
AUTHENTICITY L2: The premodern world 
and self



INTRODUCTION



INTRODUCTION: LAST TIME

The command to live an authentic life comes in many 
forms: 

• Be true to yourself

• Be genuine

• Don’t be fake

• Be sincere

• Live your own life

• Live by your own rules



INTRODUCTION: LAST TIME

We experience the push to be authentic:

1. Negatively when we act against ourselves (being fake, 
not being true to who we really are)

2. Positively when we act in accordance with our 
underlying nature (our true selves)



INTRODUCTION: LAST TIME

Authenticity is said to be:

1. Valuable: being authentic makes one’s life better 
(increases well-being)

2. An ideal: we must work to be authentic by overcoming 
social, economic, and other forces

3. Involve interiority: becoming authentic involves a 
knowledge and commitment to one’s inner (true) self 
not an external object



INTRODUCTION: LAST TIME

These beliefs about authenticity are made into a theory. 
The theory is called the theory of self-endowment (TSE):

1. Metaphysically: there is some real, already present, real self 

inside of us

2. Epistemologically: that we know this self by inner reflection or 

introspection

3. Well-being: that knowing and expressing this self (living an 
authentic life) will make us better off



INTRODUCTION: LAST TIME

The theory of self-endowment (TSE) is a new 
(contemporary) theory.

• People in the past did not think this way

• We will examine how they thought about the self to get 
a clearer understanding of TSE

• This clearer understanding will allow us to compare it 
against alternatives.



INTRODUCTION: LAST TIME

Goals for this lesson:

• Discuss the premodern world

• Discuss two premodern conceptions of the self

• Discuss two ways the premodern conception of the self 
differs from the self as put forward by the theory of self-
endowment



THE PREMODERN 
WORLD



THE 
PREMODERN 

WORLD

The premodern world was 
a cosmos:

• The world was ordered in such 
a way that each object had a 
place in the universe

• The purpose of each object is 
defined by its place

• Each object has a deeper 
meaning in relation to other 
objects



THE PREMODERN WORLD

In the premodern world objects are ordered and 
each object has a place

• The place of an object is determined by the 
scala naturae (The Ladder of Being; The Great 
Chain of Being)

• God (or The One) was at the top, inert matter 
at the bottom

• Other objects in between (angels, humans, 
animal life, human life)



THE PREMODERN WORLD

Within the Great Chain of Being, there are 
subdivisions

• Angels are subdivided

• Humans are subdivided

• Kings at the top, 

• then aristocrats, and 

• peasants are at the bottom



THE PREMODERN 
WORLD

The Great Chain of Being also determines an 
object’s purpose

• Your purpose is determined by your place
in the Great Chain of Being

• You have a purpose in being a human 
(rather than an angel)

• But you also have a purpose based upon 
your place in the subdivision

• A king is not merely a dictator who took 
power but is a king by their nature (they 
have a right to rule others).



THE PREMODERN 
WORLD
• The cosmos is interconnected.

• Each object also has a deeper 
meaning due to certain hidden 
connections it has to other objects

• This means that even the smallest, 
most unimportant object in the 
universe is connected to the largest, 
most important object in the 
universe



THE PREMODERN WORLD

• Objects have manifest qualities and hidden 
qualities

• Manifest qualities are those you can 
experience with your senses

• Hidden qualities are invisible and taken to be 
important

• One way to know these hidden qualities was 
through the doctrine of signatures



THE PREMODERN WORLD

You discover an object’s hidden qualities by 
analogical reasoning:

• If there are objects O1 and O2, and O1 and 
O2 resemble each other, and if O1 has 
property P1 then O2 has property P2.

• Example: The sun and the sunflower look 
similar, this is perhaps why the sunflower has 
the hidden property of following the sun.

• Example: Walnuts look like the human 
brain, therefore perhaps they have the 
hidden quality of being good for the brain.



THE PREMODERN 
WORLD
• The premodern world is ordered

and objects in the world are 
interconnected

• Objects have a place in the 
universe

• The purpose of each object is 
defined by its place

• Each object has a deeper meaning
in relation to other objects



QUESTION

Objects in the premodern world are deeply connected and each object gets 
its purpose from its place in the Great Chain of Being.

• How do people view the world differently today?

• In what ways do people still think in the premodern way (viz., people having 
a place or purpose given their station in life)?



THE PREMODERN VIEW OF THE SELF



THE PREMODERN SELF

There are at least two differences between 
the theory of self-endowment (TSE) and 
premodern views on the self.

1. Different views on how one increases 
one's well-being

2. Different views on the role of personal 
feelings



THE PREMODERN SELF

The first difference concerns their views 
on well-being.

• TSE contends that by a deeper 
commitment to one’s inner self leads to 
an increase in well-being

• The premodern view contends that an 
increase in well-being is found in a 
deeper commitment 
to something external to one’s self.



THE PREMODERN SELF

There are two premodern conceptions of the self

• The cosmocentric self

• The theocentric self



THE PREMODERN SELF

The cosmocentric self:

• You are not the inner, personal, private you

• You are defined by how you fit into the 
larger scheme of things

• your place in the Great Chain of Being

• your place in Nature

• your place in Society



THE PREMODERN SELF

The cosmocentric self:

• Is a functional notion of the self

• A watch is defined in terms of its function 
(its ability to tell time)

• A doctor is defined in terms of its function 
(their ability to heal the sick)

• You are defined in terms of your 
function and your function is determined 
by your place in the Great Chain of Being



THE PREMODERN SELF

For the cosmocentric self, your well-being is 
linked to how well you fulfill your function.

• The better you fulfill your function, the 
better off you will be

• The worse you fulfill your function (or if you 
try to do something you are not made to 
do), the worse off you will be.

• Example: it is not the peasant's place 
(and therefore their function) to try to be 
King or Queen.



THE PREMODERN SELF

Theocentric self

• Outer (material, physical) self is evil or 
base, inclined to sin, corrupted

• Inner (spiritual) self is made in God’s image 
and is directed toward God

• Increase in well-being (become who you 
really are) through a deeper communion 
with God.



THE PREMODERN SELF

For the theocentric self, your well-being is 
linked to your relation to God.

• The more deeply in tune you are with this 
relation, the better off you will be.

• Being a king, or peasant, or having a 
family doesn't matter (those are material 
things)

• What matters is this relation with God.



THE PREMODERN SELF

The second difference concerns their views 
on personal feelings

• For the premodern views, how you feel is 
unimportant. Instead, you should be 
concerned with how you ought to feel 
(e.g. in relation to your place in the 
cosmos or your relation to God)

• Your current feelings are something to 
overcome.



THE PREMODERN SELF

For TSE, feelings are often taken to be:

1. Beyond our control (brute facts)

2. Having intrinsic value: how you feel is 
important in its own right (not because 
they allow you to accomplish something)

3. To be respected by others

4. Playing a role in constituting who you are



QUESTION

1. To what extent do we still believe our well-being relies upon fulfilling our 
function (cosmocentric self)? Do people talk in a way that suggests this 
premodern conception of the self?

2. There are two views on the relation of feelings to the self. The premodern 
version views them as something to overcome. The TSE theory views them 
as brute and playing a role in defining who you are. Which view do you 
hold and why?



QUESTION

Consider the following argument: If feelings play a constitutive role in 
someone's identity, then not-respecting their feelings is not respecting them as 
a person. Hurting someone's feelings then is analogous to physically harming 
them because you are hurting them as a person. Therefore it is morally wrong 
to hurt people's feelings.

• Do you agree with this argument? 

• Others might argument that feelings are not important. They are only 
feelings, you are not really hurting them. What might someone say in 
response to this?



REVIEW QUESTIONS

1. Describe the premodern world view: (I) place, (2) purpose, (3) meaning / 
connectedness

2. What is the Great Chain of Being?

3. Describe the two premodern views on the self

4. What are the two ways that the premodern self differs from the self put 
forward by the theory of self-endowment?
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