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Salvodor dali 

Salvador Dali’s Soft Self-Portrait with Grilled Bacon from 1941 is a melting caricature of the artist’s face, with signature 
moustache. Does it portray the authentic Dali, or the mask he thinks we want to see? The answer remains open to interpretation
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Words         Matthew Gwyther

You may turn over your paper
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THIS IS ME
You must lead authentically and bring your whole self to 

work, the enduringly popular mantra goes. But what if this 
self hates small talk and 9am starts? In fact, professional 
identity and ‘true character’ are highly slippery concepts
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Old Selma Thurmer – she was the headmas-
ter’s daughter – showed up at the games 
quite often, but she wasn’t exactly the type 
that drove you mad with desire… She had a 

big nose and her nails were all bitten down and bleedy-
looking and she had on those damn falsies that point 
all over the place, but you felt sort of sorry for her. 
What I liked about her, she didn’t give you a lot of 
horse manure about what a great guy her father was. 
She probably knew what a phony slob he was.” 

To Holden Caulfield, the anti-hero of JD Salinger’s 
celebrated novel The Catcher in the Rye, to be ‘phony’ 
or inauthentic is the worst of the many sins he 
perceives in the world (it is a long list). This 1951 story 
was written for adults but is often read by adolescents 
for its themes of angst and alienation, and as a critique 
of superficiality in society.

Holden, 16, is a teenage cynic, dismissive of all the 
phoneyness that surrounds him. Everyone is putting 
on an act, deceiving everyone else and themselves. 
He  has some way to go before finding his place in 
the world, with the inevitable compromises that will 
involve. As a juvenile this insistence on the importance 
of authenticity is commonplace 
– the young lack ‘agency’ or 
power and tend to be controlled 
by the phonies. However, as a 
mark of growing up and into 
the  world of jobs, some sort of 
a  working arrangement must 
be made.  

And yet the authenticity 
debate has been raging for 
several decades. Even us 
grown-ups prize authenticity extremely highly, it 
turns out. Perhaps because it has commercial value. 
Coca-Cola has to be The Real Thing, not a supermarket 
own label, for example. We reject supermarkets in 
favour of artisanal farmers’ markets as somehow 
more ‘natural’. And in a world where our social 
media  profiles are finely honed, we use the hashtag 
#nofilter to signal that what we are showing the 
world is some kind of representation of a pristine, 
authentic reality. 

In the world of people at work, the debate is 
especially hot. Back in 2006, Professors Rob Goffee 
and Gareth Jones of the London Business School 
published the book Why Should Anyone Be Led by 
You? – What It Takes to Become an Authentic Leader. It 
is an entertaining and informative read and did very 
well, winning numerous awards including the 
McKinsey Award for best article in the Harvard 
Business Review. 

WSABLBY was a clever piece of packaged 
publishing and appeared from the outside to be a 
pathfinder in the authentic leadership at work 
crusade. You might, indeed, have found it on the self 

help shelf in your bookstore. Be your best self and 
success will surely follow. However, in reality, the 
book is actually quite nuanced and uses the word 
‘authentic’ with some license. What it advocates is 
that great leaders are ‘authentic chameleons’ who 
display their ‘true’ selves via a series of roles that they 
play. They are actors. In other words, authenticity is 
not what comes naturally, it is a learned behaviour. 
You learn it by buying and studying the book. Or 
attending numerous management or leadership 
training courses. As the pair write: “The crucial word 
here is adapt. Leaders must conform enough if they 
are to make the connections necessary to deliver 
change.” They also acknowledge that cultures vary 
from organisation to organisation – Unilever is very 
different from Goldman Sachs. Any leader, if she is to 
succeed in either organisation, must trim to the wind 
and adopt “clever conformity”.

“Authenticity in leadership,” write Goffee 
and Jones, “entails a sense of comfort both with ori-
gins, that which makes us what we are, and 
destinations, the places that life experiences take 
us  to. You  can  describe it as authenticity involving 

consciousness (self-knowledge/
awareness), coherence (self-
consistency) and comfort, 
what  could be called self-
groundedness. But authenticity 
on its own is not enough.” 

The current zenith of 
authenticity is the mantra that 
you should ‘bring your whole 
self to work’. This too sounds 
like a great idea in theory, but 

can be problematic in practice. The most obvious 
drawback in bringing your whole, true self to work is: 
what if people around you don’t like that self much? 
Individuals are a tutti frutti of character traits, some 
attractive, some less so. It is one thing for families – 
with whom we should have an entirely different 
relationship – to tolerate our foibles, but our work 
colleagues? The pragmatic truth is that, if we want to 
get on, many of our nastiest habits should be kept well 
away from the workplace. Your professional self 
should exude competence, confidence and a degree of 
certainty if you want to be taken seriously. 

Hard on the heels of this problem come a pair of 
further objections: first, no great leader is made (and 
is definitely not born) perfect. An authentic self is a 
work in progress and can always be improved upon. 
Second, what colleagues and your bosses seek is not 
so much authenticity but integrity, which does not 
depend on being ‘real’. Integrity is tough – walking 
the walk and talking the talk require constant checks 
and balances, which are provided by the outside 
world not the uncontained gush from the well spring 
of authentic character. 

“Authenticity in leadership entails 
a sense of comfort both with 

origins – that which makes us 
who we are – and destinations” 

“

•
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authenticity overdose
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Reflection with Two Children (Self-Portrait) by Lucian Freud is an uneasy painting of alienated and anxious self-
consciousness, with the artist coldly viewing his reflected image as if he is depicting a monstrous stranger

Pablo Picasso’s Self-Portrait Facing Death was completed less than a year before his death. “[He] held the 
drawing beside his face to show that the expression of fear was a contrivance,” a visiting friend recalled 
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Nanny and amateur street photographer Vivian Maier’s reflective self-portraits provide insight into her invisibility as an 
unmarried, childless working class woman – demonstrating a rejection of the 1950s’ gendered expectations of female identity
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Organisational psychologist Tomas Chamorro-
Premuzic is currently professor of business 
psychology at University College London and an 
adjunct professor at Columbia University in New 
York, as well as the chief talent scientist at 
ManpowerGroup. He has thought a lot about 
authenticity and its shortcomings – and intends to 
write a book on the subject in the near future. “If you 
look at characters who are billed as authentic, they are 
often high-performing method actors,” he points out. 
“Take Barack Obama. He admits he has 10 minutes a 
day to relax. To fart. [He can hardly have emitted the 
odd Bronx cheer in the Oval Office surrounded by 
staffers.] The rest is his performance self. He is in 
character all the time.” This is true of all politicians. 
Over the last few decades we have increasingly wanted 
our political leaders to be less formal and more human 
and commonplace. They have to be ‘relatable’ and 
likeable as a real person and not imperious and distant. 
Their competency to do the job often takes second 
place, which is quite extraordinary if you stop to think 
about it.

The relatively recent arrival of two small 
children  into his life has given 
Chamorro-Premuzic cause to 
consider the raw and authentic 
emotions and behaviours of a 
two-year-old, which can be 
‘terrible’ in every sense of the 
word. “Anybody who is a parent 
can see this,” he says. “From a 
very young age we indoctrinate 
kids to be inauthentic – to be 
highly socialised with other 
children. They must become civilised or they don’t 
get on in the world. And it’s more than table manners 
and saying thank you. It’s how they are. When they 
get to school, and then work, the fact that you need to 
suck up and be acutely aware of the politics overrides 
any urge to chuck it all in.” So authenticity, in its 
purest form, celebrates the uncensored expression of 
our natural self, which may be acceptable (just) to 
your parents when you are two, but is less so to others 
as you grow up. 

What Chamarro-Premuzic hints at is that work is 
not our natural state but a construct that we have 
spent the last 250 years coming to terms with – a 
short time in the context of human development: 
“Since the enlightenment there has been a crisis of 
meaning. We killed God and need to find something 
else to replace him. These days many think they can 
find it in work.” He adds, using classic Marxist analy-
sis, that labour on behalf of capital is by definition 
alienation, a removal from our ‘natural’ state. “Work 
is a curse,” he says. “You have no excuse but to deliver. 
So a sense of self and a job have become integral to 
many people.” 
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“Characters who are billed 
as authentic are often high-
performing method actors  

– take Barack Obama”

•

Moving the argument along, he also believes that 
coming to terms with and accepting your work self is 
key to any discretionary effort you may put into your 
job, but that this has a darker side. “The other side of 
authenticity that fascinates me is its relationship to 
employee engagement. I think it can be defined as the 
degree to which you identify with your work persona. 
But this becomes a problem the lower down the 
pecking order you go. Take the notorious fable about 
the guy sweeping up at Nasa’s Cape Canaveral rocket 
base who when asked what he’s doing by a curious 
visitor replies: ‘I’m helping put a man on the moon.’ 
He’s perfectly aligned with the corporate purpose. 
But I find this patronising, elitist and utterly 
unrealistic. You’re expecting him to be part of a cult.” 

Incidentally, Chamorro-Premuzic (an Argentinian 
by birth), says detecting where authenticity lies in the 
British at work is highly complex because of Brits’ 
copious use of irony in social interaction. “But you 
could say it’s revealed once a year at the Christmas 
party with the assistance of large quantities of 
alcohol.” And few could consider that a compelling 
argument for greater authenticity in the workplace.

Authenticity is not just of 
interest to psychologists. The 
question of living one’s best and 
most authentic life has been 
the  subject of philosophical 
thought since Aristotle was 
wandering around in sandals. 
Whether you are born authentic 
or create your own authenticity 
was well-trodden intellectual 
turf 2,500 years ago. 

Authenticity is closely aligned with virtue, and 
Aristotle would say that someone does virtuous 
things for their own sake, not because the crowd 
needs pleasing. Are you, yourself, the origin of your 
actions, or do you want honour and the praise of 
others as reward for those actions? Holden Caulfield 
– who goes out of his way to avoid pleasing adults – 
would get this very clearly. 

When one moves along to Christianity and St 
Augustine, God gets involved. Augustine says that 
the right – ie the authentic – approach is to live in a 
relationship with God where you are motivated by 
chaste as opposed to servile fear. You act because it is 
the correct thing to do, not because you fear right-
eous wrath if you err. When one considers an 
individual’s relationship with authority, it is not at all 
hard to draw interesting parallels between God 
and one’s employer. You are inauthentic because you 
fear the consequences of not toeing the line and  
getting a below-par appraisal. Hundreds of years 
later, according to the 20th-century philosophy of 
existentialism, bad faith is the psychological phe-
nomenon whereby individuals act inauthentically, by  



WHEN AUTHENTIC LEADERSHIP GOES WRONG
 

Elon Musk

Musk has gone out of his way to create an image of himself 
as an authentic leader, sui generis, in the modern world, 
where he currently wears the mantle of richest man. He 

certainly is possessed of a messiah complex – if he cannot 
save the world, he will apparently take mankind to live on 

other planets via his SpaceX project.  

A self-proclaimed carrier of rather than sufferer from 
Asperger’s syndrome, Musk has a single-minded, even 

obsessive focus. He has an extreme self-belief that he can 
make businesses work where others fail – his recent 

dalliance with Twitter appears to confirm this. He is an 
adherent to what in engineering and physics they call 

‘first-principles thinking’. 

Margaret Thatcher 

A conviction politician so significant she had a movement 
named after her. Recent candidates to lead her party 

outdid each other in bids to prove themselves authentic 
disciples of her cause. 

Certainly not collaborative – if you were not ‘one of us’ you 
were out – for Thatcher true leadership was about 

authenticity, standing up for principles, even in the face of 
strong opposition, and never swaying from speaking the 
truth. She was no dissembler or trimmer to the winds of 
opinion. Many people have remarked that, whether you 

liked or disliked what she did, you knew exactly where she 
stood and she absolutely believed her actions were the 

right ones. In the end it was this unwillingness to 
compromise that led to her political demise. 

Donald Trump 

Trump’s presidential authenticity came straight from the 
plain-speaking populist playbook. It was time for action to 
Make America Great Again. The population of the largest 

democracy on earth got a bragging, swaggering New 
Yorker who, like an authentic two-year-old when a game 
failed to go his way (the election campaign against Joe 

Biden), has spent his time cursing and sulking ever since. 

When in 2018 Michael Wolff accused Trump of being 
mentally unfit for office, the then-president fought back 

with a series of extraordinary tweets. “Actually, throughout 
my life, my two greatest assets have been mental stability 
and being, like, really smart,” Trump responded. Saying it 
as he saw it meant developing countries were “shitholes”, 

and US marines killed in action “losers” and “suckers”.

As The American Interest website wrote: “It’s one thing to 
have in the Oval Office a pussy-grabbing bigoted bully with 

the vocabulary of a 12-year-old; it is quite another when 
that person feels no need to seriously hide who he is or 

what he really thinks. This is new…” 

submitting to the external pressures of society to 
adopt false values and disown their innate freedom as 
sentient human beings. 

A godfather of existentialism, Sartre (pipe and 
beret, as opposed to sandals) cites a café waiter, 
whose movements and conversation are a little too 
“waiter like”. His servile questions ooze with an 
“eagerness to please; he carries food rigidly and 
ostentatiously; his movement is quick and forward, a 
little too precise, a little too rapid… his exaggerated 
behaviour illustrates that he is play-acting as a waiter, 
as an object in the world: an automaton whose essence 
is to be a waiter”. Whether you are a waiter or a 
corporate boss, you’ll never make it unless you fake it.  

All this is closely related to another French idea: 
amour-propre, or self-love. Jean-Jacques Rousseau 
coined this term, contrasting it with another kind of 
self-love that he called amour de soi. The difference 
between the two is that amour-propre assumes self-
esteem can only be found by gaining the approval of 
others, whereas amour de soi involves one’s feelings 
for oneself alone. Rousseau thought that amour-
propre was subject to corruption, thereby causing 
vice and misery. But he also thought that, by guiding 
us to seek others’ approval and recognition, amour-
propre can contribute positively to virtue. It is surely 
true that there is a fine line between ultra-authenticity 
and narcissism. 

Penny de Valk is a highly experienced leadership 
coach and mentor with long service in the HR sector. 
She is another authenticity sceptic. “Learning 
leadership is not doing what comes naturally,” she 
says. “The skill you have to develop is understanding 
context, situation and adapting. You have to learn to 
feel comfortable with discomfort and acknowledge 
that ‘what got me here won’t get me there’. Having 
said that, I think those whom you lead, if they are 
going to give you their trust, want to know who 
you  really are. The authentic you, if you like. It’s 
highly complex.” 

De Valk specializes in coaching younger women on 
their way up the management ladder. She thinks 
women are far more likely to feel imposter syndrome 
when leading – that uneasy sense that you are an 
inauthentic fraud and will get found out. She also 
believes that the ‘agreeableness’ measure of character  
– which is held to be more naturally common in 
women than men  – has its real perils: “If you go down 
that authentic likeability route, mistake your team for 
your friends rather than your tribe, you won’t make it. 

“What has interested me for years,” she continues, 
“is that leadership is seen as masculine in nature, 
although the last 20 years has seen a degree of 
feminisation. We now seek a combination of 
competence and likeability. However, men rarely pay 
the penalty for excess confidence – frequently very 
inauthentic – but if women try that approach they are 

34



written off as bossy. Authenticity is also often mixed 
up and mistaken for emotional intelligence. But 
we  know that high EQ – a great nose and radar 
for  reading others – can be used by the most 
manipulative individuals as they seek to get their way 
in everything.” 

Lesley Smith has held high-ranking positions in 
communications and public affairs at Revolut, Ama-
zon, Dixons, Cable and Wireless 
and Railtrack. She is the kind of 
woman hired because she 
speaks truth to power – to lead-
ers from Stanley Kalms to Jeff 
Bezos. “I suppose I’ve spent the 
larger part of my career advis-
ing people more important 
than me and sometimes it’s a 
battle to be heard. I have no 
value whatsoever unless I tell the truth,” she says, 
which is an interesting take on authenticity. “I may 
have had occasionally to compromise on what I say 
about the organisation to the outside world, but I’ve 
not had to compromise internally saying what I 
believe.” This is authentic counsel, then – “to thine 
own self be true”. 

Which brings us – having started with Salinger – 
to the final act, courtesy of (who else?) Shakespeare.   For further reading, see page 72

authenticity overdose
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Probably the most famous authenticity speech ever is 
Polonius’s “this above all: to thine own self be true” 
monologue from Hamlet. It’s the original 17th-century 
take on Keeping It Real. But, yet again, things are less 
straightforward than they appear. Polonius is a 
sententious old fool whose meddling later gets 
him  run through with a rapier as he snoops 
behind a curtain. His speech to his son, Laertes, is a 

rambling melange of platitudes 
that frequently contradict 
each  other. Hamlet has to do 
something drastic to avenge 
the murder of his father 
by  his  uncle. But Polonius’s 
classic ‘well, on the one hand…’ 
response is a call to inaction. 
His advice is the reverse of 
radical candour.  

Hamlet, for his part, may be utterly authentic but 
he is a loner, busts up with his girlfriend who then 
kills herself, gives his mum a coronary (“thou hast 
cleft my heart in twain”) and cannot keep it together 
with his only friend Horatio… Not a team player, 
then.  He’s undoubtedly as authentic as they come. 
But who would hire him?  

Conveying his anxiety as a French Realist with bourgeois roots struggling to break through, Gustave Courbet’s The 
Desperate Man (1843-45) contrasts starkly with his other self-portraits, depicting him as a haughty Byronic heartthrob

“Authenticity is often mistaken 
for emotional intelligence. But 

high EQ can be used by the most 
manipulative individuals”


