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Essay #1 Twentieth Century Philosophy, question #4 – What is Bad Faith?


[bookmark: _Hlk93592346]The essay question – What is Bad Faith? - stems from the early writings of Jean-Paul Sartre. Sartre’s philosophy is existentialist and ontological. Ontology concerns itself with beingness and existentialism concerns itself with the metaphysics of phenomenological existentiality, Its core objectives are to consider the reality and/or non-reality within anthropological phenomena and existence.  Sartre was writing from the perspective of a man existing in post-WWII France. From his perspective, existential metaphysics is embroiled in the concepts of sincerity, authenticity and falseness or their opposites on the inter/intra-personal actions and nuances of self and other. Sartre distinguishes between phenomenological entities comprising consciousness and those without. Only an entity comprising consciousness can exhibit bad faith. He gives an example in his infamous work - being and nothingness, wherein he states that ‘a waiter is not a waiter in the sense that an inkwell is an inkwell’.[footnoteRef:1] This gives foresight into the nature of the question as being relative to anthropic metaphysics and not that of the inanimate world of things in anything more than a comparative role. Sartre’s post-war perspective has at its centre a pronounced endeavour towards freedom and what it is to be free, and only human beings are free to be or not to be in the mode of ‘being-for-itself’ as opposed to the inanimate determinism of a thing, as ‘being-in-itself’.[footnoteRef:2] In other words, a thing, is just what it is and cannot genuinely be anything other. Whilst human freedom, extends to enable perception including all possibilities of misconception, the inkwell, simply remains an inkwell, existing in very fixed metaphysical terms. As I approach setting out answering the question, I outline my study sources. I will be primarily utilising Sartre’s publication - Being and Nothingness[footnoteRef:3] as my main source of reference, as well as various secondary study sources including the publications – Good Faith and other essays[footnoteRef:4] edited by Joseph S. Catalano, and Ronald E. Santoni’s - Bad Faith, Good Faith and Authenticity.[footnoteRef:5] I also utilised online materials from both The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy[footnoteRef:6]and the Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Jean-Paul. Sartre).[footnoteRef:7] [1:  Jean-Paul Sartre, Being and Nothingness (London: Methuen & Co, 1969). ]  [2:  Sartre. Ibid ]  [3:  Sartre.]  [4:  Good Faith and Other Essays, ed. by Joseph. F Catalano (Rowman and Littlefield, 1995).]  [5:  Ronald. E Santoni, Bad Faith, Good Faith, and Authenticity in Sartre’s Early Philosophy (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1995).]  [6:  Ronald. E Santoni, ‘Jean-Paul. Sartre’, Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Thomas Flynn, 2011) <plato.stanford.edu/entries/sartre/> [accessed 17 January 2022].]  [7:  Christian. J Onof, ‘Sartre, Jean-Paul. Existentialism’, Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy (London: University College London, ------) <iep.utm.edu/sartre-ex/> [accessed 17 January 2022].] 


What is Bad Faith? When we hear the word faith, we likely conjure images of a theistic nature and of religious faith. However, Sartre has no such inclination. When Sartre talks of bad faith, the conceptual accompaniments reside not in ecclesiastical indoctrinations, but in personal existential freedom and authenticity. Rather than being true to God so to speak, we could say that Good Faith hence Bad Faith, is about being true or false to one’s own being. We could well synonymise being true to our nature, as being in our personal reality, or in the reality of our being. Authenticity is key here. Utilising the concept of theistic faith - If for example, I pretend to praise and please some God, yet I don’t really believe in my actions, only that I am hedging my bets for the afterlife, I may appear to have some form of theistic faith, yet in reality I am deceiving myself and others, therefore I am being other than in keeping with my true being, rather I am being inauthentic to my truth, my inter/intra-personal existential reality. I am now not being, I am acting, and in so doing I deceive both myself and others as I act religiously. Recalling Sartre’s example of the waiter - Sartre makes metaphysical observations whilst seated in a Paris café, wherein he noticed the flamboyant and somewhat over-zealous actions of the waiter as he goes about his business of serving others coffee and the like.[footnoteRef:8] Does this waiter always act in such an exaggerated and stereotypical way, or is it merely for show in playing the part of a waiter? This I feel is what Sartre means by the statement - ‘a waiter is not a waiter in the sense that an inkwell is an inkwell’.[footnoteRef:9]  The waiter here is a prime example in Sartre’s reconning of bad faith. If the waiter was a slovenly man, slow in action and perhaps somewhat clumsy, and whilst serving customers he behaved in his usual slovenly, clumsy manner, although he may make an awful waiter, he would none the less be conducting himself in good faith, that is, if good faith is a sincere possibility. Sartre emphasizes that one cannot be a waiter without playing at being,[footnoteRef:10] and so playing at being a waiter nihilates his being-for-itself to nothing, ‘for an act is a projection of the for-itself towards what is not’.[footnoteRef:11] However, were the slovenly man to act in good faith, in so doing he would nihilate his waiter-ness in his being-for-itself-ness. This shows that bad faith is an existential standard and that good faith, is almost as evasive as the in-itself is to the for-itself. In-fact, Sartre concludes that ‘we cannot be ourselves in what we are’, and bad faith it could be said, appears as though – ‘part of the normal state of human existence’.[footnoteRef:12] In adopting the term nihilation, Sartre intends its use to portray a ‘turning into nothing’, ‘turning into non-being’.[footnoteRef:13] So, the waiter is being-for-itself attempting to be-in-itself a waiter, which is impossible and therefore a metaphysical deception. This brings us to an important factor – ‘nothingness’. Sartre is attempting to portray the being-for-itself as encompassing a pre-reflective consciousness of themselves which introduces a gap between themselves and that which they are conscious of, in so doing giving the beholder a freedom of conception and judgement in the way he views the thing which he is conscious of.[footnoteRef:14] This gap is relayed in Sartre as nothingness[footnoteRef:15] and is partially responsible for our freedom. In being and in nothing we conceive the world freely according to our own contingent conceptions, yet in becoming a waiter, we deceive ourselves into a state of metaphysical non-being hence nihilation of self, ‘if I am a café waiter, this can but be in the mode of not being one’. ‘If I could be a café waiter, then I constitute myself as a contingent block of identity’, such as the inkwell, this condition of being-in-itself always evades the being-for-itself.[footnoteRef:16] This represents a subject – being-of-itself, and object – being-in-itself, and the two are definitively separate - yet separated by nothingness or a shapeless gap.[footnoteRef:17] Accordingly, consciousness is positional, and in Sartre must transcend itself so as to apprehend the object.[footnoteRef:18] This explicates the ontological deception of the waiter in his attempt as consciousness or being-of-itself, to transcend itself and direct itself towards itself with the intentionality of deceiving itself and other in becoming the apprehended, or the object of directed consciousness - being-in-itself - i.e. a waiter, which as Sartre suggests, always evades me.[footnoteRef:19] This condition I feel, is the causality of bad faith in this instance, for it conflicts with metaphysical possibility and therefore, it is non-existential – ‘a waiter is not a waiter in the sense that an inkwell is an inkwell’.[footnoteRef:20] At this point it is worthy of note, that perhaps bad faith is inextricably unavoidable. It appears that, in Sartre, we cannot escape the act of role play. Sartre’s implication is such, that although we are free and responsible for the roles we play, our only option is to leave one role and enter another.[footnoteRef:21] Hence good faith remains metaphysically inapprehensible, always just out of ones reach in much the same way as the state of being-in-itself ever evades the being-for-itself. As such, bad faith and its opposite, are exposed as ideological concepts and not necessarily metaphysical facticity’s, as the existence of bad surely requires the existence of good. [8:  Sartre. P.83]  [9:  Sartre. Ibid]  [10:  Sartre. Pp.55-60]  [11:  Sartre. P.435]  [12:  Ilham Dilman, Existentialist Critiques of Cartesianism, pp.76-77 (Great Britain: Macmillan Press, 1993). ]  [13:  Sartre. Pp.33-34]  [14:  Sartre. P.83]  [15:  Sartre. Pp.33-34]  [16:  Sartre. Ibid ]  [17:  Sartre. Pp.33-34]  [18:  Santoni. Pp.2-3]  [19:  Sartre. Pp.33-34]  [20:  Sartre. P.83]  [21:  Catalano. P.100] 


To conclude this short essay, I summarize – Bad faith is a concept in Sartre which attempts to shed differentiation on subjective conduct as being false, as an attempt to objectify the subject by deceit on either/or intra and inter-personal conduct. Bad faith amounts to the ontological deception of oneself and/or other. That said, such deception belongs to the freedom of subject, unlike the object which is fixed – condemned to exist as just what it is. The subject though, is condemned to be free, hence, he is responsible for his conduct – his actions,[footnoteRef:22] and it is in such acting that bad faith arises. Bad faith results from being-for-itself attempting being-in-itself, hence, nihilation of self and the turning of being into nothing.[footnoteRef:23] Bad faith appears to be unavoidable in the free state of being-for-itself. Sartre suggests that we necessarily act in one way or another,[footnoteRef:24] and in our state of freedom, we are un-determinedly free and responsible for the acts in which we choose to engage in. Meanwhile, good faith is all but unobtainable. [22:  Sartre. P.439]  [23:  Sartre. Pp.33-34]  [24:  Catalano. P.100] 
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