What Does Sartre Mean by ‘Bad Faith’?

Here I will explore what Jean-Paul Sartre truly meant by positing the notion of Bad Faith onto human existence, and discuss the reasons for it being an inevitability of human life, and not an eventuality or a mere possibility; for Sartre, it is an inescapable aspect of our lives whether we acknowledge it fully or not.  Nonetheless, living in this manner is to live inauthentically and in denial of the totality of possibilities available to us should we decide to divorce ourselves from ‘what could be’.  Sartre explicitly defines the term as such: “…consciousness instead of directing its negation outward turns it toward itself. This attitude, it seems to me, is bad faith (mauvaise foi).”[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Sartre, J. and Barnes, H. (1995). Being and Nothingness. Norwalk, Conn.: Easton Press., p.48] 

	Living in Bad Faith is ultimately the way an individual makes an attempt to objectify themselves and their existence by shutting down the extensive number of possibilities of what they could make of themselves, which is a disconnected and dangerous standpoint to adopt.  Our ‘being’ is more wholly comprised of that which we are not – our existences are those of free, autonomous beings, yet we decide to neglect our freedoms for the most part in order to be able to take an easier path through life.  This is what Sartre did not want for the human race – being true to ourselves means embracing the numerous possibilities and choices that he reminds us that we are free to make at any given moment.  It may strike most people as something of a strange concept to imagine that we willingly imprison ourselves, confined to a smaller number of choices than are actually open to us, and that we would then continue such an attitude for as long as we wish to remain content, yet this is what Sartre means by an inauthentic existence.  Living in this manner is seemingly a way of simply trying to remain happy and satisfied by convincing ourselves that we are making some of the more radical choices available to us, due to the fact that we have already narrowly carved out only a small number of possibilities for us to even need to consider.  Bad Faith keeps us from short-term pains by ignoring the expansive realm of possibility.  “We shall willingly grant that bad faith is a lie to oneself, on condition that we distinguish the lie to oneself from lying in general.”[footnoteRef:2]  Insomuch as Sartre does refer to Bad Faith as a living lie, he sets it apart from how we conceive of lying as being a negative attitude in other instances.  He goes on to write: “The essence of the lie implies in fact that the liar actually is in complete possession of the truth which he is hiding. A man does not lie about what he is ignorant of; he does not lie when he spreads an error of which he himself is the dupe; he does not lie when he is mistaken.”[footnoteRef:3]  Here are three ways in which Sartre ‘softens the blow’ of his otherwise almightily crushing philosophy that may turn a lot of people away from his ideas, or assume he was simply insulting the general population by describing them as ignorant out of choice, or as those who walk blindly through life.  Bad Faith therefore seems to exist in the innocence of our ignorance, in the unknown errors of our beliefs, and in our unknowingly held mistaken knowledge – Sartre does not seem to want to blame human beings for living in Bad Faith, but rather seems to be highlighting something integral to our existence that commands very little or no attention on a day-to-day basis.  This also seems to be the beginning of his way of explaining the inevitability of Bad Faith so that it does not become a haunting concept that we can only long to be without – rather it is something that can awaken us to our true sense of autonomy and responsibility without chastising human beings for their blinkered or ignorant attitudes, or their blindly-walked paths through life. [2: Ibid., p.48]  [3:  Ibid., p.48] 

	Bad Faith it seems could be something of a defence mechanism for self-conscious beings, by protecting us from short-term pain, anguish, or dread.  He refers to such a feeling as ‘Negative Ecstasy’, which quite often will be a fleeting emotion, but very intense nonetheless, when we may late at night all of a sudden realise the extent of the possibilities that lie open to us.  We may be thinking about how we need to sleep so that we can wake up when we need to, in order for us to make it into work on time – to attend the job that we tell ourselves we need to keep.  Negative ecstasy would be the sudden realisation that we are able to quit our jobs, to stop worrying about money, and to fully commit to a lifestyle where we might live in forests foraging for food and to not be bound by the confines of modern society.  It is the feeling of dread that we might encounter when we worry that we are wasting our lives.  Most of the time, we will not go to such extents to define our freedom; we will generally fall back into the comfort of the safety net that is Bad Faith.  It is a way of avoiding potentially unwanted or unpleasant outcomes (or consequences) of making such free decisions.  Human nature seems to drive us towards more calculated or predictable scenarios and situations, as though we would then be better equipped to deal with our life’s events having been able to have considered them in advance.
	The inevitability of living in Bad Faith arises from the fact that Sartre deems that Being precedes essence – that we are conscious, living creatures before we fill ourselves with the things that make us who we are.  This is of a similar idea to having a black outline of a person on a page in front of us before we proceed to colour in the figure with various hues and patterns; the person as a vessel exists before it is loaded with cargo.  “One does not undergo his bad faith; one is not infected with it; it is not a state. 'But consciousness affects itself with bad faith.”[footnoteRef:4]  As consciousness is an essential quality of Being, Sartre here states how Bad Faith is not one of the many types of ‘cargo’ that we would load our human vessels with through certain actions or behaviours, but rather come to find that it was and always will be a part of the original framework of our Being.  When he writes of consciousness turning itself towards itself, this is something of a paradox.  A camera lens can never succeed in viewing itself, but it could view the photographs that it has captured.  Consciousness for Sartre is not a thing, it is nothing.  To clarify, consciousness is not an existing ‘thing in itself’ (as are the many other objects of consciousness), and cannot be understood alone as a ‘being for itself’ – consciousness is what allows the emergence of a ‘being for itself’ (something existent that can be aware of itself and its own consciousness).  Rather, it is an activity that can only be viewed as a ‘thing in itself’ by itself, which allows the perpetuity of human development as it is always directing itself towards the world in one way or another.  This is what puts consciousness outside of any possible causal relations, and leaves it responsible for itself.  The fact that consciousness cannot be used to interpret itself and its nothingness is what leads us to be aware of negation, or negative aspects of reality.  Negation is when we imagine the world and ourselves as being in another way from how they are, and it is this ability to view (especially ourselves) in a negative fashion that constitutes our ever-developing Self, and allows it to be always on its way to being something.  This is how Sartre comes to describe consciousness as ‘being what it is not, and being not what it is’.  This highlights his notion when he deems us as being ‘condemned to be free’, and always in a position to make a choice whether we allow ourselves to truly see that or not.  Ignoring this ever-free state of being able to liberally choose how to live our lives is what lies at the heart of Bad Faith.  We generally live our lives through a mode of attempted objectification, by stating things such as ‘I am a student’, or to use Sartre’s example: ‘I am a waiter’.  By making such objective claims, we do not properly consider the fact that the student will repeatedly make a free decision to be (or continue being) a student, as the waiter would continually be making a free decision to continue to serve coffee to café customers. [4:  Ibid., p.49] 

	Our obligation to continually evolve ourselves as free beings is due to the fact that our Being constitutes nothingness for Sartre.  Having no concrete foundation for ourselves gives us the opportunity to be completely free, and in turn results in feelings of anguish when we contemplate all possible options available to us at any given time.  In these moments of anguish, our freedom is revealed to us, but we fail to stay focussed in that particular mind set and we repeatedly slip back into a mode of Bad Faith.  It suggests a misinterpretation of reality as we direct our thoughts and beliefs towards things which may only be subjectively true as we narrow the viewfinder on our own lives, seeing and believing only that which makes our lives of Bad Faith coherent.  The fact that Sartre seems to represent something that is relatable to a vast majority of people indicates that there must be a reason for living this way. He hasn’t simply theorised an absurd notion, or devised an unreasonable existential philosophy – rather, he seems to have pointed out something so inherent to our lives that we fail to take notice of how we behave in this manner from day to day.  It has simply become a subconsciously fixed cog in a chain of moving parts with regards to our mode of existence. The only time it becomes apparent that we do live in Bad Faith, is when we find ourselves removed from our state of objectification in moments of negative ecstasy (which as I noted only seems to push us back into Bad Faith to avoid the anguish that comes with it). To live willingly and openly in this manner (of being fully aware of avoiding our freedoms) would differ from Bad Faith, as it would simply be a case of lying to ourselves, and as previously discussed this is not how Sartre intends for us to recognise Bad Faith – he deems it more of a mode of self-deception rather than a bare-faced lie to ourselves, and this self-deception arises from how we direct our subjectively held beliefs.  To believe that continuing to work in a café because it is the best thing for us is not necessarily a rationally or logically implied conclusion, but simply self-deception again rearing its ugly head.  It is a way of avoiding having to exercise the uncertain, the risky, and possibly the dangerous freedoms available to us in fear of making the wrong decision.
	“The very essence of the reflexive idea of hiding something from oneself implies the unity of one and the same psychic mechanism and consequently a double activity in the heart of unity, tending on the one hand to maintain and locate the thing to be concealed and on the other hand to repress and disguise it.”[footnoteRef:5]  Sartre here dwells on the idea that there is some sort of tension between our desire for wanting to exist as a being in itself (by way of objectification) and to live as a being for itself (by recognising our autonomy).  This is lived out between moments of self-deception in Bad Faith and moments of negative ecstasy where our lives of Bad Faith become suddenly apparent.  There is no escaping this mode of existence making Bad Faith an inevitability for self-conscious beings. It may be worth considering, however, that once we are aware of our own self-deception, whether it is possible to continue to live in a mode of self-deception. It seems that once Sartre’s position on is made known to us, we cannot truly and freely decide to ignore it without lying to ourselves – something which Bad Faith keeps us abridged from in a mode of innocent ignorance. We can go some of the way to accepting that we will always find torment in the tension between wanting to be beings-in-themselves as well as being-for-themselves, and also to acknowledge our responsibility for our own decisions even if we are fully aware that we choose to live in Bad Faith, but this alone will never fully distance us from what Sartre has observed to be an integral part of human existence. [5:  Ibid., p.53] 
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