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The Plausible Impossibility of Authentic Leadership 

Dr. Trent Keough 

 

My initial LinkedIn posting on authentic leadership, “The 6 Always of Authentic 
Leadership” (4 August 2016; https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/article/6-always-
authentic-leadership-trent-keough/edit) was too easy, glib even, in its definition 
of authentic leadership’s behavioral attributes. The posting is mostly an unoriginal 
amalgamation. It points to repetitive valuations or common ideas evident in the 
discourse of authentic leadership theory. A second positing titled “It’s What 
Authentic Leaders Do! (in 8 sentences)” is more certainly my own invention (10 
February 20177; https://www.linkedin.com/post/edit/its-what-authentic-leaders-
do-8-sentences-trent-keough). The following chart maps seven variants on the 
activity of defining authentic leadership, including one of my own. 
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My writing here, however, presses itself into a new frontier within authentic 
leadership discourse. The thesis of my argument lies with answering a single 
question: What is the role of socialized anxiety in the many contemporary 
definitions of authentic leadership?  Let us begin with a definitive statement 
echoing a couple of philosophers also enthralled by the importance of committing 
to authenticity: Authenticity is dead! It is resoundingly, resolutely faux! 
Authenticity discourse has mutated and undergone a corrupt transformation. 
Authenticity itself has become meaningless as a guiding social ideal or communal 
aspirational touchstone. Why?  

There is no longer wholesale belief in the ubiquity of an eternal truth. We no 
longer share a coherent greatest desired good. There is no eternally uplifting 
value championed by us all. Today, authenticity is everywhere made pastiche, 
made local and exclusive to self-identifying experiences and disparate situations. 
Authenticity discourse has become an utterly alienating ideological force 
symptomatic of a disturbing cultural malaise, radicalized individualism. 
Authenticity itself belongs to many other ghettos of ism. The word, Authenticity, 
has become the Tower of Babel in today’s consumer capitalism. 

The loss of a plausible, universally held discourse and definition of authenticity 
signals to the presence of its two endemic partners: worldview atrophy and the 
absence of a codifying sense of common or shared reality. Whether the latter two 
are causes or effects of each other or are simply the orphaned children of 
postmodernism itself is open to debate. Nevertheless, current circumstances 
present a social context wherein a once codified and cogent sense of authenticity 
has been replaced by a plentitude of faux authenticities, each laying veracity 
claims on multiple social realities. These realities are sometimes in direct 
contradiction to each other because of underlining definitions of what can be 
claimed authentic. Anxiety is therefore a normal state of individual existence. The 
end result is iterative social fragmentation into micro-nations, debilitating 
individual isolation, will to dominance, and wholesale anomie. 

There’s anxiety causing a palpable but inarticulate fear over the loss of a socially 
held definition of authenticity. People can’t seem to name why they are anxious 
about, well, nothing. To be anxious about nothing is a precarious medical 
condition? This anxiety is often chalked-up to the pace of the lives we now lead, 
the impact of unfiltered instantaneous communication, and the connectivity of 
living in the 21 century. But there’s a more serious problem here. Maybe. The 
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nobility of a meaningful life sharing in collective purpose has been lost. The 
collective we apparently cherishes melodrama, the mundane, the profane and the 
vulgar. There is no longer a coherent, self-less good to which we collectively 
aspire. We distrust and ridicule our political systems and leaders, we expose the 
real and imagined foibles of our religious guides, and we live in isolation from our 
closest neighbors—some of whom also text their children from across their own 
dinner tables. At one time, there was wholesale trust in what was good for all, 
and even God. Many self-directed themselves to live to be that person deemed 
authentic by others. Why are we lost? Was it postmodernism that destroyed the 
foundational tenets of authenticity? 
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Human beings are genetically wired to aspire to higher purposes than merely 
comfortable corporal being. Oftentimes we see the evidence of cross-pollination 
of definitions of what authenticity for humankind is within the mercantile, 
theological and economic spheres of many different cultures.  

 

 

Maybe authenticity for humankind is to be genetically mapped to the soul or élan 
vital. But the meteoric rise of postmodernism after WWII coincided with vigorous 
questioning and rejection of God’s purpose for humanity. There was disbelief in 
divine providence and anger over the long-held original truth of divine love for 
humankind. Communities of faith literally collapsed. Atheism flourished. If the 
authority and intention of God could be called into question, well, it was 
inevitable that other sustaining pillars of belief would also come under the 
scrutiny of doubt-filled extremism. Like every religious faith, authenticity depends 
upon social cohesion and communal ownership of truth, authority, reality, and 
trust. Postmodernism, at least initially, destroyed much of communal ownership 
of truth, authority, reality, and trust.  

The postmodern era (PME) brought to ascendancy an expectation for the 
absolute unpredictability of tomorrow and wholesale doubt of truth, authority 
and moral certainty. 
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Postmodernism heralded an era of unprecedented instability, vast technological 
innovation and corresponding intrusion, loss of belief in unassailable truth, and 
suspicion of ideas championed as fact by authority figures. Taken together, the 
calamitous effects of postmodern suspicion crushed any commonly shared notion 
of reality, and with it capacity for embracing authenticity.  

1. PME’s culture celebrated the fracturing of all unifying principles once based 
in expectations for entitlement and moral surety once reinforced by 
rhythmic decision-making and conformity in social classes. 

2. PME reveled in the insurgency/revolution undermining authority whether it 
be of states, religions, gender roles, normalized social behaviors and the 
standard codifiers of individuals’ identities. You could only trust in being 
individually authentic; the problem, of course, is apprehension of 
authenticity always resides in another’s consciousness, not that of the self. 

3. PME produced a legacy culture that is/was change fatigued and in 
desperate need of repose from lack of confidence in what might be 
accepted as the reality of civil society. 

4. The lasting effect of PME change fatigue is a widespread cynicism of any 
reported truth, suspicion of stability itself, and wholesale fear manifesting 
itself as anxiety, depression, suicide and terror. 

Any society without ownership of and commitment to truth, authority, reality, 
and trust is destined to be suspicious, self-destructive, anxious and fearful. Not 
surprisingly, then, the legacy of postmodernism and current worldview atrophy 
impact the potential for a germane authenticity to be reborn. There are at least 
three complementary explanations as to why contemporary authentic leadership 
theory is incoherent in its vision. As with historical authenticity discourse its 
contemporary dialogue is little more than a social critique of existing leadership 
practices.  

The difference, however, is that perceptions of authenticity in the contemporary 
offer no possibility for a social recognition of another’s achieving a collectively 
idealized state of being. The latter possibility doesn’t exist, at least not in the 
contemporary. The three explanations for this perception can be sourced in: 1. 
the defining and dominate attributes of consumer capitalism, 2. the disruptive 
impacts of postmodernism, and 3. the atrophy causing worldview dissolution.  
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The experience patterns of the consumer economy would not have developed so 
quickly without the cultural onslaught of postmodernism’s violent and 
widespread deconstructive tendencies. Fittingly, an unstated premise universally 
(?) found throughout the discourse on authentic leadership is an uncomplicated 
one comfortable with the postmodern paradox of destroying worth only to 
accentuate disempowerment of those apparently liberated: Authenticity is best 
defined by the antithesis of its own currency.  This counter-intuitive logic is 
acutely postmodern in its deconstructive/constructive sentiment. Bill George’s 
seminal work Authentic Leadership (2003) was also driven by this very premise: 
“Authentic Leadership was intended as a clarion call to the new generation to 
learn from negative examples like Enron, WorldCom and Tyco. In it, I defined 
authentic leaders as genuine, moral and character-based leaders” 
(http://hbswk.hbs.edu/item/authentic-leadership-rediscovered).  

In Marshall Berman’s preface to The Politics of Authenticity: Radical 
Individualism and the Emergence of Modern Society (1970) he wrote: “The search 
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for authenticity, nearly everywhere we find it in modern [I would also add 
historical] times, is bound up with a radical rejection of things as they are” (xxvii). 
Dismissal and rejection are always accompanied by some measure of anxiety and 
fear. For example, we are by current measures the most anxious generations of 
postsecondary learners ever charted. Why? The Millennials are the offspring of 
the postmodern generations. They’ve been born into societies steeped in 
suspicion and the unfettered freedom to undermine, invert, make anew while 
casting aside ancient archetypes once anchoring humanity’s purpose through 
time. In being liberated from the oppression of others’ leadership, traditional 
politics and conformist religion we have become hostages of our individual selves. 

All oppositional constructs, whether it be postmodernism or Berman’s thesis of 
authenticity’s rejection of things-as-they-are, are based on dismissal of another’s 
authority and seek to put limitations on the other’s autonomy, specifically that of 
political or thought leaders. For instance, consumer capitalism is itself a marked 
departure, perhaps even a wholesale inversion, from the assembly-line capitalism 
epitomized by Henry Ford. Consumer capitalism marks the ascendency of 
individual customization defining both brand and demand. It is the birth-child of 
radical liberalism. Consumer capitalism defines the absolute power and profound 
weaknesses of individualism in the contemporary. What happens to the principle 
of universality, ennobling sameness, when individual customization (oneness) is 
the de facto sales pivot-point and aspirational cultural ideal? Classical 
appreciation of authenticity gets turned on its proverbial head.  

Authenticity is oftentimes expressed in relation to naming the current or historical 
failures caused by permanently fixed or universally held social values, political or 
religious systems. What causes this loss of social cohesion or inspires 
epistemological rebellion? What so badly disrupts the social consensus? Global 
war, the WWW, plague, alien invasion, zombie apocalypse, etc.? But Martin 
Luther did do it. Bill Gates also incited an ideological and teleological revolution.  

 
“If you type the words “authenticity” and  
“authentic” into Google’s Ngram Viewer,  
which plots graphs of the use of words 
 in books over a given period, you will  
find that there has been a strong uptick  
in usage since the early 1990s. It might be no  
coincidence that this parallels the rise to  

mailto:Trent.keough@portagecollege.ca


9 
 

Trent.keough@portagecollege.ca   

ubiquity of digital creative technologies.”   
 Steven Poole 
   

There is incredible evidence to support the notion that the WWW is amplifying 
the need for authenticity. Yet, consumer capitalism simultaneously seeks to meet 
the need for authenticity with inauthenticity knowingly paraded and celebrated 
as faux authenticity: “A Google search on ‘authentic marketing’ [not] surprisingly 
yields over 17 million articles,” to date (Jill Byron).  

Was the technological onslaught of postmodernism, then, the last proverbial 
straw for a worldview already in the midst of a slow decline? In the contemporary 
epoch, this rupture in solidarity manifests itself as a lament for moral certainty--as 
immorality is now difficult, sometimes impossible to define. There is also 
widespread fear for the ongoing possibility for doing good in an otherwise rapidly 
decaying world. This fear also presupposes an ‘other’ worthy of signaling out for 
exemplary blame or defamation. This is the other to which the authentic leader is 
now compared. Why? In an era marked by sanctifying individualism accepting 
individual accountability/responsibility is anathema to the golden principle of 
customization. Here the individual is the singular authority. Acceptance of 
customization that makes all things individually real and therefore true means 
individually you can never have to be untrue, wrong. The only reality of worth is 
that which you yourself control by authority of individual perception of what is 
authentic, not fake. 
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Consequently, our natural response to answering ‘Why the breech of social 
covenant defining authenticity?’ is not to answer. There is no compulsion to 
respond as the only existing covenant of merit is singular, and is individually 
volitional. Yet, there can be no social covenant with the self; it’s the ultimate faux 
reality, that of oneness: “No man is an island entire of itself;/ every man is a piece 
of the continent, a part of the main” (John Donne). All covenants depend upon 
individual compliance and unfaltering respect for original joining principles. To 
witness a covenant disintegrate means a lapse in personal commitment to others.  
Hence, instead of answering why, we avoid taking personal responsibility by first 
allocating blame or admonishing another, the other. Those heralded as authentic 
in their leadership embody the following attributes, but in counterpoint to touted 
weaknesses of the others: 

1. The inauthentic leader is an individual who never takes personal 
responsibility. S/he is therefore never emotionally intelligent and is un-
empathetic to others. 

2. The inauthentic leader's actions are never aligned with others’ perceptions 
of the individual’s stated morals and values. 

3. The inauthentic leader never intuitively or publicly recognizes that fear is a 
root cause of destruction in individuals, societies and organizations. 

4. The inauthentic leader never names or works to eliminate situational, 
contextual, and localized fear. 

5. The inauthentic leader never presents the existential perspective that 
individual and social being is an absolute, hopeful becoming. 

6. The inauthentic leader always interprets local circumstances through a 
parochial lens. 

An unasked question in all historical and contemporary definitions of authentic 
leadership remains. Why the negativity and surfeit of anxiety over authenticity as 
otherness? Could it be the paradox of postmodernism at play? But 
postmodernism never shies from negativity. So, why is discussion of fear and 
atrophy muted in such widespread evidence of a compelling need to tell of the 
possibility for authentic leadership? Clearly, this question requires a much more 
complex answer than the postmodern paradox presents to us. 

Andrew Potter in The Authenticity Hoax (2010) chronicles the numerous efforts 
made to frame the explanatory why of our current and timeless preoccupation 
with authenticity. He also indirectly answers Marshall Berman’s second-edition 
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preface-lament (2009): “I have to confess I have felt dejected over the [past, 
nearly 40] years to see the word ‘authenticity’ fade out of our cultural 
vocabulary” (xv). Why, we ask in chorus, hadn’t the individually valuable and 
socially uplifting concern for authenticity carried-on though time?  In truth, our 
preoccupation with authenticity had not waned as Berman suggests; it had 
become part of populace discourse. Authenticity had freed itself from its 
historical ivory tower discourses and was now colloquially shouting in the streets, 
if not also whispering in subliminal advertising, too!  
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Reading James H. Gilmore’s and B. Joseph Pine’s Authenticity: What Consumers 
Really Want (2007) one immediately suspects that the academic discourse on 
authenticity had clearly bolted from a civil erudition club and become a full-on 
rant lead by popular culture pundits and street level marketers: “Business today, 
therefore, is all about being real. Original. Genuine. Sincere. Authentic” (Gilmore 
and Pine 1). The cultural drive for authenticity and the ability to articulate 
authenticity itself, once the singular purview of an intellectual elite, had 
polygamistly wed itself to the banality of customized consumer capitalism: “When 
consumers want what’s real, the management of the consumer perception of 
authenticity becomes the new primary source of competitive advantage—the new 
business imperative” (Gilmore and Pine 3). 
 
Is it ironic that consumerism possibly supplanted the staid dialogue of 
authenticity, not postmodernism? What becomes apparent from Potter’s writing 
is that seminal thinkers of each epoch had approached authenticity from the 
perspective of assessing the strengths and weaknesses of the prevailing cultural 

mailto:Trent.keough@portagecollege.ca


13 
 

Trent.keough@portagecollege.ca   

consciousness. Postmodernism destroyed that collective sense of being and 
produced our current brand of individualism. Gilmore and Pine reveal the 
appropriation of the meme of authenticity by consumer capitalists. They use it as 
a sales and marketing tool to satiate an authenticity craving public: “No longer 
content . . . both consumers and business-to-business customers now purchase 
offerings based on how well those purchases conform to their own self-image.” 
(Gilmore and Pine 5). Recognizing the archetypal drive towards the ideal 
manifested in embracing the selfishly or singularly authentic, consumer capitalism 
readily set about fashioning, albeit customizing, other authenticity ideals to be 
aspired to. Whereas authenticity theorists were once authorized as social critics 
and social philosophers, they are today brand managers and image makers or 
hunger mongers and appetite managers! 

Authenticity discourse has uniformly been affiliated with critique of both 
individuals’ and societies’ implied and expressed assumptions about their 
purposefulnesses and functions. The authenticity dialogue of the contemporary is 
about the real you, my identity. This complex of self as a reflexive, purposeful, 
aspirational being has been simplified by consumer capitalism. The purpose of an 
individual’s life in capital society is to consume; it is therefore natural that there 
can be nothing permanently authentic within its domain as what is consumed is 
always physically exhausted—either immediately or at some known future point. 
Market capitalism promises both physical fulfilment and satisfaction of spiritual 
desire, but always, only temporarily. There is no endurance to what is the real you 
as what is today sold as authentic will tomorrow be out of fashion, exhausted. 
Authenticity is always a measurement of the individual’s existence against 
codified norms defining meaningful existence. This formula works for both 
existential definitions of authenticity as well as that anticipated in consumer 
capitalism. In essence, to be labelled as authentic is to be assessed as being real! 
We would be fain to ignore the divisive impacts of consumer capitalism on 
definitions of reality---each identified with its own brand of the authentic.  

As Potter’s work demonstrates, authenticity in itself has become unnecessarily 
amorphous in concept but by his convincing demonstration it is almost always 
period bound in its perspective. Hence, the impact of consumer capitalism on 
contemporary definitions of authenticity. How does this actually work? A nomadic 
outlook on authenticity must clearly have measured itself against idealized 
hunter/gatherer prowess? Faith driven agrarian cultures would have nominally 
set authenticity’s scope in measuring how one’s profane corporeal living mirrored 
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an aspirational, sacred spiritual ideal (e.g. the righteous life)? With the advent of 
industrialization, then, the authentic corporeal life of no idle minds defined during 
the Protestant Reformation was later completely subsumed by laissez-faire 
capitalism’s focus on achievement of middle class ease. Normalized expectations 
for ease were eventually replaced by the full-blown self-satisfying egotism of 
conspicuous consumption, which is still readily visible in the consumer capitalism 
of the present. The next generation of authenticity thinkers is being defined as we 
presently debunk and revise our assumptions defining both the truth and 
normalcy of contemporary capitalism’s valorization of individualism. 

The confirmation of authenticity is found only in a collective’s affirmation and 
ongoing measurement of an individual’s conformity to its covenant built in a 
collectively held reality. Therefore, no individual can be deemed authentic outside 
of a specific social reality’s context. Hence, to be a customized individual is the 
valorized ideal of consumer capitalism. The conformity underlining all perceptions 
of authenticity sustains social valorizations establishing power relationships 
within distinct social groups or cultures. In every cultural group, it is worldview 
that defines the overall dimensions of legitimate authority and its self-sustaining, 
self-defined reality. Worldview anticipates an authenticity shared by all: 
“Worldview can be expressed as the fundamental cognitive, affective, and 
evaluative presuppositions a group of people make about the nature of things, 
and which they use to order their lives” (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Worldview). 
As Potter also recognizes, perhaps, without a shared definition of reality there is 
no coherent understanding of authenticity: “Does authenticity matter? [Richard] 
Siklos conclude[s] that no, it does not, that we live in a culture that has long since 
lost its grip on reality” (Potter 138). 

Those elements of worldview which define reality also prescribe the attributes of 
what is considered authentic and set the possibility for what could be judged for 
its truth. The definition of reality is also necessary for documentation of verifiable 
truths considered immutable to any group. Perception of truth is enabled by 
acceptance of a specified reality; this is the cornerstone on which every variation 
of authenticity is laid. Each reality’s psychological and philosophical dimensions 
are set by the parameters of forbiddances identified by acceptance of governing 
practices. Those are the valorized premises easily known to be traditional or 
conventional or part of acculturation.  
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But what happens when a group or society loses focus on a common reality and 
waivers on the attributes of reality’s legitimacy? Look around you, but not literally 
at this very moment. Contemporary definitions of authentic leadership, those 
now controlled by consumer capitalism, can be considered a reflection of 
worldview atrophy and the intuitive awareness that authenticity is lost because of 
reality’s demise. The mania evident in current time, making it different from all 
others, perhaps, is the manifold expectation that authenticity is transient, 
temporal, and ever changing now, but not tomorrow. Further, heralding the 
death of reality isn’t innovative but it explains the death of authenticity itself in 
current context. Why? Let’s answer this question first: What’s a worldview’s 
reality precisely comprised of? 

According to [Leo] Apostel, a worldview is an ontology, or a 
descriptive model of the world. 

1. An explanation of the world[.] 
2. A futurology, answering the question "Where are we 

heading?” 
3. Values, answers to ethical questions: "What should we do?” 
4. A praxeology, or methodology, or theory of action: "How 

should we attain our goals?” 
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5. An epistemology, or theory of knowledge: "What is true and 
false? 

6. An etiology. A constructed world-view should contain an 
account of its own "building blocks," its origins and 
construction.” http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Worldview 

Authentic leadership’s core values highlight the antithesis of negative leadership 
practices documented in the disintegrating worldview, described here as part of 
the postmodern paradox: “You can only be a truly authentic person as long as 
most of the people around you are not” (Potter 133). Why, then, do we express 
the very need to define authentic leadership at all? Is it “the [perfect] Veblenian 
social conceit” (Potter 134)? Are we railing against a preponderance of 
inauthentic leadership because we are genetically wired to seek the ideal form? 
Ron Willingham in Authenticity: The Head, Heart and Soul of Selling (2014) makes 
precisely that claim for innate good, albeit one washed out by our becoming 
awash in mercantile selfishness of selling. Willingham’s work also confirms that 
some are compelled to critique, to present the antithesis to what might be 
ordinarily, commonly found inauthentic in consumer sales strategies? Is 
authenticity discourse, then, merely social shorthand, code for holding a mirror 
up to our failed nature in hope of an eschatological reform? We have joyously, or 
not, sang of many compelling deaths in our history. Fascination with apocalypse 
has biblical proportions, no? The loss of authenticity is a recurring undercurrent in 
the end-of-days entertainment so popular on big and small screens. 

When we define and proof the presence of authentic leadership we are making 
an expression of a cultural desire to eliminate the fear that authenticity is 
presently lost to us. In turn, we are acknowledging the potential to rediscover a 
reality once lost to us. And, if indeed the desire to define authentic leadership is 
part of this larger social unease caused by loss of reality, where then does this 
causal relationship originate? Lose a collective hold on reality and we have 
invariably killed off the possibility for authenticity.  

By necessity, then, we must ask and finally answer: Who or what killed the reality 
needed to sustain authenticity? We quickly learn of disruptions and discoveries 
that cause reality to be reconceived. Authenticity has been routinely killed-off by 
society, and not within precisely set periods of time, when there are shifts in 
worldview. The tell-tale signal to authenticity’s impending execution is normalized 
fear originating with social atrophy assigned to worldview disintegration. In the 
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contemporary, our need to define authentic leadership originates with the 
weariness caused by the effects of wholesale perception of insincerity, a 
communion of mistrust for authority of leadership, and the ascendancy of the 
faux in current worldview’s definition reality.  

We can trace the corresponding value inversions in philosophical terms to 
teleology found in announcements of the Death of God, the Death of the Author, 
the Death of the Reader, and the Death of (first semiotic then personal) Meaning, 
and most contemporaneously the Death of Reality. These deaths are only made 
possible because of the loss of belief in ubiquitous truth that sustained the 
probability of a single reality shared by all: “This is a world where truth has ceased 
to have any connection to reality, where each person’s ‘truth’ becomes as valid as 
any other person’s” (Potter 158). 

Truth is sustained and made incipient by worldview’s reality. Our current 
worldview is in a state of atrophy and disintegration, and the perceived loss of 
authenticity is an attribute of immutable truth’s death in our time. To understand 
why truth has no universally recognized meaning let’s look more deeply in 
explicating Leo Apostel’s worldview theory. 

Worldview offers a creation story/myth for the whole world and the intentional 
portion of the figured, future ‘world.’ No society can envision a collective future 
unless there’s a common understanding of what constitutes the reality identified 
as now. The creation myth can also explain how knowledge itself came to exist as 
either ab ovo usque ad mala, discoverable, constituted, gifted, or forbidden. The 
creation story/myth also provides a frame narrative for inspiring self-discovery 
and an anticipates an individual search for spiritual fulfillment. It also sanctions 
inquiry, including physical action; that is, it defines what knowledge and lines of 
empirical investigation are to be considered ordinary, sacred or taboo. Worldview 
also differentiates knowledge users from those who manipulate, manage and/or 
discover it. It always provides an ethical imperative setting forth a code of 
conduct influencing decision-making, specifying both rewards and reprisals. It will 
mete out expected punishments for both intellectual and physical transgressions. 

Within any worldview calls to action are guided by a unifying belief in creation, 
knowledge’s origin and function, commitment to absolute or universal truth, and 
expectation for ethically motivated, value-based behavior. Causation is explained 
only by what is accepted of the world. Interpretation of cause is influenced by the 
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expectation for behavior, action or interpretation confirming the prevailing 
knowledge paradigm. Cause and effect is interpreted to explain the rationale for 
an imminent future sustaining the accepted facts of contemporary existence. 
Finally, expectation for the future is built upon entitlement prediction affirmed in 
tradition. 

Loss of worldview solidarity results in escalation of fear, acceptance of violence, 
increasing suspicion, normalized social alienation, and pervasive threat 
anxieties. Do we manifest any evidence of these symptoms? Or, could they be 
attributable to any age? If yes, when did/does the prevailing worldview actually 
break, then? Is it an erosive process or volcanic moment? In actuality we can 
point to the postmodern era as the tipping point wherein our dominate 
worldview was presenting an overabundance of social self-rejection. 

Current definitions of authentic leadership reflect even more specific elements of 
worldview atrophy. Trace the many definitions of authentic leadership and you 
will find they confirm and/or deny all of the following: 

1. Yearning for return to a stable world with fixed parameters of knowledge 
and authority.  

2. There is a desire to know and represent ‘thyself’ in relation to how 
citizenship operates in a global economy driven by corporate hegemony, 
greed, and climate change. 

3. Heightened desire for constancy, and uniformity of perception as it relates 
to answering the questions: What is my/our reality? and What is our most 
probable future arising from it? (think global warming and climate change) 

4. Lament for expectations based in collective submission to entitlement 
reflecting self-restraint or even self-denial, not the ardent freedom to 
satiate ascribed to the individualism of indulgence. 

5. Structuring of new social orders using virtual collaboration tools, Creative 
Commons, national partnerships, self-selection/de-selection, off-the-grid 
living, small homes movements, etc., to function in counterpoint to the 
‘cultural logic of contemporary capitalism.’ 

6. Sharing a widespread sense of social alienation despite social 
connectedness and its frenzied engagement with faux, figured or virtual 
realities, relationships and communities. TV: Alone, Alaskan Bush People, 
The Bachelor, The Apprentice, The Voice, Big Brother, The Walking Dead, 
The X Files, eHarmony, OurTime, Match, Zoosk, etc. 
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7. Tolerance for inhibition. 
8. Preference for fantasy realities with melodrama as the behavioral norm. 
9. The avatar syndrome: despondence and depression when forced or obliged 

to reconcile fantasy identities with those of actual people and even the self. 
10. Craving for a definitive sense of being in control of one’s life. Activities of 

fantasizing control with like-minded persons in simulated or virtual realities. 
11. Fear of obsolescence is conjoint with the loss of a sense of personal 

meaning in work. 
12. Rejection or denial of individual responsibility for definition of personal 

happiness. Consumerism has co-opted the status of being able to disengage 
the valued self from mercantile pursuits. 

13. Supposition of the ‘Others’ who are responsible for what makes me anguish 
or fear. 

14. Searching for principled life-purpose with a spiritual currency in a social 
system that once reveled in the notion that ‘God is Dead; God is Money!’ 

15. Afraid to engage the struggle of practical living affirming one’s spiritual 
meaning, there is celebration of the shallowness in the ease of life for those 
with unreflective characters. 

16. Lament for simplicity and a heightening frustration with the ever-increasing 
complexity of ordinary problem solving. 

17. Rebirth of the social contract as a principled mutual agreement among 
people, not between citizens and their government. 

18. Expectation for the (Platonic) republican ability to decide when literally 
dialoguing together. 

19. Belief that the paucity of truth is directly proportional to the number of 
people sharing belief in it. 

20. Sharing a belief and faith in hope is a logical and moral tenet for the 
revelation of truth and its continuity in society. 

When embracing the dialogue on authentic leadership, then, one must remember 
where the loss of and desire for authenticity originates. Those desiring and 
seeking to celebrate, name and codify a new authentic leadership will need much 
more than to simply command the antithesis to perceived deficits. The correction 
might very well require a complicated dialogue on authenticity itself and 
answering what the desired collective outcomes are in relation to the health of a 
prevailing worldview. 
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“Why Authentic Leadership Discourse is a Business in 13 
Quotations”      Dr. Trent Keough 

 
 
 

1. “Authentic — People love authenticity. We all crave something that is 
real.”  Jeremy Smith  
 

2.  “A Google search on ‘authentic marketing’ surprisingly yields over 17 
million articles,” says Jill Byron.   
 

3.  “Although the word authenticity may be over used in the social ecosystem, 
it is still highly misunderstood. It’s a foundation for social business success. I 
don’t care if you are tired of hearing about it.”   Pam Moore   
 

4. “When consumers want what’s real, the management of the consumer 
perception of authenticity becomes the new primary source of competitive 
advantage—the new business imperative.”  James H. Gilmore & B. Joseph 
Pine 
 

5. “Does authenticity matter? [Richard] Siklos conclude[s] that no, it does not, 
that we live in a culture that has long since lost its grip on reality.” Andrew 
Potter  
 

6. “It irritates me. It allows brands to skip over ‘the truth’ in favour of ‘a truth’. 
It’s used so often to describe things that are the direct opposite of 
‘authentic’ that it no longer means anything at all.” Laura Swinton 
 

7. “Even Marks & Spencer’s men’s underwear is branded ‘authentic’, posing 
the nice question of what an inauthentic pair of boxer shorts or trunks 
would look like.” Steven Poole 
 

8.  “Promoting products as ‘authentic’ is serious business these days. You will 
notice the word and its variants being used to sell just about everything—” 
John Cloud 
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9. “Authentic Leadership [2003] was intended as a clarion call to the new 
generation to learn from negative examples like Enron, WorldCom and 
Tyco.” Bill George 
 

10. “The search for authenticity, nearly everywhere we find it in modern times, 
is bound up with a radical rejection of things as they are.”  Marshall Berman 
 

11. “Authenticity discourse had uniformly been affiliated with academic 
discourse, specifically critique of both individuals’ and societies’ implied 
and expressed assumptions about their purposefulnesses and functions.”  
Trent Keough 
 

12. “Today, authenticity is everywhere made pastiche, made local to exclusive 
situations.  It is an utterly alienating ideological force symptomatic of a 
disturbing cultural malaise, radical individualism. It also belongs to the 
many other ghettos of ism. Authenticity has become the Tower of Babel in 
consumer capitalism.” Trent Keough 
 

13. “Authenticity depends upon social cohesion and communal ownership of 
truth, authority, reality, and trust. Without holding these collectively, there 
is only faux authenticity, that currently perpetuated by customization in 
consumer capitalism.” Trent Keough 
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   7 Descriptions of the Attributes of Authentic Leadership 
 

 

 

What would you add to these definitions of Authentic Leadership? 

1.  ____________________________________________________ 

2.   ____________________________________________________ 

3.   _____________________________________________________ 

4.  _____________________________________________________ 

5.   _____________________________________________________ 
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What is the function and purpose of humankind’s existence, for you? 

1. ___________________________________________ 
 

2. ___________________________________________ 
 
 

3. ___________________________________________ 

 

What is your purposefulness in life? How does it add or further that of all? 

1. ____________________________________________ 

 

2.   _____________________________________________ 

 

3.   ______________________________________________ 
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Leo Apostel and Worldview Theory . . . elongated! 

 

 

Weltanschauung  
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Consumer Capitalism  
 

“Trust is important precisely because the entire purchase experience depends 
upon trust in order to be successful. Every conversion is an indication that trust 
has been won. Every new customer represents a person whose trust has been 
earned. Every return customer represents a person whose trust continues to be 
held. Without trust, there is no such thing as conversions, customers or revenue.” 

Jeremy Smith “51 Words That Inspire Trust and How to Use Them In Marketing”  
https://www.jeremysaid.com/blog/words-inspire-trust-use-marketing/ 

 

“Business today, therefore, is all about being real. Original. Genuine. Sincere. 
Authentic.” 
 
“When consumers want what’s real, the management of the consumer perception 
of authenticity becomes the new primary source of competitive advantage—the 
new business imperative.” 
 
James H. Gilmore’s and B. Joseph Pine’s Authenticity: What Consumers Really 
Want (2007)  
 
 
“A Google search on ‘authentic marketing’ surprisingly yields over 17 million 
articles,” says Jill Byron.  
http://adage.com/article/digitalnext/brand-authenticity-real/303191/ 
 
“If you type the words “authenticity” and “authentic” into Google’s Ngram 
Viewer, which plots graphs of the use of words in books over a given period, you 
will find that there has been a strong uptick in usage since the early 1990s. It 
might be no coincidence that this parallels the rise to ubiquity of digital creative 
technologies.”   Steven Poole   
http://www.newstatesman.com/culture/culture/2013/03/why-are-we-so-obsessed-pursuit-authenticity 
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It’s What in/Authentic Leaders Do!     

Dr. Trent Keough  

1. The authentic leader embraces personal responsibility. S/he is therefore 
empathetic to others and engages in reflective practice.  

• The inauthentic leader is an individual who never takes personal 
responsibility. S/he is not emotionally intelligent is therefore un-
empathetic to others and is equally ignorant of self.  
 

2. The authentic leader's actions confirm followers’ perceptions of the 
leader’s self-guiding principles.  
 

• The inauthentic leader's actions never align with others’ perceptions 
of the leader’s self-guiding principles.  

 
3. The authentic leader knows fear as a root cause of conflict and destruction 

in the self, others, societies and organizations. 
 

• The inauthentic leader does not know fear as a root cause of conflict 
and destruction.  

4. The authentic leader acts to name and then to ameliorate/eliminate 
situational and contextual fear.  

• The inauthentic leader never names or works to eliminate 
situational, contextual, or localized fear. 

5. The authentic leader lives the hope-filled existential perspective that 
individual and social being-is-becoming.  

• The inauthentic leader never presents the existential perspective that 
individual and social being is an absolutely hopeful becoming.  

 
6. The authentic leader serves as a unique counterpoint to others.   

 

• The inauthentic leader is ordinary and embodies a myriad of faults 
eschewed by all.  
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7. The authentic leader interprets local circumstances through an 
encyclopedic, not global, lens. 

• The inauthentic leader interprets local circumstances through a 
parochial lens. 
 

8. The authentic leader defines reality so as to articulate a desirable future 
state of betterness. 
 

• The inauthentic leader muddles followers with iterations of possible 
realities thereby presenting an incoherent future vision. 

 

Versus  

 
https://www.entrepreneur.com/article/246661 

R. Michael Anderson “5 Steps to Becoming an Authentic Leader” 

1. Embrace Leadership.  
2. Be a servant to vision. 
3. Be vulnerable—but in a healthy way. 
4. Employ “neutral honesty.” 
5. Take complete ownership. 
6. Bonus: Give yourself a break.      

   

Ronald E Riggio “What Is Authentic Leadership? Do You Have It?” 
 https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/cutting-edge-leadership/201401/what-is-authentic-leadership-do-you-
have-it 

1. Self-Awareness (“Know Thyself”). 
2. Relational Transparency (“Be Genuine”) 
3. Balanced Processing (“Be Fair-Minded”) 
4. Internalized Moral Perspective (“Do the Right Thing”). 
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Kevin Kruse What Is Authentic Leadership? 
http://www.forbes.com/kevinkruse.com 

1. Authentic leaders are self-aware and genuine. 
2. Authentic leaders are mission driven and focused on results. 
3. Authentic leaders lead with their heart[s.] 
4. Authentic leaders focus on the long-term. 

 

Michael Hyatt “The 5 Marks of Authentic Leadership” 
https://michaelhyatt.com/the-five-marks-of-authentic-leadership.html 

1. Authentic Leaders Have Insight 

2. Authentic Leaders Demonstrate Initiative 

3. Authentic Leaders Exert Influence 

4. Authentic Leaders Have Impact 

5. Authentic Leaders Exercise Integrity 

 

Bill George  “Authentic leaders demonstrate these five qualities: 
http://hbswk.hbs.edu/item/authentic-leadership-rediscovered 

• Understanding their purpose 
• Practicing solid values 
• Leading with heart 
• Establishing connected relationships 
• Demonstrating self-discipline 

 
 

Bill George “Authentic leaders demonstrate these five qualities”        
http://hbswk.hbs.edu/item/authentic-leadership-rediscovered 

 

mailto:Trent.keough@portagecollege.ca
http://www.forbes.com/sites/kevinkruse/
http://www.forbes.com/kevinkruse.com
https://michaelhyatt.com/the-five-marks-of-authentic-leadership.html
http://hbswk.hbs.edu/item/authentic-leadership-rediscovered
http://hbswk.hbs.edu/item/authentic-leadership-rediscovered


37 
 

Trent.keough@portagecollege.ca   

1. Authentic leadership is built on your character. 
2. Authentic leaders are real and genuine. 
3. Authentic leaders are constantly growing. 
4. Authentic leaders match their behavior to their context. 
5. Authentic leaders are not perfect, nor do they try to be.  
6. Authentic leaders are sensitive to the needs of others. 

 

Wikipedia “Authenticity”  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Authentic_leadership 

Authentic leadership includes these distinct qualities: 

• Self-awareness: An ongoing process of reflection and re-examination by the 
leader of his or her own strength, weaknesses, and values 

• Relational Transparency: Open sharing by the leader of his or her own 
thoughts and beliefs, balanced by a minimization of inappropriate emotions 

• Balanced Processing: Solicitation by the leader of opposing viewpoints and 
fair-minded consideration of those viewpoints 

• Internalized Moral Perspective: A positive ethical foundation adhered to by 
the leader in his or her relationships and decisions that is resistant to 
outside pressures 
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Dr. Trent Keough is President & CEO of Portage College, Alberta, Canada. For 49 
years Portage has served its many ethnically diverse communities, e.g. French, 
White Russian, Lebanese, Ukrainian, Hutterite, Italian, etc., while working 
successfully with their 11 neighboring Indigenous populations, representing Cree, 
Dene, and Metis peoples. The richness of the worldviews represented in Portage’s 
stakeholders is mirrored in Trent’s diverse writings and workshops on inclusion, 
communications theory, leadership praxis, institutional transformation and in his 
multifaceted presence on Twitter (@prestrent) and Linkedin. 
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