipates the moment when an act has already become part of the past, instead of                             

working towards an uncertain future. The will is only free in creating its projects                           

from the perspective that anything within one’s power is a possibility but nothing is                           

yet certain, to anticipate the future and soothe one’s expectation by hoping that                         

everything will be as it was meant to be merely reduces one’s freedom since it does                               

not compel us to act; from the perspective of the willing ego the future is still entirely                                 

uncertain and requires us to act and not to think. 

 

The Is–Ought Fallacy 

 

Without getting too caught up in an analysis of past and future, and inevitably in the                               

importance of action in Arendt’s philosophy, I would like to turn to the second                           

problem of the true self. The second underlying issue of the true self is that it is                                 

believed to be, by virtue of its providing us with knowledge, able to guide us in living                                 

135 Arendt, “Willing,” 38. 
136 Arendt, “Willing,” 37. 
137 Arendt, “Willing,” 37. 
138 Arendt, “Willing,” 37–8. 
139 Arendt, “Willing,” 44. 

28 



a better life. As Charles Guignon comes to conclude towards the end of his bookOn                               

Being Authentic: 
 

“The assumption underlying the first component of the project of being authentic is                         

that there is a substantial self lying deep within each of us, a self with attributes that                                 

are both distinctively our own and profoundly important as guides for how we                         

ought to live. The second component of the project of authenticity involves living in                           

such a way that in all your actions you express the true self you discovered through                               

the process of inwardturning. . . . It is crucially important to know who you are and                                 

be the person you are in all you do.”(italics added)  140

 

The second component, to ‘express the true self you discovered,’ is where the idea of                             

a true self faces its second problem. The assumption here is that knowledge obtained                           

(discovered) from the true self can be ‘expressed’ and acted upon, that a meaningless                           

truthmight tell us how to live; it presents us with an is–ought problem of sorts. I will                                   

briefly explain and then consider how some of the concepts treated above play into                           

this. 

 

The is–ought distinction is attributed to David Hume and seen as an important                         

factor in moral philosophy. His argument is that anison its own can never result in                                 

an ought, “no oughtjudgment may be correctly inferred from a set of premises                         

expressed only in terms of ‘is.’” An oughtjudgement is a judgement telling us what                           141

we ought to do, i.e. what we should be doing, generally in a more stringent moral                               

sense of being in accordance with the Good. The parallel to the current subject might                             

be clear already, as I have already discussed how any truth is meaningless. Even if                             

the true self could provide us with any knowledge, on its own this is meaningless; it                               

would first have to go through the operations of thinking. But the argument goes                           

further than this, and we might even ask: even if the true self can provide us with                                 

truth, why would we even have to act on this principle at all? Wemight even derive                                 

meaning from whatever truth the true self provides us with and still ask ourselves                           

this question; it might be true, and even meaningful, but why should this motivate                           

us to act on it as well? Again, the default response seems to be the reconciliation of                                 

Will and Necessity; we act on the truths of the true self because we also necessarily                               

will them, it is principally motivational. 

140 Guignon, On Being Authentic, 146. 
141 Rachel Cohon, "Hume's Moral Philosophy," The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy 
(Fall 2010), ed. Edward N. Zalta: 5, 
http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2010/entries/humemoral/. 
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I won’t repeat the arguments I have given in the previous section, on how this                             

reconciliation conflicts with the idea of freedom, but instead argue that the                       

reconciliation leads to an is–ought fallacy. The is–ought distinction was made by                       

Hume to argue “against moral rationalism,” which he accused of making the                       142

fallacy of drawing ‘ought’ conclusions from ‘is’ premises. His argument is that no                         

factual premise, no knowledge on what ‘is’ the case, could lead to a conclusion                           

prescribing what ‘ought’ to be the case, “no ethical or indeed evaluative conclusion                         

whatsoever may be validly inferred from any set of purely factual premises.” The                         143

same, or at least a similar, fallacy seems to be true of the true self in so far as it is                                         

supposed to guide our actions. The true self is supposed to guide our actions in                             

showing us who we are, and that we ought to act in accordance with our true self                                 

because of having gained that knowledge. Based on knowing who weare, weought                           

to act a certain way. The fallacy of this line of reasoning is pretty clear so far; just                                   

because we know we are a certain way does not mean we have any reason to                               

necessarily act in accordance with that, the true self can not motivate us just because                             

that is who we are. But once we include the reconciliation of Will and Necessity it                               

gets more complicated. 

 

The idea of the true self might be motivational not through an is–ought fallacy, but                             

because whatever truth the true self shows to us is also necessarily willed by us; we                               

may not be motivated by the true self just by knowing who we are, but also because                                 

wewill it at the same time. The motivation to act, however, does not thereby spring                               

from the true self either, theWill seems to be themotivation here that would compel                               

us to act in accordance with the true self. The true self and the knowledge it might                                 

give us can’t motivate on the basis of its truth, but through the reconciliation ofWill                               

and Necessity the idea of the true self argues instead that what motivates action is                             

the action being willed. However, I have discussed in ‘Denying Freedom’ how the                         

Will’s uncertainty may be answered in the affirmative only bydoing, an act’s being                           

willed in itself is not meaningful (which turns out might be of importance), and an                             

act is merely willed for the realization of a future project. The motivation to act                             

seems only to be moved over one more level: what really motivates us, then, is not                               

will itself, but the will’s disquiet. It is expectation, or rather our desire to soothe our                               

expectation, that motivates our actions to realize projects for the future. One might                         

142 Cohon, “Hume’s Moral Philosophy,” 5. 
143 Cohon, “Hume’s Moral Philosophy,” 5. 
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argue that for Arendt the principal motivator for action is expectation, whosemodes                         

arehope andfear; the hope and fear we have for the future constitutes the Iwill for                                 

the realization of future projects. The real question here is, however, how we then                           

determine these projects. I will merely suggest that this is very likely to be closely                             

correlated with Thinking’s quest for meaning and the third faculty of the mind:                         

Judgment. What ultimately determines how we will act is perhaps the complex                       

interrelation of the mind’s faculties with one another—what is meaningful, our                     

projects for the future, and “the ability to tell right from wrong,” —and in turn the                             144

mind’s relation to the world of appearances; which would be a rather substantial                         

topic on its own. 

 

In light of these considerations however, onemight still argue that the true self is not                               

enough to motivate on its own, but that it can surely provide knowledge and insight                             

that compels, and might contribute to making better decisions. Perhaps the true self                         

can be given special importance because the knowledge it can provide us with is                           

substantial enough, in quality and/or quantity, to be more important than other                       

external truths. For the last time I would like to consider the distinction between                           

truth and meaning. 

 

The Meaninglessness of Truth 

 

Let us then imagine that the true self is able to provide us with some valuable                               

knowledge, truths that are not meaningful in their own right, but perhaps in one way                             

or another become important to the shaping of our lives after having gone through                           

the procedures of the thinking activity. This would imply that a truth may be                           

‘reshaped’ by the thinking activity, that it could be ‘repurposed.’ Because truth itself                         

can never motivate us or bemeaningful, replacing one truth with another one would                           

not get us anywhere, if this were even possible; as we have seen already, the thinking                               

activity can produce no truths, because truths are compelling, “truth is derived from                         

the commonsense experience of irrefutable evidence.” Thinking produces nothing                 145

accessible to common sense experience, and evidence can only be refuted or proven                         

false by another piece of more compelling evidence. Themistake of thinking that any                           

truth might be repurposed into something meaningful, thus deriving meaning from                     

an original truth, is twofold. Firstly, if a truth could compel with its evidence that we                               

144 Arendt, “Thinking,” 193. 
145 Arendt, “Thinking,” 58. 
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should accept a corresponding meaning, this would result in another truth. The                       

‘meaning’ this truth would create would be irrefutable, it is anecessary consequence                         

of the original evidence; this would not be meaning at all, but a rational truth,                             

logically derived from a factual premise; not compelling to us because of common                         

sense experience, but “selfevident to everyone endowed with the same brain                     

power.” , Since meaning is obtained through agreement, it can not be a necessary                         146 147

result of compelling evidence; or to turn it around, nothing solely derived from                         

evidence has meaning. Secondly, thinking does not question truth, any truth is                       

simply accepted and desensed for Thinking to use for its activity at a later time. The                               

thinking activity is concerned with questions which are “all unanswerable by                     

common sense;” a question answerable by common sense would rely on evidence,                       148

making it irrefutable unless by providing more compelling evidence to override it,                       

which the thinking activity cannot do. Evidence would after all rely on common                         

sense experience, and although “all thought arises out of experience” it does not                         149

create new, competing experiences to count as evidence, but merely desenses                     

previous experiences “by repeating in imagination” and storing them in memory.                     150

Since “seen from the perspective of thinking, life in its sheer thereness is                         

meaningless,” none of these memories by themselves carry any meaning, nor are                       151

they capable of inferring it. This leads to the peculiar notion that memories and all                             

‘thoughtthings’ derived from experience may be used by the thinking activity in an                         

attempt to give meaningful answers, but the memories themselves remain                   

untouched and produce no actual results. No truth can be generated by the thinking                           

activity, and no meaning could ever be proven beyond any doubt; for now it seems                             

that the quest for meaning “is good for nothing in the ordinary course of human                             

affairs.”  152

 

From the perspective of the true self this kind of conclusionmust seem unhelpful, if                             

not downright frustrating. In the world of appearances everything is meaningless                     

contingency, something we have come to accept in so far as it is obvious with regard                               

to the unconscious powers within us and the disenchanted public life. The true self                           

146 On ‘brain power’ Arendt writes the following: “Brain power is no less natural, no less 
equipped to guide us through an appearing world, than our senses plus common sense and 
the extension of it that Kant called intellect.” Arendt, “Thinking,” 60. 
147 Arendt, “Thinking,” 59. 
148 Arendt, “Thinking,” 58. 
149 Arendt, “Thinking,” 87. 
150 Arendt, “Thinking,” 87. 
151 Arendt, “Thinking,” 87. 
152 Arendt, “Thinking,” 88. 
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was exactly trying to respond to this fact by looking forsomepart of the world which                                 

could still be meaningful, which was not beyond our control, and was not contingent                           

uncertainty. The thinking ego’s interpretation of the past as necessity and the                       

reconciliation of Will and Necessity seemingly provides a solution, or perhapsmakes                       

only one solution seem plausible: we can look into ourselves to knowwho we ‘truly’                             

are and consider any ‘willed’ future act its necessary consequence. I have discussed                         

the first problem—that of the reduction in freedom—but if thinking can not draw any                           

reliable, persistent, or certain meaning from truth then any supposed knowledge the                       

true self might have given us is seemingly of no real use to us. To distinguish                               

meaning almost entirely from truth leads to the weird notion that “thinking is out of                             

order because the quest for meaning produces no end result that will survive the                           

activity, that will make sense after the activity has come to its end.” The thinking                             153

ego desenses what we experience in the world of appearances, only to subsequently                         

withdraw from it entirely; i.e. to not concern itself with the senses, bodily                         

experience, or any evidence whatsoever. It only uses what is available to it in                           

memory and turns it over and over in one’s mind for as long as the activity lasts;                                 

thought is an unceasing, circular motion, “the only movement . . . that never reaches                             

an end or results in an end product.” Thinking is a pure activity, in the sense that it                                   154

is only done for its own sake; it never reaches a truth which wouldmake the thinking                                 

activity obsolete. “The need to think can never be stilled by allegedly definite insights                           

of ‘wise men;’ it can be satisfied only through thinking, and the thoughts I had                             

yesterday will satisfy this need today only to the extent that I want and am able to                                 

think them anew.”  155

 

Because thinking is an activity, the true self can never be found within it. Arendt                             

speaks of alifeof themind to contrast it with the “passive inwardness of the soul.”                                 156

The thinking activity should not be understood as an inwardspace, it is not a “place                               

of inwardness for mental acts” in which anything can be found. Instead it is a                             157

temporary moment of withdrawal from the world of appearances, in which the                       

thinking activity relies on and needs “nothing but itself for its exercise.” This                         158

would mean that any meaning springing from the thinking activity is a result of just                             

the activity itself, it does not look into (or at) anything—such as a true self—that                             

153 Arendt, “Thinking,” 123. 
154 Arendt, “Thinking,” 124. 
155 Arendt, “Thinking,” 88. 
156 Arendt, “Thinking,” 75. 
157 Arendt, “Thinking,” 75. 
158 Arendt, “Thinking,” 162. 
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could inform it of something otherwise hidden. It is a dialogue with oneself in which                             

one “[gives] account . . . of whatever there may be or may have occurred.” In a                                 159

sense, I feel the thinking activity may be considered as a form ofreassurance, “to                             

come to terms with whatever may be given to our senses” by talking oneself into                             160

trusting that the world is as it was meant to be; perhaps this allows one to have hope                                   

and faith, which Arendt called “those two essential characteristics of human                     

existence.” Either way, thinking results in a soothing quiet that may be much                         161

desired in a disenchanted world where even our own (unconscious) mental lives are                         

perceived to be barriers for authenticity. And “isn’t trust in necessity, the conviction                         

that everything is as ‘it was to be,’ infinitely preferable to freedom bought at the price                               

of contingency?” Perhaps it is, but the crucial mistake is to consider this trust,                           162

agreement, or internal consistency to pertain to any permanent truth, as though it                         

can be “confirmed by some piece of selfevidence beheld in speechless                     

contemplation.” The idea of some persistent true self that we can find within us,                           163

and that can provide us withmeaningful truths on howwe ought to live, relies on the                                 

fallacy that meaning could result from necessity. The true self is seemingly                       

incompatible with the kind of meaning constituted by the silent dialogue between                       

me and myself; in the end, “meaning, which can be said and spoken about, is                             

slippery; if the philosopher wants to see and grasp it, it ‘slips away.’”  164

 

Conclusion 

 

I have argued that the idea of a true self fails on two accounts, but the question that                                   

remains is of course what, if not the true self, would allow one to lead a free,                                 

meaningful, and authentic life. Central to my argument is that at the very least,                           

meaning and possibly authenticity as well need not rely on truth. To look at the issue                               

of the true self more generally, explaining a large part of our world through social                             

and mental causes with unavoidable consequences has possibly led to the belief that                         

this is the only acceptable mode of explanation. But this kind of understanding                         

comes with the sacrifice of limiting one’s scope of vision for the future and being                             

guided by meaningless facts. What then ought to guide our actions is still somewhat                           

unclear, but what the true self did get right, I think, is that we ought to look at our                                     

159 Arendt, “Thinking,” 100. 
160 Arendt, “Thinking,” 100. 
161 Arendt, The Human Condition, 247. 
162 Arendt, “Willing,” 196. 
163 Arendt, “Thinking,” 121. 
164 Arendt, “Thinking,” 122. 
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internal life. To be able to find meaning in life, to live in agreement with oneself, to                                 

act on our freely willed projects for the future, and to be able to tell right from                                 

wrong, beautiful from ugly. All this, and possibly more, might play into the complex                           

conundrum of authenticity, and this thesis hardly scratches the surface of the issue. 

 

One last remark I would like to make is on the private nature of the true self. Whilst                                   

the internal life is arguably central to authenticity, it alone could not possibly lead to                             

anything. Like the Iwill cannot exist for its own sake but wills to act, and meaning                               

cannot simply be found (like truth) but requires a dialogue, the mind’s activity                         

always starts and ends in the world of appearances in either speech or action. Thus                             

the idea that the true self can be entirely private—in that it lies within and shows us                                 

truths only accessible to oneself, and that this knowledge can be turned into an                           

ought that does not aim toward the realization of a future project—seemingly                       

undermines the importance of one’s public life in initiating or facilitating any notion                         

of authenticity in the first place. Guignon draws a very similar conclusion, saying                         

that “although it is natural to think of authenticity as a very private and personal                             

undertaking, a closer examination of the role of this idea in our current cultural                           

context reveals that it makes sense only in terms of very specific social                         

commitments.” A further analysis of the concept of authenticity might reveal more                       165

about its essentially social character, but that would have to be a topic for another                             

time. 

 

I started my thesis by discussing the unconscious, and how a reconciliation of Will                           

and Necessity takes place by having the true self offer a source for the will beyond                               

the unconscious. Then I discussed the turn away from the social, and how the true                             

self has been considered a source for meaning as well, which might guide our                           

actions. I discussed two problems, that of the denial of freedom and the                         

meaninglessness of truth, to show that the idea of a true self ultimately fails to                             

accomplish its goals of increased freedom and guiding one’s life in ameaningful way.                           

The true self is an answer to fear and uncertainty, but one that carries with it                               

problems that I hope are clearly not desirable. Despite lacking an alternative account                         

on how to solve the issue of authenticity, and other critiques of the true self having                               

been provided bymore accomplished scholars thanmyself, what I hope to have done                           

at the very least is to have provided a new perspective on the basis of Arendt’s                               

philosophy. Perhaps in the future this might serve as a preliminary analysis with                         

165 Guignon, On Being Authentic, 163. 

35 



which to explore the issue of authenticity much more indepth and more rigorously                         

than I have been able to do here. 

 

 

Reflection 

Ever since I became familiar with Hannah Arendt I had drawn a lot from The                             

Human Condition, her work on the vita activa that more or less kickstarted my                           

interest in social and political philosophy. Yet what always interestedmemost was                         

not politics, or history, or society as such, but the interplay and relationship these                           

things have with the individual. The idea of ‘self’ in all its forms still seems like one                                 

of the more mysterious qualities of human existence, not least because of the                         

myriad approaches one might take to explore the concept. In part, this might be                           

because the concept seemingly exists right on the border of the personal and the                           

public; one could approach the concept from the inside, from themind, or from the                             

outside, society. The latter approach I knowmostly from aminor in gender studies,                           

which emphasizes the social construction of even themost personal aspects of one’s                         

identity such as gender, race, and sexuality. I wished to consider the other side                           

however, and moving from the personal to the public I was most familiar with                           

Charles Taylor’s take on authenticity. If society really does influence our identity so                         

much, and often in destructive ways, then the question of what is worth holding                           

onto and essential to one’s sense of self is not only deeply unsettling (since many                             

easily discredited parts of the self seem of such crucial importance to us) but also                             

greatly important for anyone to answer. And if authenticity is to be the answer,                           

then Taylor’s suggestion that our current notion of authenticity is amisguided one                         

is definitely worth consideration. The (impossible) challenge I set myself then was                       

to find out what being authentic really is, which turned out to vastly exceed the                             

scope of my thesis. 

I think this initial challenge was the right way to go however, since it put me on a                                   

trajectory of wanting to eventually be able to provide an answer. Now I still feel                             

like I am nowhere close to reaching an eventual conclusion, if one may ever be                             

reached, but starting the project gradually led to the realization that there was                         

(and still is) a lot of preparatory work necessary for perhaps eventually tackling                         

the challenge headon. What started as a project of finding out what being                         

authentic was became a project of understanding the historical conception of                     

‘authenticity,’ and then the concept of ‘the self,’ and eventually the workings of the                           

human mind which ledme back to Arendt and, this time,The Life of theMind. Now                                 
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The Life of the Mind is a fairly dense work, and by nomeans could I have covered                                   

every aspect of it. But it did provide some of what I think are good starting points                                 

for the preparatory work, mainly a critique of the tradition fromwhich the idea of                             

a true self originates. Arendt is highly critical of the primacy of reason and its                             

wrongly assumed connection with truth, which has been the default assumption of                       

most philosophers and scientists since, she argues, ancient Greece. Interestingly,                   

feminist theory is also inclined to critique the primacy of reason, but then largely of                             

being a particularly masculine concept which disregards the traditionally feminine                   

perspective of emotion; a similarly longstanding assumption. And like Taylor,                   

Arendt provides a reversal, critiquing the primacy of reason not from a societal                         

perspective (or at least not directly) but from the ‘inside perspective’ of the mind. 

This then lead, in a sort of roundabout way, to the combination of authenticity and                             

a critique of the philosophical tradition. I think at first I did not fully realize how                               

the true self came to be at the centre of these two concepts, both relying on the                                 

primacy of reason to be justified and underlying the contemporary conception of                       

authenticity that Taylor rejects. The unconscious and public self reflect Taylor’s                     

critique somewhat, but the idea of a true self eventually hinges on the                         

reconciliation of Will and Necessity and the absence of truth inmeaning; although                         

the former did provide a starting ground on which to build Arendt’s, arguably                         

radical, separation of truth andmeaning. The importance of this separation should                       

not be understated however, I feel as though the primacy of reason might belie                           

more than just the idea of a true self, and philosophymight actually be its greatest                               

victim. What this thesis has perhaps taught me most is that in attempting to                           

understand a concept, such as authenticity or the true self, what is most important                           

is understanding the theoretical basis upon which it is founded. It seems foolish to                           

employ a concept without a solid theoretical foundation, hence why preparatory                     

work was needed; before coming to a conclusion on authenticity I would have to                           

formulate a more fundamental understanding of the workings of the mind and a                         

critique of the current conception of authenticity. 

Problems I ran into were not of a strange kind tome, and as the initial challenge I                                   

set myself betrays I often want to do too much at once. With everything I write                               

there are countless new connections and subjects I want to touch on that come to                             

mind. What usually works for a shorter essay, for me to grasp and be aware of the                                 

whole project at once and the line of argument I should focus on, does not work for                                 

a longer work like this. It is crucial for me to limit myself to smaller pieces at any                                   

one time, and decide earlier on what the full extent of the argument will be. Not                               

37 



doing this led to me to having to greatly alter the latter part of my thesis, which                                 

could have been avoided had I been able to decide beforehandwhat the conclusion                           

would be that I ought to have been working towards. There weremany interesting                           

things I tried to include at first, but those ultimately turned out to be unnecessary                             

or incomplete elaborations for the most part. In the future I will have to better                             

consider what is essential, and what is unnecessary for the work at hand. That                           

being said, I think the separation of truth and meaning, the reconciliation of Will                           

and Necessity, and a critique of the primacy of reason are important things to take                             

away from this, and I am sure that these themes will be important for me in future                                 

projects as well. The obsession with truth is not limited to philosophy it seems, and                             

the project of authenticity as well as other things might require the ‘reclaiming’ of                           

meaning and freedom; an exciting future prospect that I look forward to continue                         

to draw inspiration from. 
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