What is bad faith?                                                                Tia Carson-Davies

Jean-Paul Sartre was a French existentialist philosopher, writer, playwright, and key figure in twentieth-century French philosophy. Sartre's early work was focused on the clash between "bad faith" and an "authentic" way of "being," a concept encapsulated in his major philosophical work, an essay called ‘Being and Nothingness’ (1943). Another of his most well-known works is his lecture Existentialism and Humanism (1946), where Sartre stated that the main defining principle of existentialism is that a person's existence comes before their essence, with the phrase "existence precedes essence" later becoming a doctrine of existentialism. This indicates that only the individual can determine their true nature. According to Sartre, "man first of all exists, encounters himself, surges up in the world – and defines himself afterwards”.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Sartre, Jean-Paul, Existentialism is a Humanism (Yale University Press: New Haven&London, 2007).] 


The main defining principle of existentialist, according to Sartre, is that a person's existence comes before their essence. The existentialist movement adopted the phrase "existence precedes essence" as a motto. Simply put, this suggests that nothing can dictate a person's character, life goals, or other characteristics; only the individual can define their essence. "man first of all exists, encounters himself, surges up in the world – and defines himself afterwards." writes Sartre.

Bad faith, or mauvaise foi, is a notion developed by existentialists Simone de Beauvoir and Jean-Paul Sartre that portrays the occurrence where human beings act as though they do not have the freedom to make their own choices, following societal standards and thus denying the existence of their freedom. They stick with the safe route out of fear of too much freedom and attempt to avoid the angst that follows from realising that our existence as human beings has no purpose unless we voluntarily make one. As a result, this causes them to act inauthentically.
Authenticity, or selecting in a way that discloses the reality of the for-itself as both factual and transcendent, is the only way to avoid self-deception. My appropriate exercise of freedom, according to Sartre, creates values that any other human being in my situation could experience, therefore each true endeavour reveals a universal dimension in the singularity of a human life.
“Consciousness describes our awareness of internal and external stimuli.”[footnoteRef:2] We are always conscious, conscious of something; we can't be conscious of nothing. Sartre explains that there are two states of consciousness, the first where consciousness reaches out towards the world and grasps objects. This is where a person is experiencing things outside of themselves, such as the trees or other people talking. The second state is being conscious of things inside ourselves, for example - feeling pain or anxiety. Our consciousness is being turned in on itself. [2:  OSCRiceUniversity, What Is Consciousness?  (Pressbooks) <https://opentext.wsu.edu/psych105nusbaum/chapter/what-is-consciousness/>. [Accessed 16 January 2022].] 

I will explain these states of consciousness by relating Sartre’s example of looking through the keyhole when an eavesdropper “looked through a keyhole discovers that he is being observed or glanced at”, becoming aware that he has a 'foundation outside himself': “But all of a sudden” Sartre writes, “I hear footsteps in the hall. Someone is looking at me!... [A]ll of a sudden I am conscious of myself as escaping myself… in that I have my foundation outside myself.”[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Sartre. Being and Nothingness.
] 


His consciousness is focused on the world around him and on other people. His mind is flipped on itself as he hears a creak on the floorboard and he becomes aware of himself, becoming self-conscious as his consciousness is inverted on itself. This can result in negative feelings such as shame, emotions that are only possible if other people exist.

Furthermore, Sartre says there are two things we are conscious of: those that are objects and those that are subjects. He calls this “Being-in-itself and Being-for-itself”. Beings-in-themselves are ordinary objects perceived as outside of us, such as a laptop or a table. They are inanimate material objects are simply what they are; they have no within, they’re not conscious or aware of anything, they don’t have free will and they can’t choose to change into anything else. Secondly, he portrays Beings-For-Themselves: As humans, our consciousness may be focused back in on itself, onto us. Self-consciousness occurs when our consciousness directs its attention to oneself. For example, with guilty feelings, staring in the mirror, or daydreaming about the future, or with the example of the man looking through the keyhole. In this way, Beings-For-Themselves are self-conscious. 

The waiter example that Sartre uses illustrates how a man makes himself into a being-in-himself. He has characterized himself as a waiter, choosing the role that goes with his job, and the way of acting that goes with that, denying himself of his personal freedom to act otherwise. He shows up to work as a waiter, because he has convinced himself that he has to, consciously deceiving himself. Sartre explains how he moves and acts, “a little too precise, a little too rapid” and “a little too eagerly”, as if he has no other choice than “trying to imitate a tight-rope-walker”. Therefore, the waiter is more like an object, a Being-in-itself, than a Being-for-itself. Another example to explain this concept is how a teacher acts as a teacher when playing that role. Upon arriving at work, the teacher stops being casual, acts like the other teachers, following the rules of how to act, dress and respond. Reducing their choices, automatically responding as a teacher would, as a being-in-itself, teaching with appropriate enthusiasm. The waiter and teacher know that they are free but are choosing to ignore the fact. Sartre explains that bad faith is when one uses their freedom to deceive themselves and deny their own freedom, when a being-for-itself wishes to be a being-in-itself, a determined being, and retreats in bad faith.

A very important concept that Sartre wrote about is ‘existence precedes essence’. In Sartre’s view, humans do not have an essence, for humans (beings-for-themselves) our existence becomes before any essence. We determine our purpose through our choices and actions. However, for objects, Beings-In-Themselves, their essence comes first and determines the kind of existence that they will have. Things that are beings-in-themselves have a predefined essence.

Sartre uses the example of a paper knife in his essay, a paper knife is a Being-in-itself. A paper knife is made for a certain purpose; it has an essence before anybody begins to produce it, and hence its entire existence is contingent on someone deciding to make it for a specific purpose. It has a predetermined future as a paper knife. The paper knife cannot change its essence; it will always remain a paper knife, and it cannot choose to be a pencil or anything else. Sartre believes that there would also have to be a divine maker who designed humans with a purpose in mind. He says humans can only have an essence that precedes their existence if there is a God to have given us an essence and purpose. But there is no divine creator, according to Sartre. Therefore, if there is no God and humans aren’t created by God then humans have not been given purpose, they just exist. We have not been designed for a task and we do not have a predetermined future. Therefore, we are free to create our own purposeful essence, we are to do this through our actions, we create ourselves through what we choose to do, and our essence becomes defined through what we choose to do in the world.
When we act according to our essence we have accepted the responsibility, not only for our lives but for society as a whole. When saying that a man is responsible for himself, this doesn’t just mean that he is accountable for himself; we also mean that he is responsible for all other men.[footnoteRef:4] People might also be said to be in bad faith if they understand the nature of their responsibility but choose not to act. Sartre's concept of anxiety is connected to our freedom and fear of responsibility, and how we bury that anxiety. However, in periods of existential awareness, we discover that we are the only ones accountable for creating meaning in our lives, which causes us immense anxiety. We don't enjoy feeling anxious, so we bury it behind our daily routines, roles and other responsibilities.  [4:  Sartre, Jean-Paul, Existentialism is a Humanism (Yale University Press: New Haven&London, 2007).] 

On the other hand, bad faith is hiding behind society and blindly following its rules, values, and precepts. "If we define a man's situation as one of free choice," Sartre writes, "then any man who takes refuge behind his passions, any man who fabricates some deterministic theory, is operating in bad faith”.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Sartre, Existentialism is a Humanism] 


He also defines abandonment as the sense of loneliness atheists experience when they realise there is no God to prescribe a way of life, no instruction for people on how to live; that we are abandoned in the sense of being alone in the cosmos and arbiters of our own existence.
"There is a contingency of human existence. It is a condemnation of their being. Their being is not determined, so it is up to everyone to create their own existence, for which they are then responsible. They cannot not be free, there is a form of necessity for freedom, which can never be given up."
Sartre concludes his work by underlining that existentialism is positive and freeing since it is a philosophy of action and self-definition.. "Sartre offers a description of human beings as a project and as a commitment."[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Christian J. Onof, Jean Paul, Sartre. Existentialism. Internet Encyclopaedia of Philosophy. (World Publishing Company. 1956) https://iep.utm.edu/Sartre-ex/ [accessed 14 January 2022].] 
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