Existentialism and Phenomenology - Assessment 2 – 2,500 Words.
Critically assess the concept of bad faith?
The concept of ‘bad faith’ was first put forward by existentialists, these are a group or type of philosophers who emphasise individual existence, freedom and choice asserting that humans define their own meaning in an absurd, purposeless universe. One core view that existentialists hold is that existence precedes essence, this means that individuals are not born with a predetermined purpose, but they create their own nature through actions and choices. In terms of bad faith, it is mainly existentialist John-Paul Sartre who created this concept, who was heavily influenced by other existentialists such as martin Heidegger and Edward Husserl. Bad faith, for Sartre specifically refers to dishonesty from intentional self-deception, it’s almost an act that breaks trust, like entering a contract with no intention of fulfilling it. To be an existentialist, one must be a phenomenologist, they study the world as it appears to the human observer, so we attempt to describe our experiences directly through our perception. Various examples of Sartre’s concepts on bad faith comes from his “Existentialism is a Humanism” and “Being in Nothingness”. These will be the main sources for this essay.
Firstly, I will be outlining Sartre’s ontological distinction between a ‘being for itself’ and a ‘being in itself’. Sartre believed that humans are a “being for itself” which means their existence comes before their essence: “if God does not exist, there is at least one being in whom existence precedes essence"[footnoteRef:1]. meaning we have a conscious to make choices, as we are free and we are not fitted to one function. Sartre compares this in bad faith to a “being in itself”, this could be an object such as a table, because their essence comes before their existence and they are predetermined to a strict function or purpose – “serves a definite purpose”[footnoteRef:2] Bad faith originates from the idea that because freedom brings a sense of anguish, humans try to deceive themselves by limiting their capabilities, and avoiding this anguish by concealing their freedom as the “liar actually is in complete possession of the truth which he is hiding”[footnoteRef:3]. [1:  Existentialism is a Humanism, pg. 22]  [2:  Existentialism is a Humanism, pg. 21]  [3:  Being and Nothingness – Chapter II, Part I, pg. 48] 

In Sartre’s “Being and Nothingness”, he uses the concept of a waiter. The waiters “movement is quick and forward, a little too precise…his gestures and even his voice seems to be mechanisms…he is playing at being a waiter in a café”[footnoteRef:4]. Sartre here is explaining that the waiter, is overattentive and trying to convince himself that he is only ever going to be a waiter, he acts as if he cannot transcend or go beyond his factual limit. However, for Sartre because we have a consciousness we cannot “be in a mode of being-in-itself”[footnoteRef:5], Sartre encourages us to act on our freedom and take responsibility for our actions. This concept is very compelling as it explains how people can know and not know something at the same time because the waiter knows that their job is a café waiter, but the waiter also knows that they could be more than working in the café. It is also compelling as it shows how individuals actively participate in their own illusions. Once someone’s conscious splits between itself, people create illusions such as a student cheating on a test - ‘I had no choice, I would have failed anyway’. That person in question did have alternatives such as studying, accepting failure, or even retaking the exam, they denied their freedom to avoid the guilt, and they reinterpret a different choice as a non-choice. [4:  Being and Nothingness – Chapter II, Part II, pg.59]  [5:  Being and Nothingness – Chapter II, Part II, pg. 60] 

However, a contradiction to Sartre’s concept of bad faith in regard to his waiter analogy is that is overestimates human freedom, as Sartre was a radical existentialist, he insists that humans are always free, even under extreme constraints. This view overlooks real-world limitations such as class struggles. If an individual was brought up in poverty, a condition such as this would restrict available choices such as access to education, healthcare and job opportunities, such as the waiter getting a better paid job by using their freedom to leave the café, therefore their identity becomes fully defined by a role, making wider possibilities psychologically erased.
Continuously, Martin Heidegger, who was Sartre’s major influence argued that most of us live in ‘inauthenticity’ (they-self) and are absorbed in social roles this is because “Dasein, which means being there”[footnoteRef:6] loses its individuality by conforming to norms and avoiding responsibility of one’s own existence. Therefore, are the things we seek security in, is that something that would retreat to the theyself? – “We take pleasure and enjoy ourselves as they take pleasure…we find ‘shocking what they find shocking”[footnoteRef:7] As Heidegger suggests this is a normal condition of everyday life, people naturally react to what others do, Sartre doesn’t seem to take into account this standpoint in relation to bad faith, it makes Sartre’s idea less morally harsh, but also weaken his strong emphasis on individual responsibility [6:  Authenticity and Falling in Martin Heidegger’s Being and Time pg. 327]  [7:  Authenticity and Falling in Martin Heidegger’s Being and Time pg. 328] 

Furthermore, Sartre uses the idea of bad faith with authenticity. Sartre put forward this idea by stating we cannot avoid bad faith forever, but we can strive for authenticity, which is recognising our freedom, accepting responsibilities and acknowledging our real situation without using it as an excuse – “he will be what he makes himself”[footnoteRef:8]. An example of this could be in ‘Being and Nothingness’ with the women who gees on a date. The woman hears the phrase “I find you so attractive” but “disarms this phrase of its sexual background”[footnoteRef:9], therefore she separates her mind and her body to avoid acknowledging this intention which again, for Sartre creates this self-deception. However, it is authentic because the woman realises, she’s involved in the situation, that the gesture has meaning and she must choose whether she wants to be in this. This shows even if Sartre doesn’t realise, that bad faith and authenticity go together because it is through the bad faith, that one can discover if someone makes a situation authentically meaningful as we discover where we make excuses and how to rectify them, there is a constant movement between the two. Sartre believed regarding relationships that there would always be conflict because inherently there is a struggle for freedom and dominance over how one is perceived. [8:  Existentialism is a Humanism pg. 22]  [9:  Being and Nothingness, Chapter II, Part II, pg. 55] 

On the other hand, bad faith implies that we are always responsible for how we interpret our situations, this could be blaming the victim or denying genuine trauma and tragedy. An example could be someone in an abusive relationship, are they in bad faith for not leaving? It seems the framework Sartre has for bad faith struggles to handle vulnerability. This is further shown in the example of the gambler as “the earlier resolution of not plying anymore is always there”[footnoteRef:10] as addiction has no real force, Sartre suggested that the desire will never determine behaviour as they are just aspects of our situation, which Sartre called facticity. However, this is harsh because there could be pressure that the gambler is facing, such as social or economic pressures and the view Sartre hold here appears to ignore these constraints and places total lame on the individual, when it could be out of their control. [10:  Being and Nothingness, Chapter I, pg. 33] 

Sartre’s bad faith analogy in ‘Existentialism as a Humanism’ provides stance that “nothing can be good for any of us, unless it is good for all”[footnoteRef:11], therefore if we reject bad faith that means we create meaning through action, it gives Sartre’s existentialist view a deep moral seriousness because although every human is different and their conscious acts in different ways, if one man does good, another man should use that as a basis to follow. An example of this could be chasing a career path or dream. Using the waiter again as an example, if we do not want to be a waiter, we should use good faith and not bad faith. We have the complete capability to chase our dreams, but because this radical freedom gives us stress or anxiety, we avoid it because we don’t want to experience these emotions. Sartre believes we should feel this anxiety as its temporary, and the end results make us happier than we would be being the same waiter in the café for the rest of our lives. [11:  Existentialim is a Humanism pg. 24] 

Nevertheless, a strength for Sartre’s bad faith is that it has consistent relevance to modern day life. Through the use of social media people can put on a persona of which has little to no correlation with who they are off social media. The temptation to reduce oneself to a fixed persona is stronger than ever in the 21st century. Therefore, Sartre’s argument highlights the tension between authenticity and social performance, which again is very relevant to modern day. However, Sartre is accused of quietism – “others can do, what I cannot do”[footnoteRef:12] . Communists specifically would argue existentialism emphasise the absurdity of the world and places all responsibility on the individual, this shouldn’t be the case as it teaches that the soul should be entirely passive. This creates a burden of choice and as Sartre said “the only way to evade [a] disturbing thought is through some kind of bad faith”[footnoteRef:13]. Therefore, what is bad faith that also doesn’t entail good faith? We could think we have done a good deed, but because we have restricted ourself, it is bad faith according to Sartre. Human being will never know how to act because their freedom can backfire. [12:  Existentialism is a Humanism pg. 36]  [13:  Existentialism is a Humanism pg. 25] 

In addition, another criticism to Sartre’s bad faith could be that we never know what characterises a free action which isn’t bad faith? Going back to the gambler, the closer we are to a situation or event makes us more obvious that there is nothing preventing us from doing such act as “the non-gambling is only one of my possibilities, as the fact of gambling is another of them”[footnoteRef:14]. This shows that maybe they want to be a gambler, and that is their free choice through their consciousness, I am still a being-for-itself because I recognise that I could do more than just call myself a gambler, however for Sartre he would argue that because you’ve fixed yourself to being called a gambler, you become a being-in-itself because others will perceive you this way. [14:  Being and Nothingness, Chapter I, pg. 33-34] 

Moreover, it is important to note “the other” in Sartre’s ‘Being and Nothingness’. The other is another subject like me, a conscious being who sees the world and has their own freedom. Sartre uses a keyhole analogy; I get caught by the other and they see “the very centre of my act as the solidification and alienation of my own possibilities[footnoteRef:15]”. This for Sartre meant that the other sees me as a being-in-itself, like an object and once I have been captured by the other, I’ve detached myself from the act, my conscious gets flipped back onto itself and this results in me feeling ashamed or embarrassed because I have been stripped of my freedom, this again is a sign of bad faith. This person’s freedom that we have gained here does come with a criticism, it encourages judgment that we cannot control, which makes us embarrassed or live in despair and as “anguish can be seen even when concealed”[footnoteRef:16] and “abandonment entails anguish”[footnoteRef:17] it creates suspense on where we go with our life next, and Sartre never fully discovered that answer after we were truly free. [15:  Being and Nothingness pg.263]  [16:  Existentialism is a Humanism pg. 26]  [17:  Existentialism is a Humanism pg. 34] 

Additionally, a strength for the concept of the other could be the explanation of why we want to escape our freedom, as bad faith is an attempt to deny it, the pressure from the other makes this temptation much stronger, this is due to being perceived as an object, being judged, fixed and labelled. A criticism to the bad faith scenario here is that it seems very one sided, it ignores relationships that humans make with one another, reducing them to power struggles and assumes that objectification is inevitable, it becomes too pessimistic. It could also be argued that the concept of the other is nihilistic also, this is up to interpretation as it could destroy a stable identity we have for ourselves, we could question whether we are in total control of ourselves, and that we believe that because the other has defined me in some way, such as an eavesdropper, I cannot fix it, creating a loss of meaning or essence.
In evaluating Sartre’s concept of bad faith, it does offer a profound account of human freedom, responsibility and self-deception. It captures the ambiguity of human existence and the pressures we face as bad faith has the “appearance the structure of falsehood”[footnoteRef:18] However, it faces serious challenges such as being too bourgeoise, which shows that it’s quite morbid to apply it to real life scenarios, it focuses too much on the negatives in life rather than the positives. It also overlooks external influences and determinism, such as childhood, past and genetics that make up ones existence, as these cannot be changed, that is the only bit of human nature that would be fixed even though we have a conscious because we can’t change our past or parents. [18:  Being and Nothingness, Chapter II, Part I, pg 49] 

In conclusion, Jean-Paul Sartre’s concept of bad faith provides a striking account of how individuals escape the anxiety of freedom by deceiving themselves into believing they are a being-in-itself. Sartre’s bad faith also provides how people deny their responsibility by appealing to social expectations or personal traits. Heidegger’s ‘they-self’ emphasises that bad faith can be seen as both a personal and social form of inauthenticity. Although, Sartre’s view faces various challenges, his emphasis on radical freedom may overlook constraints such as sexism, racism and class levels. Despite this, the concept remains valuable as a critical tool, it compels individuals to recognise their own freedom and how they conceal it from themselves in everyday life to avoid conflict or that anguish Sartre brings to the argument. Radical freedom, in regards to bad faith should be seen not as a licence, but as an ontological condition of human existence.
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