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What’s Bad About Bad Faith? 
Simon Feldman and Allan Hazlett 

 

Do not suffer your hand to be held or 
squeezed without showing it displeases you 
by instantly withdrawing it.   
-- Farrar, The Young Lady's Friend (1857) 
 
We know what happens next; the young 
woman leaves her hand there, but she does 
not notice that she is leaving it.   
-- Sartre, Being and Nothingness (1956) 

 

 We are concerned here with the concept of authenticity – a concept that Charles 

Taylor describes as providing the basis for a “powerful” and distinctly modern “moral 

ideal”; a “contemporary ideal” that grounds a “culture of authenticity.”1  The contrast 

between authenticity and inauthenticity is for some synonymous with the contrast 

between good faith and bad faith, between being true to yourself and betraying yourself, 

between being sincere and insincere, between being a “phony,” or a “fake,” or a “poser,” 

and being “real” or, again, “authentic.”  For others these words may have subtly different 

meanings.2  Our concern here is not so much with the question of what bad faith is, but 

with the claim that it is something bad.  We’ll examine three conceptions of bad faith, 

which share a common assumption, and argue that, in each case, the supposed badness of 

bad faith is not motivated (§§1-3).  We then propose an alternative (with which we are 

more sympathetic), based on the rejection of the common assumption.  

 What does it mean to say that bad faith is bad?  Taylor explains the idea of a “moral 

ideal” by saying that not being in bad faith is a “better or higher mode of life” than being 

in bad faith.3  We’’ll consider several conceptions of bad faith, each of which specifies 

some feature f of people in bad faith (i.e. a necessary condition on being in bad faith) in 
                                                
1 Taylor, C., The Ethics of Authenticity (Harvard, 1991), p. 15-16 and p. 49 
2 Taylor uses “good faith” and “authenticity” interchangeably; Sartre contrasts “bad faith” with “sincerity” 
(Being and Nothingness, Washington Square, 1956, p. 100) and later proposes “authenticity” as a solution 
to the problem of bad faith (p. 116n); Lionel Trilling distinguishes between “sincerity” and “authenticity,” 
where the later suggests “a more strenuous moral experience” and “a less acceptant and genial view of the 
social circumstances of life” (Sincerity and Authenticity, Harvard, 1972, p. 11). 
3 Taylor, Ethics of Authenticity, p. 16; the “moral,” for Taylor, is broad, we employ a narrow notion in what 
follows, where morality concerns caring for the wellbeing of others. 
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virtue of which being in bad faith is (supposedly) incompatible with living a good life. 

We criticize these proposals by appeal to cases in which someone has f, but where it is 

not plausible that she would be better off were she not to have f (i.e. where it is not 

plausible that such a life would be ÒbetterÓ or ÒhigherÓ).  This undermines the claim that 

not having f, as such, is a Òmoral ideal,Ó for if being in bad faith is bad in virtue of the 

fact that to be in bad faith is to have f, then someoneÕs having f should be sufficient for 

her life to be going badly.  If f is sometimes bad, but sometimes unobjectionable, then the 

fact that bad faith requires f canÕt explain why bad faith is bad Ð for this would leave open 

the possibility that bad faith is unobjectionable.   

 The first three proposals we consider share an assumption: that bad faith is bad in 

virtue of factors internal to the person who is in bad faith.  It is a flaw of the individual 

alone, not of the individual in relation to other people or things; for example, if the 

badness of bad faith is explained in terms of harm, it must be in terms of harm done to the 

person in bad faith.  This is insisted upon by Sartre, who writes that bad faith is not the 

same as “lying in general,” but involves a “lie to oneself.”4  What is bad about bad faith, 

then, is not that it involves one in the deception or misleading of others.  For Taylor, the 

“moral ideal” of authenticity is to be achieved by a process of “self-discovery” and “self-

fulfillment.”5  Although this may (indeed, for Taylor, it must) concern one’s relationships 

with others, to fail in the project of authenticity is essentially to fail yourself.  The 

proposal of §4, below, rejects this assumption.   

 

1. Bad Faith as Ignorance 

 

 Taylor writes that, according to a standard view in modern psychology and sociology, 

“the ideally strong character … would be able to face unflinchingly the truth about 

himself or herself.”6  An ideal of good faith, on this proposal, is an ideal of being self-

knowledgeable.7  There seems to be something objectionable about a person who doesn’t 

                                                
4 Sartre, op. cit., p. 87-8 
5 Ibid. p. 61-3 and 15-16  
6 Taylor, C., The Sources of the Self (Harvard, 1989), p. 33 
7 Sartre (op. cit.) describes bad faith as an act of “hiding something from oneself” (p. 94), and he and de 
Beauvoir frequently associate bad faith with a person’s “rejection” of her freedom of choice, stemming 
from an inability to cope with the strain of making responsible choices – the person in bad faith “can not 
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know herself, and some such people could easily be described as “inauthentic” or “fake” 

– for example, from Nomy Arpaly: 

Peter, who believes, in his own words, that “morality is for wimps.”  He advocates a 
quasi-Nietzchean view according to which one should be selfish and strive to increase 
one’s own power.  Yet Peter does not perform wrongfully selfish acts, and he performs 
many unselfish acts, for unselfish motives.  When asked about this he offers 
rationalizations.8 
 
Peter fails to know himself – he does not recognize that he cares unselfishly about others.  

He not only fails to know this, but believes something false instead.  And his error is 

compounded by the fact that he seems to consciously evade relevant evidence that he 

cares about morality – namely, his own unselfish actions – by offering “rationalizations.”   

But what exactly is the objectionable feature of bad faith, on the proposal we’re 

considering?  It can’t be mere ignorance.  There is much that we are ignorant of – the 

number of grains of sand at Coney Island, for instance – but our lives would not be 

“better” or “higher” if we were knowledgeable about that.  Nor is it mere false belief.   

Consider cases of prudentially justified, but irrational, belief, such as an out-matched 

athlete’s confidence that she will win.  It is not “better” or “higher” to know that she will 

lose, if believing that she will win might give her a chance of actually doing so. 

Perhaps it is the failure of self-knowledge that makes a difference.  But there are 

unimportant truths about ourselves, just as there are unimportant truths about Coney 

Island, which we would be no better knowing than not knowing.  And the over-confident 

athlete’s incompetence, of which she is ignorant, is straightforwardly a fact about her.  It 

will not help to say that bad faith requires ignorance of important truths about oneself, for 

is that not just to say that bad faith requires ignorance of truths that it would be “better” 

or “higher” to know?  This is not a satisfying answer to our original question. 

 It might be objected that what is bad about bad faith is not ignorance, as such, but 

willful ignorance.  As Sartre says, bad faith is a Òlie to oneselfÓ; perhaps there is nothing 

bad about being wrong, as such, but there is something bad, as such, about choosing to be 

wrong.  (Set aside any worries about the possibility of self-deception.)  But it is hard to 

                                                                                                                                            
efface the agonizing evidence of his freedom” (The Ethics of Ambiguity, Citadel, 1994, p. 45).  See the 
discussion of Michèlle in §2.   
8 Arpaly, N., Unprincipled Virtue (Oxford, 2003), p. 8.  We’ve purposely left out part of Arpaly’s story, in 
which Peter sometimes admits that he’s a wimp; this would complicate things in what follows.   
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see how this makes a difference Ð if youÕd be better off not believing p, and you can 

choose whether youÕll believe p, what is objectionable about your choosing to not believe 

p?9  So even if there is something objectionable about Peter Ð and we are not here 

claiming that there is or isnÕt Ð it is not just that he is ignorant of himself.10 

 

2. Bad Faith as I r rationality 

 
 Consider Sartre’s paradigm example of bad faith (we’ll call her Michèlle), who “has 

consented to go out with a particular man for the first time.”  She “knows … the 

intentions which the man … cherishes regarding her,” but “she does not want to realize 

the urgency” of the situation, as “she does not quite know what she wants.”   The man 

takes her hand, she feels ambivalent (thinking that to withdraw her hand might send a 

certain message, but also that to leave her hand there might send a message as well), and 

finally does nothing – but (Sartre continues) she does “not notice” that she hasn’t 

withdrawn her hand; “the hand rests inert … neither consenting nor resisting.”11   

What is objectionable here?  One possibility – which would make Michèlle’s case 

typical and ordinary – is that she enjoys inconsistent desires: one the one hand she desires 

to pursue romance with her date, but on the other hand she desires not to do so.12  Lionel 

Trilling says that Shakespeare’s Horatio is “an instance of sincerity unqualified” because 

he is “a mind wholly at one with itself.”13  This suggests a conception of bad faith as bad 

because it entails inconsistency.  Harry Frankfurt gives an unsympathetic description of 

the person who is “volitionally fragmented” and suffers a lack of “wholeheartedness”: 

He cannot bring himself to identify decisively either with one of the opposing tendencies 
of his will or with the other. […] His will is unstable and incoherent, moving him in 

                                                
9 Perhaps willful ignorance is bad because it stands at the peak of a slippery slope – it would be an 
imprudent habit to always ignore the unpleasant.  But this isn’t compelling; the objection could be leveled 
against the very idea one should sometimes avoid the unpleasant, on the grounds that this might lead to the 
imprudent habit of always avoiding the unpleasant.   
10 And as Arpaly points out, it is not obvious that Peter would be better off without his ignorance – one 
possibility for restoring good faith would be for him to change his actions while keeping his beliefs about 
morality intact. 
11 Sartre, op. cit., p. 96-7 
12 Other possibilities make Michèlle’s case less typical: e.g. that she wholeheartedly desires to pursue 
romance, but has lost her powers of introspection.   
13 Trilling, op .cit., p. 4 
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contrary directions simultaneously or in a disorderly sequence.  He suffers from a 
radically entrenched ambivalence[; he is] at odds with himself.14 
 
And Frankfurt claims that this fragmentation, this failure to be wholehearted, is a form of 

irrationality.15  But why is inconsistency of desires supposed to be bad?   Even if it is 

some kind of failure of rationality to have inconsistent desires (and we doubt that it is), 

why think it is “better” or “higher” to have consistent desires?  Frankfurt suggests that the 

problem with inconsistent desires is that you’re guaranteed not to get what you want; the 

suggestion is the Stoic principle that you should make your desires such that they can be 

satisfied.16  But this principle is false.  If you want both a McChicken and a Double 

Cheeseburger, but you only have a dollar, what should you do?17 You’ll be able to get all 

you want if you just stop wanting the cheeseburger.  But that doesn’t mean that you’ll be 

better off!  You’d also be able to get all that you want if you were to want to eat dirt and 

nothing else, but you wouldn’t be better off, and not just because dirt isn’t nourishing: 

purging yourself of unsatisfiable desires may involve ceasing to want things worth 

wanting.  Correspondingly, the presence of a variety of inconsistent desires may be 

evidence of living a rich and full life.  Thus, we see no reason to think that “volitional 

fragmentation” is objectionable; we conclude that the proposal that bad faith is bad 

because it entails inconsistency of desire fails. 

Sartre accuses Michèlle of a different sort of irrationality: she suffers from “the 

coexistence … of two contradictory, complementary structures which reciprocally imply 

and destroy each other”; she is said to have formed “contradictory concepts which unite 

in themselves both an idea and the negation of that idea.”18  These two concepts are that 

of a free and responsible agent (a “transcendence”), on the one hand, and that of a non-

agent (a “facticity”), on the other.  Michèlle’s error, according to Sartre, is that of 

thinking of herself (or at least her hand) as a “passive object” – this leads to the self-
                                                
14 Ibid. p. 92 
15 Ibid. p. 96 
16 The question (whether we should avoid inconsistent desires) shouldn’t be asked in the abstract – as if we 
had no desires and were wondering what sort of desires we would like to have, inconsistent or consistent.  
The question should be asked from our current perspective as desirous beings – given that I have 
inconsistent desires, we must ask ourselves, should I seek consistency?  Is there something wrong about my 
desires, as they are, such that they stand in need of correction? 
17 Note that these desires aren’t inconsistent (in the sense that Michèlle’s are) – but this doesn’t affect our 
argument, which is against the principle that you should make your desires satisfiable.   
18 Sartre, op. cit., p. 98 
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deception mentioned in §1, discussed and denounced at length by de Beauvoir.19  We 

admit to not quite understanding what is meant to be objectionable about Michèlle.  If, on 

the one hand, she literally thinks the philosophically substantial thoughts that Sartre 

attributes to her, then she may be worthy of philosophical criticism.  If bad faith amounts 

to not being an existentialist, then we have no objection; we’re sympathetic to 

existentialism.  But if Michèlle is simply a woman like the rest of us, who does not often 

know what she wants, and who feels the force of a variety of social and interpersonal 

considerations, and in particular the sexual attention of her date, then her ambivalence, 

and her inaction, are perfectly appropriate, and it is hard to see what is supposed to be 

wrong with her.  (It’s also not exactly clear to us how an existentialist would handle her 

situation, in some way more appropriate than the way she handles it.)   

   

3. Bad Faith as ÒFalsehood to SelfÓ 

 

 Perhaps the most colloquial way to characterize authenticity is to identify it as the 

ideal of being “true to yourself.”  The idea is that “each of us has an original way of being 

human,” where “I am called upon to live my life in this way, and not in imitation of 

anyone elses.”20  The aversion to outside influence is crucial; in characterizing 

“inauthenticity” J. David Velleman describes someone who “laughs at what he thinks he 

is supposed to find amusing, shows concern for what he thinks he is supposed to care 

about, and in general conforms himself to the demands and expectations of others.”21  

The paradigm of bad faith here is the “poser” or “phony”; critics of bad faith would agree 

that the following story exemplifies this type of failure: 

Smith has been a Red Sox fan since childhood (she fondly remembers weekend 
afternoons at Fenway with her father), in college she developed a love of classical music 
(she owns an impressive collection of recordings), and has never had any interest in 
fashion.  But now she becomes friends with a new group of people – they are passionate 
basketball fans, lovers of obscure rock music, and obsessed with the latest fashions.  At 
their urging, Smith downloads various albums to her new iPod (and listens to them 
without any particular enjoyment); she purchases a block of Celtics tickets and attends 

                                                
19 de Beauvoir, op .cit., pp. 42-73 
20 Taylor, The Ethics of Authenticity, p. 28-9 
21 Velleman, J.D., “Identification and Identity,” in Buss and Overton (eds.), The Contours of Agency (MIT, 
2002), pp. 91-123  
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the games with her friends, who are impressed; and, after some initial embarrassment, 
makes the changes in her wardrobe that she knows will garner the approval of her new 
clique.   
 
Can we state exactly what the problem is?  “[T]he motives that [her] behavior is designed 

to simulate are not motives that [s]he genuinely has,” as Velleman puts it;22 Smith seems 

to lack what Trilling describes as “a congruence between avowal and actual feeling.”23  

So perhaps this is the problematic feature of bad faith.     

But consider Jones, a detective playing the “bad cop” role in an interrogation.  Jones 

glares angrily at the suspect, she slaps a cigarette out of her mouth, she declares that she 

“doesn’t have time for scum like you,” and storms out.  The motives that Jones’ behavior 

is designed to simulate are not motives that Jones genuinely has.  But there is nothing 

intuitively objectionable about Jones’ behavior – being “inauthentic” is just part of what 

her job requires. So behaving in a way that doesn’t correspond to your beliefs, desires, 

motives, emotions, and so on, is not always objectionable.  Pretending is part of many 

unobjectionable lives.  What is the difference between Smith’s case and Jones’ case?24   

It is clear that Smith’s case is underdescribed; on one version of Smith’s story, there 

may be no interesting difference between the two cases: just as Jones is playing a role, for 

good reasons (to extract a confession from the suspect), so Smith is playing a role, for 

good reasons: to make friends!  Just as Jones doesn’t feel alienated from her actions in 

the interrogation room (because she is deliberately pretending), so Smith doesn’t feel 

alienated from her actions, because they promote her ends.25 

Our story above made no mention of this feeling of alienation, but we can imagine a 

version in which Smith feels alienated from her new behavior.  Perhaps, then, it is the 

presence of this that makes bad faith bad.  To this suggestion we offer two objections.  

First, the feeling of alienation presents itself as evidence of alienation – you feel 

alienated, and you’re worried about this, because you think that this means you are 
                                                
22 Ibid.  
23 Trilling, op. cit., p. 2; Cf. “the degree of correspondence between the principles avowed by a society and 
its actual conduct” (p. 27). 
24 One possibility is that, while Jones’ posing as a bad cop is morally unproblematic, Smith’s posing as a 
basketball fan involves the objectionable deception of her friends.  We return to this possibility, which 
violates our assumption about bad faith, above, in §4. 
25 For these reasons we have never been moved by Sartre’s case of the café waiter.  The job of being a 
waiter involves being concerned with looking like a good waiter; there is nothing wrong with “playing at 
being a waiter in a café.” 



 8 

alienated.  In other words, the objectionable thing, when it comes to alienation, is 

alienation itself (whatever that might be!), not the phenomenology of alienation.26 

Second, as Arpaly persuasively argues, there is nothing objectionable about some cases in 

which the phenomenology of alienation is present: LeCarre’s Oliver Single “experiences 

himself as the passive audience to his own actions,”27 but his actions are nonetheless 

praiseworthy, and Single is better off performing these alienated actions than he would be 

were he to remain a “unified self.” 

Whether or not she experiences a feeling of alienation, there are other reasons that 

might motivate Smith to act as she does.  She might simply want to do what her friends 

want to do, because she cares for them.  In this version of the story, is there anything 

objectionable about her conformity?  Or imagine that she conspires to come to better 

appreciate the things that her friends care about, things that she knows are appreciable, 

but which she presently doesn’t value.  Is her behavior objectionable?   

One possible outcome of Smith’s behavior (whatever her motivation) is that her 

beliefs, desires, motives, and emotions come to match her behavior: Smith becomes as 

passionate as any life-long Celtics fan, finds herself enjoying her new music, and comes 

to regret having paid little attention to fashion before.  Can it be objected, against Smith’s 

original posing, that it was problematic because it stood a chance of leading to this sort of 

change?  One could insist, we suppose, that something makes it the case that baseball and 

classical music (but not fashion, basketball, and indie rock) are among those things that 

Smith’s “true self” cares for, and that in this version of the story she is now sadly 

mistaken about what she “really” likes.  We see no reason to insist on this, however, and 

we’re suspicious of the metaphysics that might be needed to say it.  (What makes Smith’s 

prior interests the “true” ones, and the others the “false” ones?)   

Suppose that Smith changes in this way, and suppose that her original motive for 

posing was to come to better appreciate the things that her friends care about.  It’s quite 

implausible, in this version, to say that Smith “betrayed her true self,” or that she “found 

her true self.”  The natural thing to say is that Smith changed – and we see no sense in 

which it would be “better” or “higher” for Smith not to have changed.  We do not know 
                                                
26 All this, pace the view that one’s identity is determined by one’s phenomenology of identification, as in 
Dworkin, G., “Autonomy and Behavior Control,”  
27 Arpaly, op. cit, p. 5 
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how to square the ideal of being “true to yourself” with this fact about our (human) 

potential for inconstancy in interests and values.  The point here is both metaphysical – 

that people really do change – and normative – that there’s nothing objectionable, in 

principle, about it.  So the problem with Smith, even if she experiences a feeling of 

alienation, does not reside in the fact that her interests and values might change, as a 

result of her posing.    

It is not plausible to say that the source of Smith’s interest in basketball, for example, 

is the culprit.  If we change the story so that Smith’s father is responsible for her previous 

love of baseball (she only went to the games to please him, but eventually found herself 

enjoying them), shall we then say that she was inauthentic even before her meeting her 

new friends?  And if an origin like that is sufficient for inauthenticity, what elements of 

our identities could be said to be authentic?  We develop our loves and hates, our values, 

our interests, and everything important about us as persons, through interactions with 

what is “external” to us: other people, social institutions, our physiology.  If everything 

about everyone is inauthentic, as a result of this, then it becomes quite hard to see what 

the problem of inauthenticity is. 

 For these reasons, we are reluctant to take talk of a “true self” seriously, at least when 

this involves a commitment to an unchanging “true self.”  We are unsympathetic with the 

idea that one shouldn’t be changed and influenced by “the demands and expectations of 

others,” for this is a normal and unobjectionable part of most human lives.  Indeed, it 

seems to us that this is an appropriate and good part of life, both prudentially speaking 

(Smith regrets not being interested in fashion before; she sees herself as better off) and 

morally speaking (it’s virtuous to be sensitive to, and prepared to change in response to, 

the “demands and expectations of others.”)  So even if there is something objectionable 

about Smith (or about some version of her) Ð and we are not here claiming that there is or 

isnÕt Ð it isnÕt just that she is pretending to be interested in things that she isnÕt interested 

in, and it isnÕt just that she feels alienated, and it isnÕt just that her character might 

change. 

 

4. Bad Faith as Lying 
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 We have found the proposals considered so far inadequate.  What we propose is to 

reject the assumption mentioned above, that bad faith is a flaw internal to the subject; the 

idea here is based on the rejection of Sartre’s insistence that bad faith is distinct from 

“lying in general.”  On the view we are suggesting, bad faith is bad (better: when it’s bad) 

just because it involves lying.  The criticism of bad faith, then, is moral (in the narrow 

sense): if bad faith involves lying to, misleading, or deceiving people, then there is an 

obvious sense in which not being in bad faith is morally ideal – to the extent that lying, 

misleading, or deceiving people is immoral. 

We can make decent sense of our examples on this conception.  Peter’s avowals of 

nihilism might deceive his interlocutors, Smith’s choice of music might mislead people 

into thinking that she likes it, Michèlle’s failure to withdraw her hand might mislead her 

date into thinking she likes him with less ambivalence than she really does.   

Why have philosophers been attracted to the assumption that bad faith is a flaw 

internal to the subject?  We propose that bad faith, construed as in §§1-3, appears bad 

because it looks like lying, or deception, or something that might mislead.  On our view, 

the modern aversion to bad faith is a symptom of our aversion to falsehood.  As we have 

argued in §1, falsehood is not always a bad thing.  But, much more importantly, a proper 

account of bad faith condemns it only when it involves the deception of others.  

Otherwise, we see no grounds for criticism. 

However, it is doubtful that honesty is always the “higher and better form of life” – 

both (narrowly) morally speaking (e.g. when murderers need information, or in the case 

of Jones, above) and more broadly.  As above, it’s not obvious what the problem is with 

Michèlle’s behavior – perhaps her date will be misled, but given her options, isn’t 

ambivalence best?  Would she be better off – would anyone be better off – if she were to 

follow Sartre’s advice, make a radical choice, and then either wholeheartedly hold hands, 

or wholeheartedly withdraw?  If not withdrawing is immoral, or if Michèlle is immoral in 

her attitude towards her decision not to withdraw, this is a small crime, and certainly a 

forgivable one.  

So we do not claim that not being in bad faith, construed as lying, is a “moral ideal,” 

in Taylor’s sense.  But our grounds for criticism of bad faith are superior to those grounds 

considered in §§1-3, for we can appeal to the harm done to another person in our 
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criticism of the person in bad faith.28  Above we argued that the subject in bad faith is not 

necessarily wronged by ignorance, by irrationality, or by “falsehood to self.”  If bad faith 

entails deception, then it is easy to see how someone is necessarily wronged in every case 

of bad faith – namely, the person who is deceived. 

                                                
28 We contend that it is more obvious that lying (“in general,” i.e. to another person) is morally wrong, than 
that “lying to oneself” is morally wrong.  This is based partly on Kantian considerations: when I lie to you, 
I do it without your permission; when I lie to myself, I have my permission, so to speak.     


