Critically assess the concept of bad faith.

In this essay, I aim to critically assess what Sartre means by being in bad faith. I will achieve this by primarily focusing on Sartre’s waiter scenario. Using this example, I will also ascertain whether never being in bad faith is a possibility and explore the concept of bad faith in relation to authenticity, facticity and freedom. The concepts of being-in-itself and being-for-itself will also be explored using the same analogy of the waiter.
In order to provide a critical analysis of bad faith, firstly, it must be defined what is meant by this according to Sartre. What Sartre means is…
A lie to oneself in the unity of a single consciousness. Through bad faith a person seeks to escape the responsible freedom of Being-for-itself. Bad faith rests on vacillation between transcendence and facticity which refuses to recognise either one for what it really is or to synthesise them.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Jean-Paul Sartre, Being and Nothingness: An Essay on Phenomenological Ontology (London: Routledge, 1989), p. 629.] 

My interpretation of bad faith is essentially lying or deceiving yourself or others. Although, how can we lie to ourselves? Surely, you know if what you say to others, and yourself, is a lie or not. In order to be in bad faith, you need to know the truth, so that the truth constitutes a lie, but also not know the truth in order to deceive yourself.[footnoteRef:2] This is where one is in denial; to be in bad faith towards oneself is to consciously believe something, while subconsciously knowing that it is not the truth. [2:  David Detmer, Sartre explained: From bad faith to authenticity. Vol. 6. (Open Court Publishing, 2008), p. 76.] 

In order to understand Sartre’s notion of bad faith, it would be beneficial to explore the understanding of some other related concepts: facticity, authenticity, freedom and anxiety. Facticity is described as the facts of a person’s past that cannot be changed but may not influence their present or future. Examples of facticity are a person’s genetic make-up or where they were born. Our past contains facticity, but in between the facticity of our past and our present is a nothingness, and our past cannot cause our present.[footnoteRef:3] Freedom has its own facticity in the sense that ‘freedom is not able not to be free’.[footnoteRef:4] Sartre believes that although the facticity of our past does not influence our present or future, and being conscious creatures we are free to make our own choices, and choose our attitudes, due to our facticity, we have limited freedom. There are physical facts about our existence we cannot change, and these are what sets the limitations of our freedom. For example, I am only 5’1” therefore my height may set limitations on my career choices, for example I may not be able to become a professional basketball player.  [3:  Donald Palmer, Sartre for Beginners (New York, NY: Writers and Readers Pub., 1995), pp. 61-64.]  [4:  Sartre, Being and Nothingness: An Essay on Phenomenological Ontology, p. 631.] 

Freedom is defined as beings-for-themselves having the free choice to do as they choose. Success is not important to freedom, but the freedom of oneself comes before the freedom of others.[footnoteRef:5] By putting our own freedom before that of others could, in turn, put us in bad faith. Sartre claims freedom to be our own responsibility ‘I not only recognise that I am condemned to be free and am without excuse; I also will it… I take responsibility for all my stupidities, all my lies’.[footnoteRef:6] We can fall into a pretence and trick ourselves that we are not free by following the daily, mundane tasks that majority of humans have, but by doing so, we deceive ourselves, therefore putting us in bad faith. Being in bad faith in this instance is not always a negative, for we provide ourselves with routines and stability in an attempt to avoid a chaotic life. Sartre acknowledges that freedom has its limitations, but only in relation to our facticity. [5:  Palmer, Sartre for Beginners. p. 117.]  [6:  Ronald E Santoni, Bad Faith, Good Faith, and Authenticity in Sartre’s Early Philosophy (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1995), p. 92.] 

According to Sartre, authenticity is ‘self-recovery of being which was previously corrupted’.[footnoteRef:7] To put it more simply, to live an authentic life is to live a life being true to oneself. Nowadays, it appears to be harder to live an authentic life with the likes of social media. Social media connects people throughout the world and people promote their inauthentic lives by publicising a seemingly perfect existence. The mundane day to day of life is not like that. People choose what to show others of their lives and it is likely not many will show the true, authentic them. Social media can make others feel they need to be like them, therefore live inauthentically. Living inauthentically is a form of bad faith, indicating it is hard to live an authentic life while not being in bad faith. Trying to live authentically, and freely can create an anxiety. [7:  Somogy Varga, and Charles Guignon, ‘Authenticity’, Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. by Edward N. Zalta (Metaphysics Research Lab, Stanford University, 2020).] 

As ‘there are no excuses behind us nor justifications before us’,[footnoteRef:8] this leads us to a sense of anxiety because we understand that we are the only ones accountable for the decisions we make and the tasks we take on. There is no natural rule, moral absolute, or divine will that can direct or excuse the behaviour among humans. In this way, we are ‘condemned to be free’ according to Sartre.[footnoteRef:9] Anxiety is created due to us having facticity and freedom; along with the uncertainty of being the people we are, facticity also carries with it the worry of accepting complete responsibility for our own actions even though we are free to be whomever we choose to be.[footnoteRef:10] For example, you could present yourself as a painter while painting someone’s house, but you are also not a painter as you a free to reject this existence. Sartre phrases it as ‘human existence is constituted as a being which is what it is not, and which is not what it is’.[footnoteRef:11] This freedom creates our anxiety. [8:  Kevin Aho, ‘Existentialism (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 2023)’, Stanford.edu]  [9:  Aho, ‘Existentialism (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy)’.]  [10:  Christopher E, Macann, Four Phenomenological Philosophers: Husserl, Heidegger, Sartre, Merleau-Ponty (London: Routledge, 1993), p. 128.]  [11:  Aho, ‘Existentialism (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy)’.] 

My interpretations, for the relevance of this essay, of a being-in-itself and a being-for itself are a being-in-itself is a non-conscious being, an object. A being-for-itself is a conscious being, a person. A being-in-itself is something that we can say of it only that what it is,[footnoteRef:12] for example, an inkwell, or a table. They are what they are, and nothing else. A being-for-itself is ‘the nihilation of being-in-itself… by bringing Nothingness into the world the For-self can stand out from Being and judge other beings by knowing what it is not’.[footnoteRef:13] [12:  Sartre, Being and Nothingness: An Essay on Phenomenological Ontology, p. 630.]  [13:  Sartre, Being and Nothingness: An Essay on Phenomenological Ontology, p. 630.] 

A well-known example of one kind of bad faith that Sartre uses, is that of the waiter. Sartre states…
His movement is quick and forward, a little too precise… He bends forward a little too eagerly… Finally, there he returns, trying to imitate in his walk the inflexible stiffness of some kind of automaton while carrying his tray with the recklessness of a tightrope walker… All his behaviour seems to us a game… He is playing, he is amusing himself. But what is he playing?[footnoteRef:14]	 [14:  Sartre, Being and Nothingness: An Essay on Phenomenological Ontology, p. 59.] 

In this scenario, the waiter is playing the game of being a waiter, it is his role. He is a being-for-itself but aspires to become a being-in-itself, in the same way the tray he carries is a tray and nothing but a tray. The waiter is in fact a being-for-itself, with a consciousness. The waiter plays at this role in a theatrical, overemphasized manner because it is expected and demanded of him from the customers in the café he waits upon. The customers do not want to know anything about this man, they do not think of him as anything other than their waiter.[footnoteRef:15] The waiter is accused of being in bad faith as he is playing the role of a waiter; it is not who he is, he is deceiving the customers and essentially deceiving himself by transcending into the role he portrays.  [15:  Sartre, Being and Nothingness: An Essay on Phenomenological Ontology, p. 59.] 

Sartre provides a very detailed description of the waiter, detaching himself from what the waiter is experiencing. However, Sartre himself is looking at the waiter as just a waiter, just as much as the customers are. Sartre is assuming the waiter is acting in bad faith, just by observing him. Webber suggests that Sartre shows a prejudice towards waiters and workers in general and questions why Sartre believes he has the authority to speculate about someone’s motivations based on limited knowledge.[footnoteRef:16] Sartre does not know if the waiter is a full-time waiter whose life revolves around the paycheck he receives every week, or if, for example, the role the waiter plays is just a small part of himself. The waiter’s bigger role may be that of a law student, and the theatrical role of playing the waiter provides a release from the seriousness of his actual role, the law student. Therefore, yes, the waiter is acting in bad faith, but not for the assumptions Sartre assumes. Sartre’s own phenomenology holds that people can quickly access the world as they see and react to it and Sartre’s own existential psychoanalytic theory states that only by closely examining the entirety of a person's actions can one understand their intentions.[footnoteRef:17]
 [16: Jonathan Webber, ‘Bad faith and the other’, Reading Sartre. Routledge, (2010), p. 192.]  [17:  Webber, ‘Bad faith and the other’, p. 192] 

Downing suggests that the motivation of the waiter should be considered to establish whether or not he is acting in bad faith. It is not disputed that the waiter is acting and playing out a role, but it is mentioned he is not in bad faith as ‘the purpose of his striving is not to escape his freedom’.[footnoteRef:18] Consequently, two opposing interpretations are possible: one in which the waiter acts in bad faith since it seems from the outside that he is trying to become his facticity self-realized; and another in which the waiter's motivations are considered and a distinction between good and bad faith is made due to his perception of his role.[footnoteRef:19] In order to allow observers to suspend their disbelief regarding the ontological nature of his existence, the waiter tries to perform the job of a waiter as well as possible.[footnoteRef:20] [18:  Oliver Downing, ‘To Be, or Not to Be in Bad Faith: The Tragedy of Hamlet's Superficial Reading of Sartre's Waiter’. Philosophy and Literature (2014) 38. 254-265 p. 256.]  [19:  Downing, ‘To Be, or Not to Be in Bad Faith: The Tragedy of Hamlet's Superficial Reading of Sartre's Waiter’, p. 256.]  [20:  Downing, ‘To Be, or Not to Be in Bad Faith: The Tragedy of Hamlet's Superficial Reading of Sartre's Waiter’, p. 258.] 

Just as much as the waiter acts at being a waiter, we all have roles in which we play. As Sartre says, the grocer, the auctioneer and the tailor all fully play the roles necessary to convince their customers that is what they are.[footnoteRef:21] As a customer, who is interested in a grocer who dreams? Society requests that these trades people, and all those alike, limit themselves to the characters they have presumed while the customers are present. Sartre illustrates that acting at being one's facticity is a basic ontological demand for every individual.[footnoteRef:22] The waiter Sartre writes about does not believe that he has an identifiable character as a waiter that guides his behaviour; rather, he is naively and ironically caving in to the demands of the customers in an effort to conceal that he has such a tendency. Bernasconi says that the waiter ‘succeeds in rejecting the attempt to reduce him to nothing more than being a waiter’ by emphasising that he is playing the part to the point of escape rather than by rejecting it outright.[footnoteRef:23] [21:  Sartre, Being and Nothingness: An Essay on Phenomenological Ontology, p. 59.]  [22:  Downing, ‘To Be, or Not to Be in Bad Faith: The Tragedy of Hamlet's Superficial Reading of Sartre's Waiter’, p. 256.]  [23:  Webber. ‘Bad faith and the other’, p. 196.] 

Furthermore, Warnock states that’ bad faith consists in pretending to oneself that one is bound by necessity, and has no choices open to one’.[footnoteRef:24] This presumption is false. For example, the waiter has the option to not do his job well, or to not turn up for his job at all. He has the freedom to make these choices. Either one of these scenarios would mean he would be fired and unable to pay his bills and buy food etc, but it is still an option for him, regardless of the necessities he puts on himself. The anxiety that bad faith is meant to alleviate stems from the realisation of his decisions to value things the way he does. This means abiding within the results of this evaluation. Therefore, the waiter is a waiter, in the manner of being-what-he-is-not and not-being-what-he-is.[footnoteRef:25] [24:  Mary Warnock, Existentialism (London: Oxford U.P, 1970), p. 104.]  [25:  Warnock, Existentialism, p. 104.] 

Is it possible to not live in bad faith? Is attempting to avoid bad faith in life, ultimately bad faith? Sarah Horton proposes that a limited amount of bad faith is essential for an authentic life, and for practical reasons, it is not possible to avoid bad faith and that authenticity itself necessitates a particular amount of bad faith.[footnoteRef:26] To understand Horton’s approach, it is logical to begin by defining the terms as she sees them:  [26:  Sarah Horton, ‘The Authentic Person’s Limited Bad Faith’, Sartre Studies International (2017) p. 82.] 

The authentic person embraces that freedom, accepting that she is absolutely responsible for all her choices and that there is no moral law by which she could be justified’. In contrast, bad faith is ‘a lived contradiction because it seeks to flee that freedom that is constitutive of the for-itself’s being.[footnoteRef:27]  [27:  Horton. ‘The Authentic Person’s Limited Bad Faith’, p. 83.] 

In order to be considered authentic, a person must acknowledge both their transcendence and facticity—that is, that they are a free person in actual circumstances. Horton’s objective is to prove one cannot live an authentic life without ever being in bad faith.[footnoteRef:28] To do this she uses the concept of violence and it not being possible to never give up someone's freedom in any way.  [28:  Horton. ‘The Authentic Person’s Limited Bad Faith’, p. 83.] 

The point Horton tries to make using violence is that even while using violence is ultimately a violation of everyone's right to freedom, there may be situations in which one finds oneself compelled to do so, because refraining from violence puts one at risk from failing to stop any abuse that would have been worse had one not used violence. Therefore, abstaining from violence may be a sign of bad faith and a failure to respect everyone's right to freedom.[footnoteRef:29] However, it could be argued that violence is always done in bad faith. In short, no matter what actions one chooses to take, everyone runs the risk of being in bad faith.  [29:  Horton, ‘The Authentic Person’s Limited Bad Faith’, p. 86.] 

To convert this theory back to the waiter, it appears that no matter whether the waiter is living an authentic existence or not, he is in bad faith. Whether the waiter chooses to reject the freedom he has, or embrace it, regardless of his facticity, he is guilty of bad faith. To act authentically it must be recognised that this is a part of our facticity and that we are free to choose. There are always choices, but some are not possible or practical due to our facticity. The waiter is pretending that being a waiter is part of his facticity, but he is in fact, acting freely; he is in a status of bad faith. When we act in bad faith, we pretend our facticity is who we are. We fall into mundane routines as a way of pretending we are not free as a way to disguise our anxiety.
This essay consists of providing a critical assessment of the concept of bad faith; as well as that, the aim was to establish whether it is feasible to live without ever being in bad faith. It seems that this is not a possibility, especially if one aims to live authentically, but that does not mean to say that is a negative concept. The waiter cannot be accused of lying to the customers about being a waiter because at that moment in time, he is a waiter. He is a being-for-itself, attempting to become a being-in-itself. The waiter is pretending he is bound by the factual elements of his existence. The debate is to whether the waiter’s freedom or his facticity determine who he is. The fact that he is not just a waiter, does not constitute a lie. From Sartre’s perspective, it appears to matter what the waiter chooses to do, using his facticity or his freedom, he will be in bad faith. The phenomenological description Sartre gives of the waiter, makes Sartre appear to be an entitled individual, as suggested by other critics of his waiter analogy while also indicating the waiter is acting in bad faith.
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