Jean-Paul Sartre was a harsh critic of human nature. As he sat writing philosophy in Parisian cafés, he watched the people moving around him, and in their behaviour he saw a quality which he came to call bad faith. He didn’t buy the exaggerated gestures of the waiter who served him his coffee - instead he saw an individual who denied his possibilities by resigning himself to ‘act’ as a waiter, as if it were a fact of his inherent character. To Sartre, this kind of performance was inauthentic, a way to avoid the responsibilities that accompany the freedom to interpret oneself.




Sartre clearly opposes behaviour conducted in bad faith, but just what is it that constitu
tes bad faith in his philosophy? 
In this essay I shall 
deliberate
 
Sartre’s explication of bad faith, 
and in its cons
id
eration show that 
authenticity is
,
 in theory
,
 a worthwhile ideal. In practice, however, it is difficult to assess - and 
sometimes it is
 an impractical 
concern
. Furthermore, it is difficult to see how Sartre would have us behave if we were to follow his dictates.
 
I
 shall also briefly examine Sartre
’s criticism of what he perceives to be Freud
’s explanation for bad faith, and question 
how far we can accept Sartre
’s criticism of the unconscious motivator.




Firstly, however, I shall discuss why Sartre feels authenticity is so important to human beings and why he thinks that people in bad faith are denying an integral part of their humanity.



In a world where most objects exist without the faculty for reflection, where things ‘are-in-themselves’, the human being stands alone as a creature for whom her/his own existence is an issue - 
that is
, as an ‘existence-for-itself’. This, says Sartre, is what is unique to and definitive of humans.



The capacity to examine our own existence is what bestows upon us the ability to question our selves, past, and potential for the future - and the act of questioning implies that there are alternatives (or, in Sartre’s terms, that there is an intrinsic negation within the subject questioned). Thus, through reflection, we have the ability to judge and interpret ourselves, and we experience the necessity to choose what is true about ourselves.



By this rationale, the more we call into question what is true of ourselves, the more we celebrate that which it is that makes us human. To not do so is to deny the freedom that we have and the choices which are available to us. It is to exist less as a being-for-itself and to come to resemble a being-in-itself where all variables are given. If a human being declares ‘I am’ something, they are implicitly denying their own negation, their own possibility to be something different. Thus when someone such as the waiter in Sartre’s café  puts on a great show which demonstrates his self-identity as ‘The Waiter’, such a person is allowing himself to be dehumanised.



To be in bad faith is not to stop making choices, however - it is instead not to acknowledge that we are making choices, or to maintain that there are no real alternatives . It is to assume a role and to identify oneself as identical with that role. As a ‘role’ is a kind of being-in-itself, then it is less than what Sartre considers to be ‘human’, and thus it is inauthentic.



Sartre focuses his attention on a woman as an example of a person who is in bad faith in order to more clearly demonstrate how it is that bad faith occurs. The woman has agreed to spend an evening out with a man whom she knows has a sexual interest in her; and yet, or so Sartre claims, she chooses to deny the truth of this to herself. According to Sartre, the woman refuses to take the words of admiration spoken by the man at anything other than their face value, disarming them of their sexual forwardness. As he watches, the man takes the woman’s hand, giving the woman a strong signal of his intent. Her reaction, however, is to ignore the fact that he has done so, continuing to engage in bright conversation as if nothing has changed between them.



Sartre proceeds to explain the woman’s conduct as being in bad faith. The man’s action of taking her hand, he notes, exists as in-itself and for-itself. The woman, in order to allow herself to continue to see the man as 
respectful
 and charming, sees the action as an in-itself ‘thing’ signifying nothing more than a dumb object - and yet at the same time she allows herself to take pleasure in the gesture’s transcendence, enjoying the desire it clearly displays. Her hand she distances from herself, so that it too is an object, otherwise she could not maintain that the man is more interested in her personality than her body. And yet she is keenly aware of her own body as a part of her and as a function of her own arousal.



What the woman is doing is simultaneously holding contradicting analyses of his behaviour. Whilst we can acknowledge that humans are a mixture of transcendence and facticity,  that they possess both interpretable and fixed chara
cteristics which comfortably co
exist within the human condition,  we must realise that the woman of Sartre’s parable is ascribing both properties to the man’s actions at once. It is by this holding of contradictory premises that the woman is in bad faith.



This is Sartre’s way of presenting a formula for bad faith, although it is not the only such formula he gives. Here, it is to escape the reproach one can suffer in the factual ‘in-itself’ condition of the self by appealing to one’s transcendence (eg, ‘I am not what I was’), whilst at the same time affirming that one is  one’s transcendence as if it were one’s facticity (eg, ‘I am a product of what I have been’). The woman is welcoming the transcendence implied in the respect shown to her by the man but ‘glues it down’ as if it were nothing but itself, as if it could be nothing else. 



Whilst Sartre’s way of thinking about scenarios such as this one is certainly unusual, we can recognise that there is a certain wisdom in his observations. We can readily share his cynicism for the dumb-show being played out by this woman and this man in his café, and recognise that they are playing a kind of game which might seem to degrade them as free human beings.



For some, this insight into the human constitution is powerfully liberating. Authenticity in one’s actions is an inspiring ideal for the individual who can use Sartre’s insights to wonder, ‘Am I in bad faith, and what can I do about it’? Take the example of a man who eats meat but who believes that it is wrong to kill animals for food. Sartre would say that he is in bad faith because he affirms himself as a being capable of making a choice (in that he considers the ethics of what he does), and yet he denies this power by acting as if his carnivorous habits were a fact of his character which he is unable to control. Sartre’s philosophy might help such a man to illuminate the inanity of his situation and help him affirm his own power to control his own life as a transcendent human being.



Beyond this, however, Sartre’s account of ‘bad faith’ is troubling. Perhaps it is even a little unfair. Reconsider the example of the woman in the café. How would Sartre have had her react when her suitor took up her hand? As Sartre recognises,  were she to withdraw her hand, she would introduce an unfriendly element into an otherwise pleasant evening. And if she is to respond favourably, then she risks giving the man signals she does not wish to give at this stage. We know that she is aware of the real intentions of her admirer, but she appears willing to enjoy his company provided his affections are no more threatening than politeness allows.



We are thus led to wonder whether the woman Sartre speaks of is in bad faith at all. Upon reflection
 
it seems that her reactions to the man are politically the safest she could choose. Perhaps her attempts to accentuate her personality rather than her body are the best way neither to encourage nor discourage the affections of the man who finds her so attractive, and to ensure that their evening together is as amicable as it is exciting.



This shows how difficult it is to assess whether or not a
 person is indeed in bad faith. It may be very well to dismiss the actions of a couple in a café as resembling a kind of puppet show where the characters are denying the responsibilities of their freedom; in reality, one might be very mistaken to do so. It seems strange for us to assume that the woman in Sartre
’s café is so naïve. Furthermore, to act 
authentically
 
may involve
 a self-conscious 
process of 
rationalisation
 to avoid the trap of bad faith.
 As S
artre indicates elsewhere in 
B
eing and Nothingness
, this reflective state tends to distance 
a person
 from 
their
 immediate situation, which may not always be desirable.
 In such a case, to act in 
‘bad faith
’ may not be so 
‘bad
’.




What 
I
 am suggesting is that a person may well choose to consent to acting in bad faith for lack of a more satisfactory alternative. If it is convenient for someone to avoid uncomfortability or embarrassment by acting a
s if something is as it is not (
as in the case of the woman who pretends her date is 
not mo
tivated by sexual desire), then perhaps Sartre has no grounds for dismissing such a one.




Another 
defence
 which
 a person accused by Sartre of acting in bad faith 
might appeal to is that there were factors influencing their behaviour  which they were not entirely aware of; that unconscious motivators of the kind Sigmund Freud hypothesised were the causes of what seemed to be their inauthenticity.



Sartre strongly disagreed with this line. He felt that Freud
’s explanation for what Sartre later came to call bad faith did not resolve the problem at all, but instead recast it at another level.




According to Freud
’s model, there is a distinction in human consciousness between the id and the ego. Within the id, underlying primitive instincts and energies are concealed from the ego (or the conscious 
‘self
’) by a censor, which 
withholds
 the bare, unsocialised psychic facts and transmits their influence to the ego in less coarse forms. Thus may a person commit actions without full awareness of what motivators within their own mind are contributing to that action.




In response, Sartre focuses on th
e being of the censor, the hypo
thetical 
‘customs officer
’ which supposedly protects the human mind from its own base voracity. Sartre points out that in order for the censor to act as it does, it must be aware of which impulses to pass through to the ego and which to surpress; in other terms, it must make choices. That it does so implies that it is aware of its own activity - for by Sartre
’s definition it is impossible for knowledge within consciousness to be ignorant of itself. 
‘But what type of self-consciousness can the censor have
?
’, asks Sartre. He concludes that the censor must be aware of the repressed drives for the purpose of not being aware of it (for that is, after all, its function). Thus Sartre shows that the censor itself is in bad faith, and Freud has only sidestepped the problem.



Sartre
’s elegant reply to Freud
’s censor does not entirely sterilise the role of the unconscious motivator. There are many examples of situati
o
ns where a freely independent human being cannot enact the full 
extent of their possibilities due to some surpressed or habitually impressed psychological factor. A woman may be in bad faith when she describes herself as unable to revisit a certain location where she was violated
,
 despite the fact that the location no longer presents a threat to her.
 It would be unfair for us to coldly disregard her 
‘irrational
’ phobia as an excuse to escape the responsibilities of freedom. Likewise, a smoker may choose to continue to smoke despite the fact that he dislikes the effects cigarettes have on his life and health. Here, the well documented phenomenon of addiction, on a basis where chemo-physical agents have psychological repercussions, provide
s
 an explanation 
as to how an individual could act in bad faith without deserving the full force of Sartre
’s criticism.
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