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Abstract 

What is the point of making any association between a philosophical concept and a sport? 

This paper explores the concept of authenticity through the lens of philosopher Harry Frankfurt’s 

“Freedom of Will and the Concept of a Person” (1971), as interpreted by philosopher Katharina 

Bauer (2017), and applies it to the context of competitive tennis. This analysis extends beyond 

sport, offering insight into how authenticity operates dynamically in everyday contexts such as 

education and the workplace. For a tennis player, this analysis might provide another angle to 

view a competitive game. This paper argues that authenticity, often perceived as a fixed 

condition of “being true to oneself,” is interpreted here as a dynamic process that fluctuates 

under multiple factors, including the pressure of achievement, audience influence, bias, 

disruptions in attention, the volatility of make-believe, and transformative moments. Using real 

and hypothetical cases, this paper shows how authenticity can collapse, be restored, or reach its 

highest level in the flow state.  
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Introduction 

When tennis fans watch the current world number one tennis player, Carlos Alcaraz, 

deciding to go for a drop shot1 at 30-40, we can hear the loudest gasps followed by thunderous 

applause. Even if you are not a tennis player, the sport of tennis could be argued as a miniature 

of life under pressure: choices under stress, competing desires, and the struggle of whether to be 

true to yourself when you are making a decision. Those who do not play tennis can still 

recognize these dynamics, for instance, in exams, job interviews, or the workplace. Authenticity 

in tennis could be viewed as a window into human agency in high-stakes situations. If you are a 

tennis player, the application of authenticity through philosopher Harry Frankfurt’s account 

might present another approach to adjust your game. So, when he decides to play a drop shot at 

the break point, is Alcaraz being authentic to his feelings, or is that part of the game plan?  

Before stating the thesis, I rely on philosopher Katharina Bauer’s 2017 account to 

establish the connection between the idea of authenticity and philosopher Harry Frankfurt’s 1971 

account of “Freedom of Will and the Concept of a Person.” The idea of authenticity is often 

defined as acting in ways that genuinely express who one is (Varga and Guignon, 2014). 

Frankfurt’s account of freedom of the will provides an idea of what makes an individual person. 

He distinguishes between first-order desires, which are simple wants, and second-order desires, 

which are wants about those wants. (The paper further explains those two concepts in detail in 

 
1 A drop shot is a soft hit that makes the ball land just over the net, so the opponent has to run forward quickly to 

reach it, creating an opportunity to attack. This skill is hard to master, and playing a drop shot would mean taking 

more risk than hitting a groundstroke.  
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the next section.) What makes a person, Frankfurt (1971) argues, is the ability to form second-

order volitions, meaning to endorse which desires they want to govern their will. In her account, 

Bauer (2017) explains second-order volition as “being true to the self you want to want to be” (p. 

569). In short, authenticity arises when the motives that drive action align with the volitions one 

endorses.  

Authenticity is often assumed to be a fixed condition, as it might be a stable alignment 

with one’s “true self” that characterizes a person across time. On this view, someone is either 

authentic or inauthentic with a clear line. Nonetheless, competitive tennis reveals that this idea is 

too rigid. As mentioned in the previous paragraph, authenticity depends on whether the first-

order desire that moves a person at a given moment is the same one they endorse through 

second-order volitions. Since desires and pressures shift constantly in a match, authenticity 

cannot be settled during a match. Instead, it is dynamic as authenticity can be lost and regained 

point by point, making it fragile yet meaningful precisely because of its instability. This idea of 

dynamic authenticity challenges the traditional notion of authenticity as a fixed property and 

provides the lens through which this paper analyzes competitive tennis. 

This paper explores the idea of whether tennis players experience a constant shift in their 

level of authenticity under a competitive, pro setting through the lens of Frankfurt’s 1971 

account of freedom of the will, as interpreted by Bauer (2017). Namely, a tennis player acts 

authentically when his second‐order volitions endorse the first‐order motives that drive their on‐

court decisions. Specifically, the second-order volitions this paper refers to are those that seek to 

make certain desires part of one’s will (Frankfurt, 1971, p. 10). This paper argues that in a 

competitive match, authenticity is not a fixed condition but fluctuates constantly as players’ 
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motives shift under pressure, audience influence, cognitive states, and other situational factors. 

Drawing on philosophical and psychological literature on sport, attention, bias, and achievement, 

this paper shows that the competitive environment makes authenticity a dynamic property, not a 

static ideal. 

The paper proceeds as follows. Section II offers a more detailed explanation of the 

connection between the concept of authenticity and Frankfurt’s theory of freedom of the will. In 

Section III, I discuss how competitive tennis is a useful case to explain the shift in authenticity, 

combining some simple examples of the decisions a player might make during a match. In 

Section IV, I explore six factors that affect the shift in authenticity in a tennis match, namely the 

pressure of achievement or winning, audience influence, volatile attitudes as make-believe roles, 

implicit bias and cognitive disruption, attention in performance, and transformative moments. 

Additionally, I explain that the flow state is a product of achieving a high level of authenticity. In 

Section V, I present one case to illustrate how the level of authenticity of a tennis player would 

shift dynamically under the influence of the factors mentioned above. In Section VI, I respond to 

two potential objections to my argument. In Section VII, I argue that examining authenticity 

through the lens of Frankfurt’s account of freedom of the will is a suitable connection with the 

game of competitive tennis in exploring authenticity’s dynamic property. In Section VIII, I 

conclude, suggesting a connection between the shift in authenticity from the tennis courts to the 

real-life workplace and education.  
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Frankfurt’s Account and the Idea of Authenticity 

Before bringing competitive tennis into the discussion, this section elaborates on the 

connection between the idea of authenticity and philosopher Harry Frankfurt’s concept of 

freedom of the will, as interpreted by Bauer (2017). This paper uses Bauer’s account because it 

presents explicit links between the quality Frankfurt argues that makes a person and the concept 

of authenticity. Bauer’s framework provides a clear, conceptual bridge to connect Frankfurt’s 

theory of personhood and the dynamic shift of authenticity players experience in competitive 

tennis. 

A definition describes authenticity as a quality that makes “a person who acts in 

accordance with desires, motives, ideals or beliefs that are not only hers (as opposed to someone 

else’s), but that also express who she really is” (Varga and Guignon, 2014). Frankfurt’s 

influential paper “Freedom of the Will and the Concept of a Person” provides the conceptual 

framework for analyzing the quality of being a person. Frankfurt distinguishes between first-

order desires, which are simple motives to act (for instance, a player’s urge to hit a safe shot 

during a rally), and second-order desires, which are desires about desires (for instance, wanting 

to want to play aggressively rather than passively). Within this framework, Frankfurt (1971) 

argues that the capacity to form second-order volitions, which is wanting a certain desire to 

govern their will, is essential to being a person. Philosopher Katharina Bauer (2017) illustrates 

the connection between the concept of authenticity and Frankfurt’s idea of second-order volition. 

Bauner states that according to Frankfurt’s account, being true to yourself means being true to 

one’s commitments, plans, and objects of caring you wholeheartedly identify with, and when one 

wants to want to be true to the self, they are endorsing their actions with a second-order volition 
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(p. 569). Bauner’s explanation provides a bridge to the idea that one would be authentic to 

themselves if their first-order desire is endorsed at a higher level of the second-order desire. 

Therefore, this paper claims that, as interpreted by Bauer on Frankfurt’s account, authenticity 

arises when a person’s effective will, the motive that drives their actions, is in alignment with 

these second-order volitions. 

Linking Frankfurt’s account and the concept of authenticity provides fertile ground for 

applying philosophical analysis to competitive tennis. On court, players are constantly pulled by 

conflicting first-order desires, such as to play safely to avoid errors, to attack boldly for control 

of the point, or even to conserve energy for later points. Whether a player is authentic, in 

Frankfurt’s sense, depends on whether the first-order desire that actually motivates their action is 

the very one they have endorsed through a second-order volition. For example, a player may 

endorse the volition to “want to remain aggressive under pressure,” yet the pressure during the 

match makes the player extremely cautious. In such a moment, this paper argues that the player 

is acting with a low level of authenticity. By contrast, when the player fully immerses in their 

aggressive strategy on court, they are acting authentically. As the later sections of this paper will 

argue, tennis vividly illustrates my central claim: authenticity is neither static nor guaranteed but 

is constantly shifting as motives rise, conflict, and are resolved in real time during play. 

Why is Competitive Tennis a Suitable Case Study 

Authenticity is never fixed in our daily lives. One could be congratulating a friend for 

their accomplishment from the bottom of our hearts, but one might also congratulate a rival just 

out of politeness. The game of competitive tennis is a particularly revealing test case because a 
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player stays on a spectrum between a high level of authenticity and a low level of authenticity 

throughout a match. During the game of competitive tennis, whether it is before hitting a stroke 

or between games and sets, players constantly make decisions under multiple outer and inner 

factors. A player may begin a set with an aggressive playing style, and in the opening games, 

their first-order desire of attacking coheres with their second-order volition of following the 

game plan to be proactive. However, when unforced errors pile up, or the opponent changes 

tactics, new first-order desires arise: to play cautiously for consistency, to simply keep the ball in 

play, or to wait for the opponent’s mistakes. At that moment, the level of authenticity starts to 

drop as the player starts focusing purely on the emotions caused by the conflicts between higher- 

and lower-order desires. If they reluctantly fall back into defensive play without accepting it as a 

decision they truly want to make, their actions will likely make the level of authenticity 

plummet. If, on the other hand, they wholeheartedly embrace caution as a part of their tactic, 

then defensive play becomes a way to maintain the level of authenticity in that moment. 

The constant change of thoughts during matches reflects the dynamic shift of authenticity 

for competitive tennis players under different situations, rather than a permanent trait. Swings 

from playing with the momentum to playing under pressure, physical fatigue, and psychological 

pressure force players to continually realign between the higher and lower levels of desire. 

Players are constantly finding a balance point between the higher- and lower-order desires to 

navigate on the spectrum of the level of authenticity. A slight misalignment of the first-order 

desire and the second-order volition could pull one from the right (high level of authenticity) of 

the spectrum to the left (low level of authenticity). Authenticity is thus never guaranteed from the 
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start of a match. It must be secured and re-secured, point by point, as a player’s motivations 

evolve throughout the match.  

Six Factors that Contribute to Shift in Authenticity 

Six different factors contribute to the dynamic property of authenticity. Below, this 

section ranks those factors, from most to least significant, that contribute to the rise of new first-

order desires that challenge one’s second-order desires, leading to possible authenticity shifts. At 

the end of this section, this section also brings up the idea that maximized authenticity might 

allow a player to reach the flow state (Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2002). 

The most significant factor shaping authenticity in competitive tennis is the pressure to 

win. Philosopher Nathaniel Baron-Schmitt argues that winning matters for athletes because it 

represents achievement and full engagement within the competition (Baron‐Schmitt, 2022). 

Viewing this drive from Frankfurt’s terms, the pressure of winning can easily push players into 

actions that lower one’s level of authenticity. If a player’s second-order volition is to “play 

boldly,” but the fear of losing drives them to be reluctant to attack, their first-order desire is no 

longer aligned with what they want to govern them. Authenticity collapses as the player puts 

excess stress on themselves for winning, leading to the fear of losing, which eventually reflects 

on the court as having tight strokes and poor shot selections. Conversely, if achievement itself is 

endorsed as the second-order desire, namely if the player wants to want to win, then authenticity 

is preserved even during pressure moments. However, there lies the problem that the alignment 

of the desire for achievement and the pressure upon winning is unstable and changing between 

points and sets, making a high level of authenticity fragile to maintain.  
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The next significant factor is the influence of audiences and broader narratives that are 

woven around competition. Philosopher Leslie A. Howe argues that athletes perform not just for 

themselves but within storylines constructed by spectators, commentators, and media (Howe, 

2011). For tennis players, crowds’ applause, media’s commentary and prediction, and national 

expectation all create shifting motives, whether it is to entertain, to prove oneself, or to show off 

their pro skills. If these motives conflict rather than echo and align with the player’s second-

order volitions, for instance, to follow the personalized game plan, the level of authenticity 

drops. A player who drifts away from their previously aligned higher and lower order desires to 

fulfill the narrative arc the audience demands is no longer acting from a volition they truly 

identify with. Frankfurt’s model illuminates how authenticity fluctuates when endorsement is 

encountered by external factors.  

Compared to the two factors above, implicit bias and cognitive disruption form a less 

significant but influential threat to maintaining a high level of authenticity. Jules Holroyd and 

Daniel Kelly argue that implicit biases can shape one’s motives without conscious awareness, 

and while these biases can be managed, they cannot be eliminated (Holroyd & Kelly, 2016). 

While the concept of “implicit bias” usually refers to “a negative attitude, of which one is not 

consciously aware, against a specific social group” (American Psychological Association, 2022), 

this paper uses this concept more broadly as a factor for understanding how hidden pressures can 

shape a player’s volitions. The paper’s aim is not to redefine the technical concept, but to adapt 

its structure to illustrate how authenticity in tennis can be undermined by forces outside pre-

established second-order volitions. 
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In competitive tennis, players may unconsciously alter their game against higher- or 

lower-ranked opponents, acting from motives of intimidation or over-relaxation rather than from 

their second-order volitions. These subtle shifts reveal how authenticity can erode beneath 

conscious control. Motives influenced by implicit bias threaten a high level of authenticity. A 

player could perform below his standard level against a much weaker opponent or a much 

stronger opponent, producing actions and a level of performance that usually do not belong to the 

player.  

A historical example from the 2001 Wimbledon semi-final between British player Tim 

Henman and Croatia’s Goran Ivanisevic vividly presents how implicit bias in competitive tennis 

could affect a player’s performance. Henman, a beloved British player, was seen as more than 

just an athlete. He became a symbol of national hopes at Wimbledon because if he wins this 

match, as reporter Ken Jones from the Independent News states, “it will be the greatest English 

victory in sport since the 1966 World Cup final” (Jones, 2001). However, when Henman lost the 

semi-final, it was not only on his shoulders, but it felt like he had failed an entire nation. Jones 

notes his struggles were less about tennis skills and more about being consumed by the weight of 

oppressive national expectations. He further describes how “Henman buckled under the pressure 

of expectation” (Jones, 2001), not because of his opponent’s skill, but because media and 

national hype had built him into a mythic last hope for British success. While the audiences 

should definitely acknowledge that it was Ivanisevic’s better playing that allowed him to reach 

the finals of the 2001 Wimbledon, Henman’s case exemplifies how external, implicit pressures, 

perhaps even when not consciously acknowledged, can lead to performance with a low level of 

authenticity, which ultimately leads to unwanted results. 
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While implicit bias destabilizes volitional alignment of the first-order and second-order 

desires, attention can help a player restore the level of authenticity. Philosopher Finn Janning 

emphasizes that authentic performance requires a player’s undivided attention, which involves 

openness and receptivity, and that the ability to pay attention will likely lead to better 

performance and increased existential meaningfulness and joy, contributing to a more dignified 

life (Janning, 2024). For tennis players, deliberate attention to the game leads to endorsed 

motives stabilizing the alignment of first- and second-order desires. For instance, when a player 

is able to pay full attention to every single point during the match, taking the shots step by step, 

he is undividedly focused on the game of tennis rather than any other thoughts or distractions. 

When a player is able to achieve at this stage of full concentration, perhaps he might enter the 

“flow,” which is a hyper-focused state where an individual will achieve peak performance 

through deep engagement of balanced skill and challenge (Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 

2002). Thus, he is more likely to return to a high level of authenticity in a short period of time. 

Conversely, temporary loss of attention on the game opens the door to inauthentic play, and the 

player might be distracted by unorganized urges that take over with first-order desires deviating 

from the second-order volition. In this way, attention to match operates as both a safeguard and a 

condition of authenticity, directly mediating how higher-order volitions guide lower-order 

desires that contribute to authentic performance. 

Additionally, philosopher Nils-Hennes Stear reminds us that sport is a kind of collective 

make-believe, where players adopt roles, such as the underdog, aggressor, and entertainer, within 

a shared fiction (Stear, 2017). In tennis, these roles can shift point by point, producing volatile 

attitudes. Authenticity, taking Frankfurt’s theory into account, requires players to fully embrace 
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the roles they adopt because the action of embracing the role reflects the process of aligning first-

order desire through second-order volitions. The “role” refers to a set of patterns or attitudes a 

player adopts within the “as-if” framework of the game. For example, one might take on the 

identity of the underdog, aggressor, or entertainer. Each role carries expectations about behavior 

and strategy, shaping the kinds of decisions, such as shots, tactics, and emotions, players make 

during matches. Without endorsement, the role becomes alienating, destabilizing the level of 

authenticity. For instance, a player who forces himself to play aggressively for the sake of 

executing the game plan will find a rise in the number of unforced errors. By contrast, a player 

who consciously endorses and really believes that he is the “aggressor” on the court can 

authentically inhabit it, possibly leading to pleasant and surprising outcomes. Competitive tennis 

thus makes authenticity contingent not only on motives but also on whether the player genuinely 

embraces their imagined roles in the “as-if” world of competitive tennis. 

Finally, transformative moments represent the deepest but rarest shifts in authenticity. 

Philosopher Laurie Ann Paul explains transformative experience as a decision that radically 

reshapes one’s life in ways that cannot be anticipated. She distinguishes between epistemic 

transformation, where one gains new knowledge, and personal transformation, where one’s core 

values or identity are altered (Paul, 2014). In the context of competitive tennis, such experiences 

can occur as micro-transformations within a single match. A pivotal moment may force a player 

to re-endorse different motives, namely shifting from a conservative to an aggressive strategy, or 

deciding to prioritize taking initiative to end the point over grinding out a win. These re-

endorsements alter authenticity in real time, as the second-order volitions are also redefined 

fundamentally. The outcomes of such transformations are unpredictable. A single choice to 
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change strategy might lead to winning a set, losing a match, or even reshaping how the player 

conceives of their competitive identity in the future. Frankfurt’s model helps capture the dynamic 

side of authenticity, while Paul’s framework emphasizes that authenticity is not only fragile but 

also capable of sudden, identity-level transformation.  

After discussing possible factors that can cause authenticity shifts, this paper contends 

that the flow state is a phenomenological product when a player reaches the highest level of 

authenticity. Philosopher Jeanne Nakamura and psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi’s well-

known work describes “flow” as a state of deep engagement where skill and challenge are 

balanced, and action merges with awareness. In the hyper-focused state, an individual will 

achieve peak performance, lose reflective self-consciousness, get the sense of full control of 

one’s actions, experience distortion of temporal existence, and feel intrinsic rewards (Nakamura 

& Csikszentmihalyi, 2002). Considering Frankfurt’s ideals, a player can enter the state of flow 

when their first-order desires and second-order volitions align seamlessly. At this point, the 

player would be fully focused on the point he is playing, ignoring any distractions or other 

factors around. When one enters the flow state, they would no longer need to consciously think 

about whether they are endorsing their first- and second-order desires as they have already 

achieved the highest level of authenticity. Importantly, flow does not cause authenticity. Rather, 

flow is a product when a player reaches peak authenticity. Nonetheless, a competitive tennis 

player’s fragility in the state of flow means that authenticity can quickly shift when the state is 

broken by other forces like pressure, bias, and audience influence in match conditions. Flow thus 

serves as a clear signal to show that a player is completely focused on a game in which they will 

not think about other factors that might threaten the level of authenticity.  
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Authenticity as a Dynamic 

This section visualizes the shift in authenticity for a tennis player during a match using 

the scenario of a bad line call from the empire, and how the six factors above play a role in 

affecting the player’s performance. This scenario assumes, at the start of the match, the player 

embodies his first-order desire with his second-order volition, achieving a high level of 

authenticity, as the player comes fresh on the court. His first-order desire is to play aggressively 

from the baseline, and his second-order volition is to want that aggressive game plan to govern 

his action. The effective will align with the endorsed volition, thus making the play authentic. 

Following the coach’s pre-match plan, the player’s actions reflect wholehearted identification 

with his competitive self. 

The dynamic changes after a series of unforced errors and a disputed line call. A surge of 

anger generates new first-order desires for the player. The first-order desire might be the urge to 

yell at the umpire and smash the racquet. Yet at the higher level, the player still endorses a 

volition to remain rational and committed to the game plan. Here, authenticity collapses because 

the effective will is governed by unendorsed impulses, the new first-order desire to yell and 

smash the racquet. Frankfurt’s distinction between acting from desires and identifying with those 

desires is sharply illustrated: the player is moved by motives he disowns. 

This loss of authenticity can be explained by several pressures. The pressure of winning 

(Baron-Schmitt, 2022) magnifies the frustration of losing points, making the bad call feel like a 

threat to achievement itself. The incident is also shaped by audience influence (Howe, 2011), 

since racquet smashing carries a performative element that might satisfy the crowd’s expectation 
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for drama. Implicit bias and cognitive disruption (Holroyd & Kelly, 2016) also play a role, as the 

perception of unfairness in the player’s mind allows reactive anger to take over the rationality the 

player should maintain. The outburst exemplifies the volatility of sport’s make-believe 

framework (Stear, 2017). In that moment, the player steps out of the “aggressor” role and, 

instead, inhabits the role of the “angry rebel” without endorsing it. 

Now say, for instance, the player calms down after losing the first set. Now, authenticity 

is restored when the player regains attentional focus (Janning, 2024) completely. By settling 

down and consciously reaffirming the volition to follow the game plan, the player re-aligns his 

first- and second-order desires. Considering Frankfurt’s account, this is not simply a shift in 

behavior but a restoration of the will as the player once again identifies with the motives that 

guide him.  

Once composure is restored, the player may re-enter the flow state (Nakamura & 

Csikszentmihalyi, 2002). Here, action and volition merge seamlessly, and the player’s 

performance might return to the high level at the beginning of the match. Flow does not cause 

authenticity, but it is a product of the restoration of authenticity. This case thus encapsulates 

Frankfurt’s account with the idea of shifting authenticity where alignment of higher and lower 

order desires is secured, disrupted, and re-secured, within the span of a single match. 

Objections and Rebuttals 

The following section considers and rebuts two objections to this paper’s argument.   

First Objection: The flow state shows that authenticity does not require reflective 

endorsement of higher and lower order desires as an individual enters the state when these 
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desires align seamlessly. In flow, players act without conscious reflection, and this is when they 

achieve the highest level of authenticity. 

Flow occurs when first-order desires align fully with second-order volitions that 

reflection no longer needs to intervene, but this does not mean endorsement is absent. The player 

acts without hesitation because the volitional structure has already been settled. On this view, 

flow becomes the product when a player’s authenticity is at the highest level. Upon entering into 

the state of flow, the distinction between wanting and wanting-to-want combines for a tennis 

player in a match setting. 

Second Objection: Implicit bias undermines the idea of achieving a high level of 

authenticity. If unconscious motives constantly shape action, then the alignment required 

between second-order volitions and first-order desires is rarely possible. A tennis player may act 

authentically, but hidden biases or disruptions always affect their motives. 

This objection highlights the fragility of maintaining a high level of authenticity but 

overstates its implications. Achieving a high level of authenticity does not require perfect 

rational control, only that the motives which in fact govern action are ones the agent identifies 

with. Biases may intrude, but they do not necessarily displace endorsement. It is undeniable that 

tennis players will experience moments when unconscious biases take control of the mind, just 

like any human being would. Although sometimes players can perform under their average level 

against a higher-ranked opponent, or tighten up under stereotype threat, as professional tennis 

players, they can and are required to restore authenticity by consciously reaffirming their second-

order volitions. Thus, instead of showing that achieving a high level of authenticity is 
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impossible, implicit bias demonstrates why it is precarious and must be actively sustained 

through the endorsement of second-order volitions. 

Freedom of the Will, Authenticity, and the Game of Tennis 

Frankfurt’s account of freedom of the will, as interpreted by Bauer (2017), and 

authenticity, the alignment of first-order desires with endorsed second-order volitions, connects 

smoothly with the dynamics of tennis. On court, players continually face conflicts, such as 

whether to attack or defend, conserve or raise energy, play for themselves or for the crowd. 

Authenticity shifts when their effective motives diverge from or realign with the volitions they 

endorse. 

The six factors that this paper discussed earlier show how fragile this alignment is. 

Winning pressure and audience influence often pull players away from their endorsed plans. Bias 

and attentional lapses undermine control, while the make-believe aspect of sport tempts players 

into unendorsed roles. At times, transformative moments redefine volitions altogether, 

challenging what authenticity really means for the player mid-match. Tennis is especially 

revealing because players cannot hide behind teammates or coaches. Instead, each player stands 

on their own to overcome any challenges with their volitions. Competitive tennis is therefore a 

challenge to each player’s understanding of their selves, making the combination of Frankfurt’s 

account and authenticity not only relevant but uniquely suitable to analyze competitive tennis. 

Conclusion 

Viewing authenticity through the lens of Frankfurt’s account helps us to understand the 

volatility of competitive tennis from a philosophical perspective. Matches show how first-order 
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desires and second-order volitions can align, fracture, and realign under different factors. The six 

factors identified, winning, audience influence, bias, disruption in attention, the volatility of 

make-believe, and transformative moments, all contribute to the fragility of maintaining a high 

level of authenticity, while flow reflects when a player’s level of authenticity reaches the apex. 

The case study of competitive tennis visualizes how the six factors look in real match 

situations. The bad line call case study that this paper uses eventually reaches a positive ending. 

Nonetheless, in reality, there are two distinct trajectories. In some situations, authenticity 

collapses but can be restored. In others, once misalignment takes hold, it endures until the match 

is lost. Both trajectories confirm my central argument that authenticity is not a fixed possession 

but a fluctuating aspect that is continuously at risk. 

The relevance of this analysis extends beyond sport. Just as tennis players struggle to act 

in line with their endorsed volitions and first-order motives under pressure, so do students, 

professionals, and leaders in workplaces and schools. The challenge in maintaining authenticity 

does not only apply on tennis courts but wherever competing motives and external demands 

collide. The case study of authenticity in competitive tennis through the lens of philosopher 

Harry Frankfurt’s account of the freedom of the will provides us a way to understand what it 

means to act as a person one truly wants to be. 
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