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Introduction  
The Paradoxes of Authenticity 

JULIA STRAUB 

 
The paradox, the dilemma of authen-

ticity, is that to be experienced as au-

thentic it must be marked as authen-

tic, but when it is marked as authen-

tic it is mediated, a sign of itself, and 

hence lacks the authenticity of what 

is truly unspoiled, untouched by me-

diating cultural codes.  

(JONATHAN CULLER, FRAMING THE 

SIGN)  

 
 

In Henry James’s novel The Golden Bowl (1904), Prince Amerigo 
goes shopping for a wedding present for his future bride with a former 
lover, Charlotte Stant. The pair comes across a “[s]imple but singular-
ly elegant” (120) crystal bowl in a little curiosity shop, which the 
owner is keen to sell to them. But the two customers are not easily 
fooled into paying a price they suspect is inappropriately high. “‘Gold, 
really gold?’” the incredulous Charlotte asks, wondering if the gold 
can be scratched off (120-21). Her inkling that something must be in-
nately wrong with the bowl persists, disregarding the shop owner’s re-
assurances: “‘What is the matter with it?’” she asks him, “‘Of course I 
know something must be’” (122, emphasis in the original). Her com-
panion, Prince Amerigo, discerns its potential flaw more sharply: “‘Its 
beauty is its being crystal. But its hardness is certainly its safety. It 
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doesn’t break,’” he states (123, emphasis in the original). “‘[L]ike vile 
glass,’” he continues, “‘It splits – if there is a split’” (123). Holding up 
the bowl and marvelling at its beauty, he ponders “‘Where is the weak 
place?’” (124), before he and Charlotte decide not to buy the bowl and 
leave the shop (to embark on a life of marital unhappiness and extra-
marital consolations). 

If authenticity had to be conceived of as a material object, it would 
be a Jamesian golden bowl. It would attract passers-by, luring them 
back for second or third looks, perhaps even tempting them to enter 
the shop. Eventually, they would refrain from buying the bowl since a 
closer inspection would reveal that it is split. A fragile object, though 
pleasing to the beholder, this bowl is a risky purchase. Similarly, au-
thenticity is a concept that lost its innocence a long time ago; by men-
tioning it, one automatically feels compelled to issue a caveat or two. 
Just like the split bowl, authenticity comes with a warning that one 
should not buy into it without some good insurance. Jonathan Culler 
formulated its crux back in the 1980s, and his dictum is so central that 
it is best placed as a motto for this volume. Once marked as authentic, 
the mediated character of the allegedly authentic comes to the fore, 
spoiling the illusion of the “unspoiled,” as it were. Thirty odd years 
later, this contradiction is as present and valid as ever. It is the double 
bind of the authentic – that it sends off signals both of immediacy and 
mediation, genuineness and performance, spontaneity and staging – 
that this collection of essays seeks to explore. 

Given the number of recent publications on authenticity (to some 
of which I will return below), one can argue that authenticity has 
gained momentum in literary and cultural studies as well as in related 
disciplines during the last decade or so. However, critics seem to han-
dle it with a certain amount of unease. Theodor W. Adorno, who theo-
rized its ‘split’ more than any other thinker in the twentieth century, 
declared authenticity – implying truthfulness, originality and singu-
larity – to be estranged from our reality, a concept no longer to be har-
nessed for discussions of the artwork and the status of art. Once enter-
ing mass production, he wrote in Minima Moralia, the work of art will 
dissimulate the traces of its own making, thereby evoking the impres-
sion of perfection and, paradoxically, authenticity. The artist’s finger-
print will disappear from the canvas he held, or more generally speak-
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ing, the creator’s touch will vanish, which will “injure works of art 
and condemn them to be fragmentary” (226). The artwork will look 
flawless, but its authenticity is nothing but an illusion.  

There are, of course, different kinds of authenticity. Adorno’s au-
thenticity belongs to the realm of aesthetic thought, and his writings 
have deeply influenced ensuing debates about the status of the artwork 
in a world where the conditions for the production of art have changed 
so much. Existentialist philosophers such as Søren Kierkegaard, Frie-
drich Nietzsche and Martin Heidegger had a completely different take 
on it, making authenticity a matter of life and death. Yet, however 
much of a truism this may be, the object world and the world of hu-
man interaction are not separate. Miles Orvell, in his book The Real 
Thing, argued that the need for authenticity is an unavoidable by-
product of civilisation and came into force in the late nineteenth centu-
ry with the onset of materialist culture and consumerism. Authenticity 
begins to matter when the possibility of fraud arises, “when the socie-
ty becomes so large that one usually deals with strangers, not neigh-
bors” (xvii). This facet of authenticity could be understood as a mod-
ern fight and flight mechanism, in response to an evolutionary drive to 
build up trust and protect oneself from falsehood. Is authenticity still a 
productive, substantiated concept, or has it become obsolete and re-
dundant – a mere husk of a word?1 

The paradoxes of authenticity are exciting and inviting at best. At 
worst, they can be daunting and paralyzing. Hence, it is important that 
new ways of reconceptualizing authenticity as a productive concept 
are explored. Aleida Assmann, for example, speaks of authenticity as 
the signature of Western culture. Her contribution to this volume 
shows that authenticity has played into earliest discourses on lan-
guage, representation and the self, going back as far as to Socrates and 
Plato, and Hamlet’s soul-searching. Other contributors discuss authen-
ticity as something that is performed or ‘done,’ or even as a bond be-

                                                             
1  This paradox is reflected in the title that Virginia Richter chose for her 

discussion of “Authenticity: Why We Still Need It Although It Doesn’t 

Exist,” from which she concludes that our “collective investment in it is so 

high that even after decades of deconstructivism and anti-essentialism it is 

impossible to get rid of it” (73). 
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tween people, thus as something with a communal dimension. These 
are perspectives that steer away from concepts that see authenticity as 
a state or a merely individualistic experience. To investigate its mani-
fold paradoxes and twists productively is a first important impetus to 
this volume. But these essays set out to do more: they aim to provide 
affirmative responses and approaches and thus ensure that the para-
doxes they detect do not ultimately lead us into a cul-de-sac. In differ-
ent ways, these essays help to keep authenticity and its discourses dy-
namic and supple. Understood as a tool that can be used for critical 
inquiry and the interpretation of literary texts, films and images, au-
thenticity should be regarded as an epistemic device that can help us 
gain knowledge about things as different as rhetoric, representation, 
identity formation and the agents and rules of the literary marketplace 
today.  
 
 

MAPPING THE PARADOXES OF AUTHENTICITY 
 
Another beauty, and certainly complication, of the term ‘authenticity’ 
is that it suggests universality and timelessness due to its ubiquity. It is 
hard to imagine that this word has a past, a genealogy. And still, as 
Susanne Knaller has argued, it is important to historicize it (Ein Wort 

aus der Fremde 9). Authenticity has come a long way. In fact, no mat-
ter how topical some of the essays in this collection are, the discourses 
they draw upon are inherited. No concept of the authentic is new, but 
their changing configurations and evaluations are; the old philosophi-
cal ideal of being true to oneself, the medieval connection made be-
tween authenticity and authority and more Romantic notions of artistic 
originality and creativity – all these have provided grounds for discus-
sion for a long time. One simple look into the OED alerts us to the 
semantic wealth that the term has accumulated over centuries. The 
word’s history brings together interrelated aspects of meaning: “au-
thentic” can mean “authoritative,” “legally valid,” “genuine,” “trust-
worthy” and “authorized.” While these words have partly overlapping 
meanings, they have been employed in very different contexts and 
disciplines: in literary and cultural studies, as well as, for example, in 
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philosophy, art history, sociology, ethnology or musicology. As a con-
sequence, they create debates that are very often intricately dovetailed.  

Over the last ten years, a remarkable lot of work has been done to 
trace the development of concepts of authenticity and to show their 
impact on discourses in different disciplines. Charles Guignon, in On 

Being Authentic (2004), has provided the neatest recent overview of 
the concept’s historical development. In a German-speaking context, 
the more detailed and extended work by Susanne Knaller (Ein Wort 

aus der Fremde: Geschichte und Theorie des Begriffs Authentizität, 
2007), and also in editorial cooperation with Harro Müller (Authen-
tizität: Diskussion eines ästhetischen Begriffs, 2006) needs mention-
ing. A sociological perspective has been offered by Philip Vannini and 
Patrick Williams in Authenticity in Culture, Self, and Society (2009). 
Charles Lindholm puts an anthropological focus on authenticity in 
Culture and Authenticity (2008). Authenticity in the context of trauma 
studies has been analyzed by Geoffrey Hartman in his seminal book 
Scars of the Spirit: The Struggle Against Inauthenticity (2004). Au-
thenticity in connection with forgery and the fake has been examined 
by Mary McAleer Balkun (The American Counterfeit: Authenticity 
and Identity in American Literature and Culture, 2006), William Ian 
Miller (Faking It, 2003) and the contributors to Authentic Artifice: 
Cultures of the Real (2007, edited by Shelley Deasy et al). A collec-
tion of essays entitled The Pathos of Authenticity: American Passions 

for the Real, was edited by Ulla Haselstein, Andrew S. Gross and 
MaryAnn Snyder-Körber in 2010 and explores, as the title suggests, 
the pathos of the concept poised, they argue, as it is between feeling 
and rhetoric. Many more titles could be added to this list.2 

                                                             
2  For a discussion of authenticity in the context of philosophical debates, 

especially with regard to existentialism, see Malpas/Wrathall’s Heidegger, 

Authenticity and Modernity (2000) and Jacob Golomb’s In Search of Au-

thenticity: From Kierkegaard to Camus (1995). Timothy Milnes and Ker-

ry Sinanan published their study on the Romantics and their ideas of au-

thenticity (Romanticism, Sincerity and Authenticity) in 2010. On authen-

ticity and Native American writings see the essay collection edited by 

Deborah Madsen entitled Native Authenticity: Transnational Perspectives 

on Native American Literary Studies (2010). See also Kemal/Gaskell’s 
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It is not the aim of this book to systematize the interdisciplinary 
dimension of authenticity debates or to ultimately synthesize the many 
approaches and discussions surrounding the topic. The contributions 
to this volume speak for themselves in that, no matter whether we 
look at British films about hooliganism, the treatment of artificial in-
telligence, forms of autobiographical art or trauma literature, the para-
doxes of the subject matters point towards similar, reiterated conflicts 
and dichotomies. My suggestion would be to consider the dichotomy 
between inside and outside as the irreducible one that has remained 
powerful for centuries and that the different concepts and uses of the 
term always seem to fall back onto. To speak of the externalization of 
the internal or the making visible and graspable of what is private and 
on the inside are ways of conceptualizing the eternal conflict of au-
thenticity. From the seventeenth century onwards this wedge was 
driven between the inner, ‘real’ self and the external, ‘fake’ self. This 
was a time when people had to find and know their place in an in-
creasingly secularized and stratified society, which required the devel-
opment of a social persona. With the onset of Romanticism, authentic 
selfhood became aligned with emotional honesty and artistic genuine-
ness. Authenticity referred to some deep, internal ‘core’ of the self, 
controlled by and ultimately in conflict with expectations from the 
outside. This inside/outside dichotomy causes conflict-prone transac-
tions that affect modes of representation, the formation of identities 
and notions of authorship – to name the three categories according to 
which the essays in this volume have been grouped. But it also affects 
the way we think about works of literature or art, closely entwined as 
they are with questions of production and reception, origin and owner-
ship. Another paradox results from this inside/outside dichotomy: 
while we tend to side with the authentic, equating what is genuine 
with goodness, its moral implications suggest ambivalence rather than 
unambiguous virtuousness. The excesses of the authentic were high-
lighted by Lionel Trilling’s famous distinction between authenticity 

                                                                                                                  
Performance and Authenticity in the Arts (1999) and Elizabeth Outka’s 

Consuming Traditions: Modernity, Modernism, and the Commodified Au-

thentic (2009) for further, relatively recent perspectives on the subject. 
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and sincerity, which he established in the early 1970s in his seminal 
study Sincerity and Authenticity. For him authenticity means 
 
a more strenuous moral experience than ‘sincerity’ does, a more exigent con-

ception of the self and of what being true to it consists in, and a less acceptant 

and genial view of the social circumstances of life. [...] Conversely, much that 

culture traditionally condemned and sought to exclude is accorded a consider-

able moral authority by reason of the authenticity claimed for it, for example, 

disorder, violence, unreason. (11) 

 
Trilling’s statement refers us back to a modern philosophical tradition 
which has placed the human longing for a state of ‘authentic’ exist-
ence in opposition to the false charades acted out in everyday, ‘civi-
lized’ life, a notion which also informed existentialist views on the 
concept such as Martin Heidegger’s Eigentlichkeit. The really interest-
ing aspect this quotation broaches, however, is its emphasis on the un-
ruliness and the strenuousness Trilling ascribes to the human experi-
ence of authenticity. Authenticity is not a key to happiness, a state of 
mind powerful enough to iron out the ruptures in identity and life ex-
perience that afflict modern individuals. It can also denote conflict and 
needs to be seen as a term of crisis.  

So far, the sketched paradoxes paint a rather bleak picture and 
their battles seem to be fought somewhere between academia and the 
literary review sections. However, authenticity is, as mentioned above, 
ubiquitous. It is a visible force in mass entertainment and popular cul-
ture and it resonates with broad audiences and readerships. To give 
one example: two American novels written in the first decade of the 
twenty-first century which already count as classics today, having en-
joyed both commercial success and critical acclaim, deeply engage 
with aspects of authenticity. Jonathan Franzen’s novel The Correc-
tions was published in 2001, and was regarded as a prime example of 
neo-realist writing at the turn of the millennium. Neo-realism is a lit-
erary mode, which engages with the realist legacy of the later nine-
teenth century and its epistemological assumptions in complex ways.3 

                                                             
3  See Bärbel Tischleder’s discussion of the novel and its engagement with 

the real, where the author defines authenticity as “a particular spatiotem-
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It is centred on a paradox: “The metaphysical scepticism of postmod-
ernism infuses, is combined, or even (intentionally or unintentionally) 
collides with the formal language of realism. The latter is thus discon-
nected from its own metaphysics, epistemology, and claims of repre-
sentations” (Claviez 10-11). In neo-realist writing, the formal proper-
ties of realism are disjoint from the epistemological tenets that realism 
could draw on but that have been invalidated in (post-)modernist 
times. Interestingly, just a few years later, Jonathan Safran Foer’s Eve-

rything Is Illuminated was published, the critical response to which, 
again, saw its main achievement in its flexibilization of representa-
tional means in a narrative where universal claims to the ‘real’ version 
of history and memory are shown to be brittle, and the available liter-
ary means of expression limited (as is discussed in more detail by 
Irmtraud Huber in this volume). Foer’s novel could thus be seen as the 
more daring response to concerns it shares with The Corrections, 
namely how to depict the individual experience of the ‘real’ when 
verbal expression reaches it limit. Both novels became bestsellers. 
Another striking example is the publication of fake memoirs and the 
responses they elicit, which is the subject of both Aleida Assmann’s 
and Anna Iatsenko’s essays. Fake memoirs are autobiographical texts, 
whose author differs from the narrating and narrated subject (which is 
a breach of the autobiographical contract the way Philippe Lejeune de-
fined it) and/or texts based on more or less wilfully falsified infor-
mation declared as authentic. The revelation of James Frey’s memoir 
A Million Little Pieces – a book that dealt with the rough coming to 
life again of a drug rehab candidate – as a piece of literary forgery 
placed the spotlight on the delicate bonds that, postmodernism not-
withstanding, exist between certain genres and truthfulness. Frey was 
beaten at his own game: having dissected his private life in front of 
cameras, right before the avid eyes of Oprah Winfrey’s audience, his 
fraud caused considerable public dismay. Set within a media land-
scape that exploits human privacy and shows zero tolerance for dis-
simulation, the Frey case received hitherto unknown public attention.  
 

                                                                                                                  
poral nexus in which objects become meaningful points of crystallization 

in human biographies and histories” (77). 
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AUTHENTICITY IN LITERARY AND  
CULTURAL STUDIES 
 
As the Frey case suggests, authenticity in literary and cultural studies 
is hottest as a concept when people living on the margins of society or 
belonging to minorities are concerned: trauma literature, post-colonial 
and minority writing in general receive strong interest in connection 
with authenticity and its crises. Used in positivist, evaluative contexts, 
i.e. when referring to the object world, its meaning can be sober, even 
hard-edged. Detecting a piece of forgery places authenticity among 
hard facts. A manuscript receives the seal of approval, or it does not.4 
Seen from this normative perspective, authenticity can indeed permit 
very concrete judgements within an empirically secured framework, 
challenged as it may obviously be by forgery and fraud. This is its 
promise of crystalline solidity that we seek and cherish. However, 
things are different when authenticity touches upon the human realm. 
Authenticity, then, becomes an emotional minefield and very messy. 
The reason for this is that narratives of experiences that could be most 
loosely described as liminal are measured with a different set of 
scales. Suffering – and there tends to be suffering in narratives told 
from the margins of society – unmasks the individual: we expect peo-
ple in pain to be at their most vulnerable, naked and therefore authen-
tic (Lethen 221). Looking at survivors’ tales, we do not expect post-
modernist fireworks to go off. This explains why the interest Western 
readers take in writings from the edge is sometimes both motivated 
and sweetened by a nostalgic impulse. These texts compensate for the 
readers’ perceived lack in their own lives, lives which appear to be 
deprived of first-hand experiences. Deprivation, stigmatization and 
marginalization come to be seen as means of empowerment. To share 
the supposed authenticity of other people’s lives means aiming for the 
consolation prize, a compensation for a lost signifier, origin or es-
sence: “One of the characteristics of modernity is the belief that au-
thenticity has been lost and exists only in the past – whose signs we 

                                                             
4  Minimizing its relevance, Theo van Leeuwen has argued that authenticity 

is no longer thought of as an objective feature of socio-cultural production, 

instead “[a]uthenticity is about validity” (396). 
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preserve (antiques, restored buildings, imitations of old interiors) – or 
else in other regions or countries” (Culler 160). As a consequence, in 
post-colonial and increasingly globalized literary and cultural con-
texts, “the ‘authentic’ voice is seen to guarantee the authenticity and 
truth of the narrated experience” (Erichsen 195). In the absence of sta-
ble national or social affiliations, authenticity has become an authori-
tative marker which fills in the gaps usually covered by categories 
such as the author, the canon, national literature, creed or class affilia-
tion, many of which can no longer be ascertained, or have simply lost 
their relevance. Hybrid biographies, in Homi Bhabha’s sense, posi-
tioned somewhere between fixed categories of ethnic, religious or 
gender identity, contain a residue of authenticity that humans living in 
Western societies yearn for (Lethen 226). 

Is authenticity thus a versatile alibi for taboo concepts such as 
‘truth,’ ‘origin(al)’ or ‘real,’ all of which threaten to re-evoke the spec-
tre of essentialism? Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht’s hesitant advance is 
noteworthy: “As we are getting increasingly tired of [...] the seemingly 
infinite intellectual freedom granted by constructivism, we may be-
come, once again, more tolerant vis-à-vis ontological world-views and 
their inherent authenticity-concepts (for what such tolerance may be 
worth)” (330). His statement is speculative, but the tolerance towards 
apparently redundant concepts such as authenticity he detects points 
towards an interesting project: how to make allegedly ‘hostile’ con-
cepts amenable. The question that scholars need to ask is how they can 
account for the persistence of such apparently essentialist needs and 
demands in a postmodern world, where they are commonly depicted 
as staged or performed. Authenticity concerns our view of the artist, 
the artwork and the artistic act of creation. In other words: it concerns 
the human subject, the object world it inhabits – and the ties that link 
the two, i.e. literature, film and the visual arts. In which ways can the 
authentic then be reconsidered, at a time when the necessary philo-
sophical and epistemological grounds are no longer available? How 
can the use of authenticity as a critically valid term be accounted for, 
if it is so conspicuously contaminated by its own paradoxes, and thus 
a term of crisis? It has been suggested to think of a “new” authenticity 
that “remains profoundly shaped by postmodern skepticism regarding 
the grand narratives of origin, telos, reference, and essence,” but is 
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“more than a nostalgic return” to its older meanings and proponents 
by virtue of offering a “revision of postmodernism” (Haselstein/Gross/ 
Körber, “Introduction” 19). This seems to be quite a big burden placed 
on a fraught and fragile concept. However, any such approach sets us 
on a right track by exploring its positive value for analyses of literary 
texts, films or images. In fact, none of the above questions can be an-
swered by nodding towards its postmodernist playfulness, by only 
dwelling on its paradoxes or by hastily dismissing it as a fast track in-
to the essentialist trap. It is against the backdrop of conflicting de-
mands – sceptical awareness of the term’s polyvalence versus an 
acutely perceived need for an affirmative revaluation – that it needs to 
be employed. Each of the essays included in this collection, opens up 
in its own ways a can of worms. It is only in alliance with existing and 
future studies on the subject matter that this collection can position it-
self as part of a joint effort. To show how authenticity, a concept not 
entirely hollowed out by postmodernist critique, can be reconciled 
with the shifting epistemological frames, changing production and re-
production possibilities, new paradigms of representation and notions 
of subjectivity arising in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries is one 
of the ambitions of this essay collection.  
 
 

THIS COLLECTION OF ESSAYS 
 

Mapping Authenticity 
 
To begin with, the contributions by Aleida Assmann, Susanne Knaller 
and Thomas Claviez are meant to map and pull together some of the 
central debates, questions and fields of investigation that have devel-
oped around authenticity. 

Aleida Assmann describes the history of authenticity as a concept 
that has been inherent to central Western discourses about the self. 
Elaborating on Plato’s Socratic dialogues in Phaedrus and Parmeni-

des and William Shakespeare’s Hamlet, Aleida Assmann shows that 
the historical dimension of the term is crucial for an understanding 
and interpretation of Western culture. The distinction between seem-
ing and being, which she conceptualizes as the “Platonic distinction” 
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at the heart of Western debates on subjectivity, affects the search of 
the modern self “in a kaleidoscope of attributed and self-chosen roles” 
(40). In the second part of her essay, setting off from her two case 
studies, Binjamin Wilkomirski’s fake memoir Fragments and the case 
of an Englishman-gone-native, the Indian Grey Owl, Assmann unfolds 
the central paradoxes that affect contemporary debates on authenticity 
and identity, and the implications of literature in processes of self-
authentication. 

In her essay on “The Ambiguousness of the Authentic,” Susanne 
Knaller discusses the status of authenticity in art theory and twentieth-
century art as a concept situated between referentiality and autology. 
Referring to discussions of falsification, she suggests that copies of 
works of art and other forms of forgery must make us not only rethink 
the ontological distinction between ‘authentic’ and ‘inauthentic,’ but 
also that of ‘art’ versus ‘non-art.’ The copy needs to be seen as a com-
plementary category to the more established concepts of ‘the original’ 
or ‘the authentic.’ It has a productivity of its own which needs to be 
acknowledged. Looking at photography and documentary art forms 
emerging towards the end of the twentieth century, Susanne Knaller 
shows that processes of authentication in these two medial forms can 
produce their own objectivity and assume a performative quality, 
which makes authenticity a “reflexive self-dramatization” (70), an an-
tithesis as well as a term of legitimation. 

Thomas Claviez’s essay directs the discussion towards philosophy 
by critically examining the work of the Italian philosopher Alessandro 
Ferrara. Ferrara’s book Reflective Authenticity, which was published 
in 1998, remains, so Thomas Claviez argues, largely blind to the full 
implications of the linguistic turn, and the string of cultural, linguistic 
and literary theories that followed in its wake, such as e.g. structural-
ism, post-structuralism, deconstruction and post-colonialism. The vul-
nerability of Ferrara’s concept of ‘exemplary universality’ lies, ac-
cording to Thomas Claviez, in its failure to take into account time and 
alterity as its greatest challenges and as two aspects that complicate 
any concept of authenticity. In order to gain a better understanding of 
the “symbolic capital” (90) that authenticity possesses, it needs to be 
rethought in the light of notions of intersubjectivity, community and 
identity so strongly influenced by the linguistic turn. 
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Representing the Authentic 
 
With Jonathan Culler’s quotation as a motto, the representability of 
authentic experience as a profoundly ambivalent phenomenon has 
been emphasized: representing authenticity means mediating what 
ought to be original since un-mediated. This affects certain media in 
particularly strong ways, especially those which claim a high degree 
of referentiality for themselves, such as photography. At the latest 
with its digitization, photography has lost its indexical quality. Our 
awareness of its manipulability has increased. Drawing upon the field 
of rhetoric, Thomas Susanka approaches authenticity as something 
that is produced by semiotic means, focusing on contemporary war 
photography from Iraq and Afghanistan. He argues that the veracity 
and authenticity of photographs, especially in a highly politicized con-
text as that of war journalism, can only be ascertained on a semiotic 
level, i.e. in awareness of the techniques employed by the photogra-
pher. According to Susanka, authenticity and photography enter into a 
relationship which is nowadays defined by the communicative strate-
gies used by the photographer and the result of his subjective perspec-
tive. This also opens up debates on ethical journalism, i.e. the question 
of what is ‘good’ versus ‘bad’ press photography. While the great ma-
jority of people living in the Western world lack first-hand experience 
of war, they have a very clear idea of what it should look like. This 
‘look of war’ is created by photographers who transgress traditional 
aesthetic norms of photography by minimizing the effects of inten-
tionality and premeditation.  

The essays by Irmtraud Huber and Christa Schönfelder are con-
cerned with the truthfulness of narratives and the representation of 
traumatic experience. Ethical demands placed on literature and narra-
tive explorations of the past and the question of how authentic the self 
and narratives can and or even must be – these aspects come together 
in these two essays. The novels which Huber and Schönfelder each 
discuss deal with traumatic experiences and their effects on human be-
ings and their identities. The works of Saul Friedländer and Theodor 
W. Adorno have attuned readers to the ethical charge inherent in writ-
ing about atrocities endured by oneself or others and the difficulty of 
finding the right words and the right form to convey such experience. 
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Both Huber and Schönfelder look at texts whose concern with authen-
ticity as a narrative mode reaches beyond its referential function. The 
texts they have chosen for analysis focus on events that cannot be rep-
resented with the help of conventional language or narration. Instead, 
authenticity is treated indirectly on a meta-level. Here authenticity 
manifests itself as a quest for real selfhood and identity, triggered or 
accompanied by traumatic experiences. Irmtraud Huber’s essay exam-
ines Jonathan Safran Foer’s novel Everything is Illuminated (2002), 
which wraps up its trauma narrative in an unreliable narrative mode. 
Huber uses Foer’s well-received and hugely popular novel to propose 
a shift away from a romantic view of authenticity as something inter-
nal and essential towards the testimonial authentic as the more ade-
quate form of framing authenticity in the twenty-first century. Similar-
ly, Christa Schönfelder’s essay shows that the authenticity of the nar-
rative act is tied to the truthfulness of the narrating voice: if the integ-
rity of the latter is threatened by the unreliability of memory, caused, 
for example, by childhood trauma, the narrative itself loses its trust-
worthiness. The self cannot be true to itself when it has been frag-
mented by a loss of memory. Hence Schönfelder’s discussion of sev-
eral novels, among which are Margaret Atwood’s Cat’s Eye and Helen 
Dunmore’s Talking to the Dead, hinges upon crises of authenticity, 
which are crises of memory and identity. 
 

Authentic Lives 
 
Scott Loren begins his contribution to this volume by referring to the 
phenomenon of self-help literature. The popularity of the example he 
mentions, Phillip C. McGraw’s self-help guide Self Matters: Creating 

Your Life from the Inside Out (2001), reflects the unbroken human de-
sire for self-realization and ‘authenticity.’ As Loren argues, McGraw’s 
book, certainly only one among many of the same kind, proposes an 
idealized view of the liberal humanist self, a self that is characterized 
by its autonomy, its ability for self-reflection and its capacity to main-
tain a culture of interiority. It is this kind of liberal self that had come 
under attack by theorists and philosophers of the twentieth century, 
and their notions of ‘discourse’ or ‘performativity,’ which have dis-
mantled essentialist notions of subjectivity ever since. In his essay, 
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Loren discusses a number of films that reflect the anxiety with which 
we face perceived threats to our humanist understanding of subjectivi-
ty. Narratives of artificial intelligence, virtual realities, alien abduction 
or cyborgian life forms destabilize notions of human identity by bring-
ing to life the decentrement of the subject that we know only in theo-
ry. What we understand to be authentic in a person has much to do 
with our belief in liberal-humanist and essentialist notions of the self, 
which is why these films provoke what Scott calls a “millennial dis-
ease” (161). 

The making of ‘true’ individual identities within the boundaries of 
a collective identity is what concerns Uwe Mayer in his essay on the 
representation of football hooliganism in films. Mayer revisits moral 
philosophy, whose questions are: is there something like an authentic 
self, a primordial core, which is more original and truer to human na-
ture than existences cast into roles of ‘civilized’ behaviour? The indi-
viduals for whom this becomes an issue are English football hooli-
gans, whose working class existences as dutiful employees, boyfriends 
and citizens collide with the liberalizing energies they experience 
when engaging in acts of violence. Violent fanship is a model of so-
cial affiliation which stands in stark contrast to their domesticated ex-
istences as white working class men, subject to the consumerist im-
peratives of Blairite Britain, dull job perspectives and romantic com-
mitments perceived as oppressive. As these films (Philip Davis’s I.D., 
Nick Love’s The Football Factory and Lexi Alexander’s Green 
Street) demonstrate, being a hooligan means both unleashing and ritu-
alizing physical violence. This regression to a pre-civilized state un-
bridled by laws and internalized norms of behaviour enables the 
young male protagonists of these films to explore aspects of their per-
sonalities which are perceived as truer than their everyday personae. 

The ritualistic and formulaic dimension of these identities – the 
making of which follows certain prescribed codes, be it the right kind 
of music or clothing – can be theorized in terms of performativity. 
This is Sabine Nunius’s approach in her essay on ‘BrAsian’ identities. 
She regards authenticity as the result of strategic and highly self-
conscious performative efforts, represented in novels and music. In the 
case of Gautam Malkani’s novel Londonstani (2006) and the bhangra 
music pieces Sabine Nunius discusses, these are British-born Asian 
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youths whose parents had immigrated to Britain in the mid-twentieth 
century. In order to pass as authentic, in this concrete case this means 
falling into the more recent category of being authentically ‘BrAsian,’ 
these individuals recur to codes and gestures embodying the ‘other’ 
and serving as identity markers. They act according to stereotypes 
they believe make them appear ‘real’: by living up to them they au-
thenticate their own hybrid cultural identity. BrAsian identity is up-
held against white Britishness, but is ultimately defined by the latter, 
the touchstone against which the authentic other is generated. Sabine 
Nunius’s contribution gives an interesting case study of the performa-
tive dimension of authenticity, which also serves as a good example of 
authenticity’s reactionary potential. Thus, authenticity is not only a 
feature, state or condition, it is also reached by means of being full of 
effects which are geared at an audience.  
 

Authenticity and Authorship 
 
Authenticity and authorship are in a vexed relationship. As shown by 
their respective etymological roots, both terms single out authorization 
as an important strand of meaning. Both terms have had a varied life 
in the twentieth century. Once declared dead, their vital signs remain 
hard to ignore (see Burke and Donovan/Fjellestad/Lundn). However, 
authorship is usually understood as referring to the external or social 
persona of the author, and not so much to the ‘real’ person behind the 
name on the book cover. Authors often struggle to control their public 
image: impersonality and conspicuousness are the two main facets of 
embodied authorship, as seen in J.M. Coetzee and Philip Roth, for ex-
ample. The ways in which actors, musicians and, to a lesser degree, 
artists are revered in today’s culture, and the ways in which their con-
formity to pre-fabricated ideas of their public persona comes to count 
as authentic are well-known. To say similar things about authors – 
who often shun the public gaze and step back behind their work as 
nameless entities – seems unusual still, but the notion of star authors 
has reached discourses on contemporary authorship (see Moran). Lit-
erary stardom, coupled with the notion of the author as a brand or la-
bel who inhabits a globalized marketplace – these are all phenomena 
that have caught our attention over the last ten years. A good example 
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would be the ethnic branding of writers such as Salman Rushdie and 
Vikram Seth. The author becomes part of the product that is sold, but 
something else is going on here which is of interest to the literary 
scholar: the ties between the literary text and its author, weak and 
questioned for a long time, are re-established.  

Anna Iatsenko’s essay on the scandal surrounding the publication 
of James Frey’s A Million Little Pieces sheds light on the mess caused 
when the alleged ‘real’ is revealed to be a lie. Thus, what in the realm 
of fiction appears to have become the legitimized shape of authenticity 
– as a strategy, a staging of truth, a mere performance of the essential 
– remains a no-go, a breach of trust and even a legal crime in the 
world of non-fiction, where different laws apply. Anna Iatsenko’s es-
say thus not only offers an insight into the complex interactions be-
tween genre and authenticity, i.e. the permissibility of fiction in some 
contexts and its inappropriateness in others. It shows that authenticity 
can create togetherness. Being authentic means creating bonds be-
tween human beings and reaching out to each other after having en-
dured hardship together. Iatsenko’s essay not only dissects the inter-
esting chronology of events leading up to Frey’s debacle, thereby un-
ravelling the implications of literary stardom in today’s media world. 
It also throws a glance at the cultural phenomenon called Oprah Win-
frey, which owes a lot to her uses of an ostentatiously ‘authentic’ 
rhetoric. 

Diane Piccitto’s contribution offers a historical perspective by 
tracing William Blake’s engagement with John Milton. Her essay 
suggests that Blake’s reading of Milton subverts traditional notions of 
artistic creativity and concomitant notions of authenticity that tie it 
closely to notions of origin and singularity. Blake envisions a new 
concept of the author by suggesting that the status of the copy, i.e. of a 
work being part of a series, needs to be positively redefined in terms 
of authenticity. Piccitto’s reading of Blake’s Milton focuses on 
Blake’s theory of intertextuality avant la lettre. This is a theory of cre-
ativity, which embraces the other as a necessary element of author-
ship. Drawing upon Judith Butler’s theory of gender performance, 
Piccitto argues that Blake’s theory of writing and authoring texts dis-
places traditional biblical concepts of causality and origin. She sug-
gests an emphasis on the performativity of inspiration, which simulta-



26 | JULIA STRAUB 

neously subverts the image of the prophet-poet whose acts are author-
ized by God. Being an author thus requires a communal, shared act of 
reiterated inspiration; authorship is partly poetic, partly social. Be-
cause creation in Blake’s Milton is torn apart into a sequence of mo-
ments, the unique status of the primordial moment is threatened. As 
part of a series, the individual moment, but also the individual work of 
art, can only possess restricted singularity.  

It is the social dimension of authorship that stands at the centre of 
my own contribution to this volume, in which I look at Bret Easton El-
lis’s novel Lunar Park. I argue that the novel comments on authentici-
ty as something that is do-able. Authorship, by virtue of being a this-
worldly practice with social relevance, helps the author to become at 
home in this world. Heidegger’s concept of authenticity (Eigentlich-
keit) is used to unlock some of the inconsistencies in Ellis’s novel, 
which apart from its autobiographical dimension is notable for its un-
expectedly serious engagement with the theme of authorial responsi-
bility. This rather serious note to the novel is constantly being chal-
lenged by Ellis’s self-conscious reflection on the staging of authorial, 
public identities, which makes it hard to settle on a conclusion. Still, 
the fact that this novel places its focus on authorship as something that 
is not static, but needs to be lived and done opens up interesting fields 
of investigation.  
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