How is it that we lie to others?  (personal experience) What's curious, however, is that we also have the capacity to lie to ourselves. This is clear empirically.

Empirically, it seems clear that we have the capacity to deceive ourselves.  We can allow ourselves to believe something/some state of affairs even although there may be some vague uneasiness to the extent that we are (in some as yet undefined sense) aware that we are positing what amounts to nothing more than a world of belief.

 
Notice that when we turn to Freud repression can explain a state of self-denial. Something unwanted appears to consciousness and so, via either egological or superegological repression the unwanted material is pushed into the unconscious.  Strictly speaking, this is not self-deception since repression is not under the control of consciousness, but it can explain how we can prevent ourselves from seeing truths that we do not wish to acknowledge.

 For Sartre, however, the Freudian method of explaining self-denial cannot be adopted on principle.  As we now know, for Freud this depends upon the existence of the unconscious, but Sartre cannot admit the existence of an unconscious at all. 

 
So whereas for Freud there can be said to be an opaque barrier between the conscious and the unconscious, Sartre claims instead that consciousness is translucent.

 
So self-deception for Sartre, up this point, seems to involve positing a world of belief and having a consciousness that is translucent.  As regards the idea of a world of belief, notice here that we can talk about evidence.

 
Maintain a world of belief in the face of (i) little  (ii) no  or(iii) contradictory evidence.

 
Sartre talks about two main types of bad faith or self-deception.  The first involves a waiter in a cafe.  For present purposes, however, it would make more sense to talk about a profession like a doctor.  So imagine that your father is a highly successful neurosurgeon, and suppose that you live in an exclusive neighborhood, in a house with a swimming pool and tennis court, and that your family members drive around in BMWs or MBs.  Your father works extremely hard.  He gets up at five in the morning and sometimes is not home till eight at night, he serves on medical committees and the hospital board, and is absolutely loved by his patients.

You and your family consequently have all the material comforts you could want, but due to the fact that your father is so busy, he is spending less and less time with you all, so that as a unit your family life is becoming increasingly hollow.  You therefore go to your father, and over a period of time that is extended, you tell him of your concerns, and presnet him with what amounts to clear evidence to suggest that indeed the family life is becoming increasingly strained.  You point out that you and your siblings are now all grown, that he, your father, has invested wisely and said that there are no financial problems whatsoever, and that he should therefore cut back greatly on his medical involvement.  You know that he has always loved yachts and sailing, and so you note that he and your mother could easily buy a yacht and spend time sailing along parts of the coast, as he has always wanted to.

Of course, it is possible that the doctor, your father, would agree immediately and follow your advice.  However, it's more likely that he would claim that what you want is not feasible.

 
Most likely scenario:  'I am a doctor' (ie that I am essentially a doctor).

 
From a Sartrean point of view, the problem is therefore that your father has hypostatized his MD role; in fact, he created a whole world of belief plus behavior that is associated with this belief.  He refuses to admit that there is contrary evidence which suggests that he is in fact creating what amounts to precisely this world.

 
The same point can of course be made for your mother.  Prior to the marriage she was an accomplished musician, who then however gave up a career to spend all her time at home with the children.  When you point out to her that you are all now fully grown and in college, and that she should therefore go back and study/play music again, she might immediately agree.  However, as with your father, it's more likely that your mother would say in effect that she cannot pursue her musical aspirations since:

Her role is a homemaker, she IS a homemaker, it's too late.

 
A second type of bad faith involves a young woman, Q, who is out on a date for a first time with a man - call him R.  Sartre tells us that R is primarily interested in the woman in a purely sexual fashion.  Q however is not at all interested in physical relations - especially at this early stage - but rather simply wants to enjoy the evening.

Q, however, has a conflict: on the one hand, she is not interested in a sexual relationship.  Yet, on the other hand, Sartre notes that Q does 'require the man's desire'. So when R, for example, says to Q, something like 'you are really beautiful' or 'you have a wonderful smile' or 'you look absolutely incredible' Q takes these words to mean:

I value you as a person/more than an object

 I.e., Q takes R's words out of context; and she does this because she wants to maintain a world of fantasy, one that is characterized by romance which is what she is really seeking.

 
Suppose however that R now suddenly taks Q's hand into his own warm hands.  Up to this point, the relation between the two has been verbal, so that Q can maintain her world of belief with relative ease.  But the action now becomes physical so how can she keep up the pretence?

 
Sartre notes that in fact it may at first seem as though Q only has two choices. She can (i) leve her hand in the man's, but this would be unacceptable because she would be conceding to his physical advance. (ii) Alternatively, she can withdraw her hand but this too is unacceptable since she loses her idealized romance by disrupting the date. What therefore does Q in fact do?

Alienation

Treats her body as an object

So Q ends up by alienating herself from her own body, and she does this so that she can maintain a world of belief, one that is characterized by fantasy.

 
Now go back and compare the cases of the doctor and the young woman, Q.  What similarities do thy have, and what differences?

 
Both are cases in which the subject maintains a world of belief in the face of contradictory evidence. In the case of the doctor, emphasis is on the past and present" he is and always has been a doctor.  This is what he essentially is. By contrast, Q lives in a world of fantasy: something that is not , by always will be in the future.

So with the doctor emphasis is on FACTICITY

Whereas with Q emphasis is placed on her TRANSCENDENCE.

 
Given the cases of the MD and Q we can now understand that bad faith or self-deception for Sartre involves one building and maintaining world of belief, always to some extent in the face of contrary evidence.

But what precisely is the mechanism of bad faith?  To repeat, given that Sartre rejects Freud's unconscious and that instead he posits consciousness as translucent, how is it that one is able to maintain such a world of belief, that is deceive oneself, when at the same time one - in some sense - is also aware that this world is nothing but in fact a world of belief?  Both the doctor and the young woman stick resolutely to their respective roles:  he insists that he is a doctor and she steadfastly maintains her belief in romance, even though in both cases there is plenty of evidence for both that they are avoiding their respective realities.  The key lies in the fact that Sartre was very much influenced by gestalt psychology. For our purposes: (I) the crucial distinction here is one the gestaltists make between figure and ground.  The figure is that part of one's perceptual field that one concentrates on.  It is characterized by the fact that the figure is sharp, differentiated and clearly defined.  By contrast, the ground is fuzzy, vague, undifferentiated, or indeterminate relative to the figure.  (II) A second important gestalt principle is what can be though of as the flip-flop phenomena: one either experiences any one aspect of one's perceptual field as a figure or (undifferentiated) as part of the ground, but never both at once. Recall the image of two faces flip-flopped with a vase and the young woman flip-flopped with the old woman.  The figure and ground flip between objects.

 
Now recall that for Sartre bad faith involves:

Creating a world of belief

Creating this world in the face of selective evidence

Consciousness functioning as translucent

How then can we use the above to explain the phenomena of self-deception or a bad faith for in Sartre in the cases of both the doctor and the young woman?

 
Both fixate on evidence they wish to maintain as figure.  By means of this fixation, the evidence they don't want to see gets pushed or relogated into the ground of experience, and so becomes undifferentiated.  Note that this means it takes effort to maintain bad faith. Fixation in bad faith means uneasiness since one always has to avoid the possibility of evidence one doesn't wish to see coming into focus as figure. 

