
True Self and False Self 
 

 

The concepts of True Self and False Self come primarily from Donald Winnicott, a British 

psychoanalyst, and have become central ideas in psychodynamic and humanistic 

psychotherapy. The True self is the authentic core of a person.  The False self is a defensive 

facade developed to meet external expectations, often from childhood, leading to a sense of 

being inauthentic or empty.   

 

True Self 

The True Self is the spontaneous and authentic core of a person from which feelings, desires, 

creativity and vitality arise naturally.  It develops in infancy when the caregiver is attuned and 

responsive to the child’s feelings and needs, and mirrors the child’s unique expressions.  When 

someone is in touch with their True Self, they feel real, alive, creative and capable of intimacy.   

 

False Self 

The False Self is a defensive mask or façade developed through adapting to others’ expectations 

and inhibiting the expression of genuine feelings and needs.  The False Self emerges when 

caregivers are controlling, dismissive, unresponsive, or neglectful, forcing the child to suppress 

their own needs and instead comply with what is demanded.  Life can feel empty or mechanical.  

Relationships may feel shallow, with a sense of not being truly known.  Perfectionism or 

excessive compliance often reflects a child’s conditions of worth in childhood.  That is to say, 

the conditional acceptance of a critical, judgemental or controlling caregiver.  Being in the 

False Self and being disconnected from the True Self is a cause of anxiety and depression. 

 

Clinical Applications 

In therapy, work involves gently helping clients notice where they are living from the False 

Self and creating a safe space where the True Self can emerge.  Helping clients rediscover and 

live from their True Self involves supporting authenticity, spontaneity and a sense of being real. 

 

Psychodynamic psychotherapy explores how early relationships shaped the False Self and 

inhibited the True Self, creating a tension between the authentic, spontaneous core (True Self) 

and a defensive, socially adaptive mask (False Self). 

 

Humanistic therapy encourages authentic expression and self-acceptance.  The therapist 

provides the core conditions of unconditional acceptance, empathic understanding and 

genuineness, creating an environment where the client feels safe to be authentic and realise 

their True Self. 

 

Key Points 

The False Self is not inherently bad—it can be adaptive, especially in unsafe environments. 

Problems arise when it dominates, leaving the person cut off from vitality and authenticity. 

Therapy often involves moving from living primarily through the False Self toward 

reconnecting with the True Self. 
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