
Examples of "Bad Faith", from Sartre, Being and Nothingness

[Translated by Hazel Barnes, Philosophical Library, 1956, 55ff. ]

. . . Take the example of a woman who has consented to go out with a particular man for the first 
time. She knows very well the intentions which the man who is speaking to her cherishes 
regarding her. She knows also that it will be necessary sooner or later for her to make a decision. 
But she does not want to realize the urgency; she concerns herself only with what is respectful and 
discreet in the attitude of her companion. She does not apprehend this conduct as an attempt to 
achieve what we call "the first approach"; that is, she does not want to see possibilities of temporal 
development which his conduct presents. She restricts this behavior to what is in the present; she 
does not wish to read in the phrases which he addresses to her anything other than their explicit 
meaning. If he says to her, "I find you so attractive!" she disarms this phrase of its sexual 
background; she attaches to the conversation and to the behavior of the speaker, the immediate 
meanings, which she imagines as objective qualities. The man who is speaking to her appears to 
her sincere and respectful as the table is round or square, as the wall coloring is blue or gray. The 
qualities thus attached to the person she is listening to are in this way fixed in a permanence like 
that of things, which is no other than the projection of the strict present of the qualities into the 
temporal flux. This is because she does not quite know what she wants. She is profoundly aware 
of the desire which she inspires, but the desire cruel and naked would humiliate and horrify her. 
Yet she would find no charm in a respect which would be only respect. In order to satisfy her, 
there must be a feeling which is addressed wholly to her personality — I. e, to her full freedom — 
and which would be a recognition of her freedom. But at the same time this feeling must be 
wholly desire; that is, it must address itself to her body as object. This time then she refuses to 
apprehend the desire for what it is; she does no even give it a name; she recognizes it only to the 
extent that it transcends itself toward admiration, esteem, respect and that it is wholly absorbed in 
the more refined forms which it produces, to the extent of no longer figuring any more as a sort of 
warmth and density. But then suppose he takes her hand. This act of her companion risks changing 
the situation by calling for an immediate decision. To leave the hand there is to consent in herself 
to flirt, to engage herself. To withdraw it is to break the troubled and unstable harmony which 
gives the hour its charm. The aim is to postpone the moment of decision as long as possible. We 
know what happens next: the young woman leaves her hand there, but she does not notice that she 
is leaving it. She does not notice because it happens by chance that she is at this moment all 
intellect. She draws her companion up to the most lofty regions of sentimental speculation; she 
speaks of Life, of her life, she shows herself in her essential aspect — a personality, a 
consciousness. And during this time the divorce of the body from the soul is accomplished; the 
hand rests inert between the warm hands of her companion — neither consenting nor resisting — 
a thing.

We shall say that this woman is in bad faith. But we see immediately that she uses various 
procedures in order to maintain herself in this bad faith. She has disarmed the actions of her 
companion by reducing them to being only what they are; that is, to existing in the mode of the in-
itself. But she permits herself to enjoy his desire, to the extent that she will apprehend it as not 
being what it is, will recognize its transcendence. Finally while sensing profoundly the presence of 
her own body — to the point of being aroused, perhaps — she realizes herself as not being her 
own body, and she contemplates it as though from above as a passive object to which events can 
happen but which can neither provoke them nor avoid them because all its possibilities are outside 
of it. What unity do we find in these various aspects of bad faith? It is a certain art of forming 
contradictory concepts which unite in themselves both an idea and the negation of that idea. The 
basic concept which is thus engendered utilizes the double property of the human being, who is at 
once a facticity and a transcendence. These two aspects of human reality are and ought to be 
capable of a valid coordination. But bad faith does not wish either to coordinate them or to 
surmount them in a synthesis. Bad faith seeks to affirm their identity while preserving their 
differences. It must affirm facticity as being transcendence and transcendence as being facticity, in 
such a way that at the instant when a person apprehends the one, he can find himself abruptly 
faced with the other. . . .



If a man is what he is, bad faith is forever impossible and candor ceases to be his ideal and 
becomes instead his being. But is man what he is? And more generally, how can he be what he is 
when he exists as consciousness of being? If candor or sincerity is a universal value, it is evident 
that the maxim "one must be what one is" does not serve solely as a regulating principle for 
judgments and concepts by which I express what I am. It posits not merely an ideal of knowing 
but an ideal of being; it proposes for us an absolute equivalence of being with itself as a prototype 
of being. In this sense it is necessary that we make ourselves what we are. But what are we then if 
we have the constant obligation to make ourselves what we are, if our mode of being is having the 
obligation to be what we are?

Let us consider this waiter in the cafe. His movement is quick and forward, a little too precise, a 
little too rapid. He comes toward the patrons with a step a little too quick. He bends forward a 
little too eagerly; his voice, his eyes express an interest a little too solicitous for the order of the 
customer. 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 tight-rope-walker by putting it in a 
perpetually unstable, perpetually broken equilibrium which he perpetually re-establishes by a light 
movement of the arm and hand. All his behavior seems to us a game. He applies himself to 
chaining his movements as if they were mechanisms, the one regulating the other; his gestures and 
even his voice seem to be mechanisms; he gives himself the quickness and pitiless rapidity of 
things. He is playing, he is amusing himself. But what is he playing? We need not watch long 
before we can explain it: he is playing at being a waiter in a cafe. There is nothing there to surprise 
us. The game is a kind of marking out and investigation. The child plays with his body in order to 
explore it, to take inventory of it; the waiter in the cafe plays with his condition in order to realize 
it. This obligation is not different from that which is imposed on all tradesmen. Their condition is 
wholly one of ceremony. The public demands of them that they realize it as a ceremony; there is 
the dance of the grocer, of the tailor, of the auctioneer, by which they endeavor to persuade their 
clientele that they are nothing but a grocer, an auctioneer, a tailor. A grocer who dreams is 
offensive to the buyer, because such a grocer is not wholly a grocer. Society demands that he limit 
himself to his function as a grocer, just as the soldier at attention makes himself into a soldier-
thing with a direct regard which does not see at all, which is no longer meant to see, since it is the 
rule and not the interest of the moment which determines the point he must fix his eyes on (the 
sight "fixed at ten paces"). There are indeed many precautions to imprison a man in what he is, as 
if we lived in perpetual fear that he might escape from it, that he might break away and suddenly 
elude his condition.

In a parallel situation, from within, the waiter in the cafe can not be immediately a cafe waiter in 
the sense that this inkwell is an inkwell, or the glass is a glass. It is by no means that he can not 
form reflective judgments or concepts concerning his condition. He knows well what it "means": 
the obligation of getting up at five o'clock, of sweeping the floor of the shop before the restaurant 
opens, of starting the coffee pot going, etc. He knows the rights which it allows: the right to the 
tips, the right to belong to a union, etc. But all these concepts, all these judgments refer to the 
transcendent. It is a matter of abstract possibilities, of rights and duties conferred on a "person 
possessing rights." And it is precisely this person who I have to be (if I am the waiter in question) 
and who I am not. It is not that I do not wish to be this person or that I want this person to be 
different. But rather there is no common measure between his being and mine. It is a 
"representation" for others and for myself, which means that I can be he only in representation. 
But if I represent myself as him, I am not he; I am separated from him as the object from the 
subject, separated by nothing, but this nothing isolates me from him. I can not be he, I can only 
play at being him; that is, imagine to myself that I am he. And thereby I affect him with 
nothingness. In vane do I fulfill the functions of a cafe waiter. I can be he only in the neutralized 
mode, as the actor is Hamlet, by mechanically making the typical gestures of my state and by 
aiming at myself as an imaginary cafe waiter through those gestures taken as an "analogue." What 
I attempt to realize is a being-in-itself of the cafe waiter, as if it were not just in my power to 
confer their value and their urgency upon my duties and the right of my position, as if it were not 
my free choice to get up each morning at five o'clock or to remain in bed, even though it meant 
getting, fired. As if from the very fact that I sustain this role in existence I did not transcend it on 
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every side, as if I did not constitute myself as one beyond my condition. Yet there is no doubt that I 
am in a sense a cafe waiter  —  otherwise could I not just as well call myself a diplomat or a 
reporter? But if I am one, this can not be in the mode of being-in-itself. I am a waiter in the mode 
of being what I am not....

Let us take an example: A homosexual frequently has an intolerable feeling of guilt, and his whole 
existence is determined in relation to this feeling. One will readily foresee that he is in bad faith. In 
fact it frequently happens that this man, while recognizing his homosexual inclination, while 
avowing each and every particular misdeed which he has committed, refuses with all his strength 
to consider himself "a paederast" His case is always "different," peculiar; there enters into it 
something of a game, of chance, of bad luck; the mistakes are all in the past; they are explained by 
a certain conception of the beautiful which women cannot satisfy; we should see in them the 
results of a restless search, rather than the manifestations of a deeply rooted tendency, etc., etc. 
Here is assuredly a man in bad faith who borders on the comic since, acknowledging all the facts 
which are imputed to him, he refuses to draw from them the conclusion which they impose. His 
friend, who is his most severe critic, becomes irritated with this duplicity. The critic asks only one 
thing  —  and perhaps then he will show himself indulgent: that the guilty one recognize himself 
as guilty, that the homosexual declare frankly — whether humbly or boastfully matters little — "I 
am a paederast. " We ask here: Who is in bad faith? The homosexual or the champion of sincerity?

The homosexual recognizes his faults, but he struggles with all his strength against the crushing 
view that his mistakes constitute for him a destiny. He does not wish to let himself be considered 
as a thing. He has an obscure but strong feeling that a homosexual is not a homosexual as this 
table is a table or as this red-haired man is red-haired. It seems to him that he has escaped from 
each mistake as soon as he has posited it and recognized it; he even feels that the psychic duration 
by itself cleanses him from each misdeed, constitutes for him an undetermined future, causes him 
to be born anew. Is he wrong? Does he not recognize in himself the peculiar, irreducible character 
of human reality? His attitude includes then an undeniable comprehension of truth. But at the 
same time he needs this perpetual rebirth, this constant escape in order to live; he must constantly 
put himself beyond reach in order to avoid the terrible judgment of collectivity. Thus he plays on 
the word being. He would be right actually if he understood the phrase "I am not a paederast' in 
the sense of "I am not what I am " That is, if he declared to himself, "To the extent that a pattern of 
conduct is defined as the conduct of a paederast and to the extent that I have adopted this conduct, 
I am a paederast. But to the extent that human reality can not be finally defined by patterns of 
conduct, I am not one." But instead he slides surreptitiously toward a different connotation of the 
word "being" He understands "not being" in the sense of "not-being-in-itself." He lays claim to 
"not being a paederast" in the sense in which this table is not an ink-well. He is in bad faith.

But the champion of sincerity is not ignorant of the transcendence of human reality, and he knows 
how at need to appeal to it for his own advantage. He makes use of it even and brings it up in the 
present argument. Does he not wish, first in the name of sincerity, then of freedom, that the 
homosexual reflect on himself and acknowledge himself as a homosexual? Does he not let the 
other understand that such a confession wiII win indulgence for him? What does this mean if not 
that the man who will acknowledge himself as a homosexual will no Ionger be the same as the 
homosexual whom he acknowledges being and that he will escape into the region of freedom and 
of good will? The critic asks the man then to be what he is in order no longer to be what he is. It is 
the profound meaning of the saying, "A sin confessed is half pardoned." The critic demands of the 
guilty one that he constitute himself as a thing, precisely in order no longer to treat him as a thing. 
And this contradiction is constitutive of the demand of sincerity. Who can not see how offensive to 
the Other and how reassuring for me is a statement such as, "He's just a paederast" which removes 
a disturbing freedom from a trait and which aims at henceforth constituting all the acts of the 
Other as consequences following strictly from his essence. That is actually what the critic is 
demanding of his victim — that he constitute himself as a thing, that he should entrust his freedom 
to his friend as a fief, in order that the friend should return it to him subsequently — like a 
suzerain to his vassal. The champion of sincerity is in bad faith to the degree that in order to 
reassure himself, he pretends to judge, to the extent that he demands that freedom as freedom 
constitute itself as a thing. We have here only one episode in that battle to the death of 
consciousness which Hegel calls "the relation of the master and the slave." A person appeals to 
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another and demands that in the name of his nature as consciousness he should radically destroy 
himself as consciousness, but while making this appeal he leads the other to hope for a rebirth 
beyond this destruction. . . .

Thus the essential structure of sincerity does not differ from that of bad faith . . . Total, constant 
sincerity as a constant effort to adhere to oneself is by nature a constant effort to dissociate oneself 
from oneself . . .

Adapted from David Banach, “Sincerity”, http://dbanach.com/sincer.htm (14 Apr 13)
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