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Abstract 

The present research paper conducts an existential analysis of Gabriel Garcia Marquez’s short 

story “Balthazar's Marvelous Afternoon” with a specific focus on Martin Heidegger's concept of 

inauthenticity. Through a close examination of the story's narrative and characters, this study explores 

the manifestations of inauthenticity and the underlying existential struggles faced by the protagonist, 

Balthazar. The paper investigates the influence of societal norms, materialism, and the absence of 

genuine self-expression on Balthazar's quest for authenticity. By applying Heidegger's philosophical 

insights, the research sheds light on the challenges individuals encounter when grappling with 

inauthentic existence in a conformist society. 

Keywords: Inauthenticity, Existentialism, Martin Heidegger, Societal Norms, Materialism, Self-

Expression. 

Existentialism, as a philosophical framework, delves into the complexities of human existence 

and the inherent struggles individuals face in navigating their lives. One key aspect explored within 

existentialism is the concept of authenticity and its counterpart, inauthenticity. Martin Heidegger, a 

prominent existential philosopher, emphasizes the significance of living an authentic existence, free 

from societal conformity and superficiality. This research paper aims to analyze the theme of 

inauthenticity in the short story “Balthazar's Marvelous Afternoon” through the lens of Heidegger's 

philosophy. By examining the narrative and characters, this study aims to unravel the manifestations 

of inauthenticity and the existential dilemmas faced by the protagonist, Balthazar. Through this 

analysis, we gain insights into the challenges individuals encounter when confronted with the 

dissonance between societal expectations and their inner quest for genuine self-expression. 

Existentialism is a philosophical movement that emerged in the twentieth century, focusing 

on the individual's struggle to find meaning and authenticity in a seemingly absurd and chaotic world. 

It emphasizes the subjective experience of existence and the freedom and responsibility of individuals 

in shaping their own lives. Key existentialist thinkers, such as Jean-Paul Sartre, Albert Camus, and 

Martin Heidegger, explored themes of choice, personal responsibility, and the inherent anxiety and 

anguish that accompanies human existence.Sarah Bakewell, a renowned philosopher and author, in 

her book At the Existentialist Café: Freedom, Being, and Apricot Cocktails, states: 

Existentialism, as a philosophical movement, emerged in the 20th century with a focus on the 

individual's quest for meaning and authenticity in a world that appears absurd and chaotic. Prominent 

existentialist thinkers, including Jean-Paul Sartre, Albert Camus, and Martin Heidegger, delved into 
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themes of personal responsibility, freedom of choice, and the existential angst inherent in human 

existence. (3) 

The account of Bakewell supports the assertion that existentialism centres around the 

individual's struggle to find meaning and authenticity in a seemingly absurd and chaotic world. It 

highlights the subjective experience of existence, the freedom to shape one's own life, and the 

exploration of themes such as personal responsibility and existential anguish. The contributions of 

existentialist thinkers have significantly influenced the understanding of human existence and the 

pursuit of personal authenticity. 

One crucial concept within existentialism is inauthenticity, which refers to the state of living 

in accordance with external expectations, societal norms, or preconceived roles rather than expressing 

one's true self. Inauthenticity is characterized by a sense of alienation and disconnection from one's 

authentic desires, values, and possibilities. It involves conforming to societal standards, adopting 

prescribed roles, and suppressing individuality in favour of social acceptance.As Sarah Bakewell 

explains, “Existentialists use the term 'inauthenticity' to mean various ways in which people fail to 

take responsibility for their lives and evade the anxiety of having to choose who and what they will 

be” (16). This concept highlights the internal conflict individuals face when they conform to societal 

expectations rather than embracing their own unique essence. 

The significance of exploring inauthenticity lies in its examination of the tension between 

societal expectations and the yearning for personal authenticity. It sheds light on the human condition, 

revealing the challenges individuals face when navigating the complexities of existence within social 

contexts. By critically examining inauthenticity, we gain insight into the constraints imposed by 

external influences and the struggle to maintain a genuine sense of self in a world that often values 

conformity over individuality.According to Simone de Beauvoir, “The problem is that in a society 

where roles are already set, it is difficult for an individual to find the conditions for his own personal 

fulfilment; he has to play the part assigned to him in order to be considered a human being at 

all”(125). This quote highlights the conflict between societal roles and personal fulfilment, 

emphasizing the challenges individuals face when trying to break free from societal expectations and 

embrace their authentic selves. 

Martin Heidegger, a prominent existential philosopher, developed a profound understanding 

of authenticity and its significance in human existence. According to Heidegger, authenticity is the 

state of being true to oneself, embracing one's individuality, and living in accordance with one's own 

values and possibilities. Heidegger believed that inauthenticity arises when individuals conform to 

societal expectations, adopt preconceived roles, and suppress their true selves. He argued that the 

modern world is characterized by a tendency towards inauthenticity, as people are often driven by the 

“they-self,” which refers to the influence of others and the pressure to conform. Inauthentic living 

leads to a sense of alienation and a disconnection from one's own genuine desires and possibilities. 

As Sarah Bakewell explains in her book At the Existentialist Café: Freedom, Being, and 

Apricot Cocktails, Heidegger's concept of authenticity emphasizes the importance of self-reflection 

and self-discovery. Bakewell states, “Heidegger believed that one had to undertake a process of 

questioning and exploring the depths of one's own existence in order to uncover and embrace one's 

authentic self” (73). This highlights Heidegger's view that authenticity requires a deliberate and 

introspective effort to break free from societal influences and discover one's own values and 

possibilities. By engaging in this process, individuals can transcend the constraints of inauthentic 

living and strive towards a more meaningful and authentic existence. 

Heidegger's philosophy on authenticity invites individuals to critically examine their lives and 

strive for an authentic existence that reflects their true selves. By embracing their individuality and 

living in accordance with their own values, individuals can experience a deeper sense of fulfilment 

and purpose in their lives. Heidegger's insights shed light on the tension between societal expectations 

and personal authenticity, highlighting the challenges individuals face in navigating the complexities 

of existence within social contexts. Ultimately, Heidegger's philosophy encourages individuals to 
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embrace their freedom and responsibility in shaping their own lives and to strive towards an authentic 

mode of being. 

 In his seminal work Being and Time, Heidegger delves into the concept of authenticity and its 

implications for human existence. He emphasizes the importance of self-reflection and introspection 

in the process of attaining authenticity. Heidegger writes, “The call of conscience... calls me back 

from my absorption in things and releases me for authenticity” (236). This quote highlights 

Heidegger's belief that authenticity requires a deep inner reflection and an awakening to one's own 

individuality beyond the distractions of the external world. It is through this process of self-discovery 

and confronting one's own conscience that individuals can strive towards a more authentic mode of 

being.  

In "The Politics of Authenticity in Gabriel GarcíaMárquez's One Hundred Years of Solitude" 

by James R. Mann, the theme of authenticity in Gabriel GarcíaMárquez's novel is explored from a 

political perspective. Mann examines how the concept of authenticity is intertwined with political 

power and social structures in the fictional world of Macondo. The paper delves into the characters' 

struggles to maintain their authentic selves in the face of external forces and the implications of 

inauthenticity on the political landscape of the novel. 

Michael J. Meyer, in "The Authenticity of the 'Real' in Gabriel GarcíaMárquez's 'Chronicle of 

a Death Foretold,'" focuses on the notion of authenticity in GarcíaMárquez's work. The paper delves 

into the blurred lines between reality and fiction in the narrative and how this blurring affects the 

characters' perceptions of authenticity. Meyer examines the various layers of authenticity in the novel, 

including the authenticity of memory, truth, and identity, and explores the implications of these 

themes on the story as a whole. 

 

John G. McMurray, in "The Problem of Inauthenticity in Gabriel GarcíaMárquez's Love in 

the Time of Cholera," addresses the theme of inauthenticity in GarcíaMárquez's novel. The paper 

explores how the characters' pursuit of love and their romantic relationships are often marked by a 

sense of inauthenticity. McMurray analyzes the reasons behind this inauthenticity, such as societal 

expectations, personal desires, and the impact of time, and discusses the consequences and challenges 

it poses for the characters' search for genuine love and fulfillment. 

John S. Brushwood's paper, "The Problem of Inauthenticity in Gabriel GarcíaMárquez's One 

Hundred Years of Solitude," focuses on the theme of inauthenticity in GarcíaMárquez's renowned 

novel. Brushwood explores the concept of solitude and its connection to inauthenticity in the 

narrative. The paper examines how the characters' isolation and disconnection from others contribute 

to their struggles with their authentic selves. Brushwood delves into the cultural and historical 

contexts of the novel and analyzes the impact of inauthenticity on the characters' relationships and 

their experiences of solitude. 

Stephen M. Hart's paper, "Magic Realism and the Problem of Inauthenticity in Gabriel 

GarcíaMárquez's Work," investigates the theme of inauthenticity in GarcíaMárquez's works through 

the lens of magic realism. The paper explores how the interplay between the fantastical and the real in 

GarcíaMárquez's writing raises questions about authenticity. Hart analyzes the ways in which magical 

elements disrupt notions of truth and authenticity, and examines the implications of this blending of 

reality and fantasy on the characters' sense of self and their relationships. 

Authenticity is a recurring theme in the work of Gabriel GarcíaMárquez. The article by 

IlanStavans titled "Authenticity and the Work of Gabriel GarcíaMárquez" explores the concept of 

authenticity and its significance in GarcíaMárquez's writings. Stavans offers an in-depth analysis of 

various aspects of authenticity, including personal, cultural, and historical authenticity, as they 

manifest in GarcíaMárquez's novels and stories. The article delves into how GarcíaMárquez's 

narratives challenge and redefine traditional notions of authenticity, highlighting the author's unique 

approach to storytelling and his exploration of the complexities of human experience. Stavans 

provides valuable insights into the themes and techniques employed by GarcíaMárquez to convey a 

sense of authenticity in his literary works. 
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Upon reviewing the articles on authenticity in Gabriel GarcíaMárquez's works, it becomes 

apparent that there is a research gap regarding the analysis of the short story "Balthazar's Marvelous 

Afternoon" in relation to Martin Heidegger's concept of inauthenticity. While the provided articles 

offer valuable insights into various aspects of authenticity in GarcíaMárquez's works, none 

specifically address the intersection between "Balthazar's Marvelous Afternoon" and Heidegger's 

philosophical ideas. This presents an opportunity for further exploration and analysis, as examining 

the story through the lens of Heidegger's concept of inauthenticity can provide a unique perspective 

on the protagonist's struggles with societal expectations, personal desires, and the tension between 

authenticity and conformity. Such an analysis would contribute to a more comprehensive 

understanding of both GarcíaMárquez's narrative and the philosophical implications of inauthenticity 

in literature. 

Balthazar, the protagonist in the story, experiences a deep sense of unease and uneasiness in 

the presence of the wealthy. On several occasions, when entering the houses of the affluent, he is 

plagued by thoughts of their “ugly and argumentative wives” and their extravagant lifestyles (20). 

This discomfort stems from his awareness of the stark contrast between his own humble existence and 

the opulence surrounding him. He perceives the wealthy as embodying a certain social status that sets 

them apart from him and engenders a feeling of pity within him. Balthazar's unease reflects the 

tension between societal expectations and his own authentic self. He is keenly aware of the disparities 

in wealth and power, which contribute to his sense of alienation and further highlight the influence of 

societal expectations on individual experiences. 

 The story also highlights the influence of social status and wealth in shaping behaviour and 

conforming to societal expectations. Balthazar's encounter with José Montiel, a wealthy individual, 

reveals the way in which wealth can dictate one's actions and attitudes. When José Montiel discovers 

that Balthazar has gifted his son, Pepe, a cage without prior consultation, he reacts with anger and 

dismisses the significance of the gesture (21). This response reflects the power dynamics at play, 

where José Montiel's wealth and social status grant him the authority to dictate the terms of 

interactions and dismiss Balthazar's actions. The narrative suggests that societal norms and 

expectations, influenced by wealth and social hierarchies, exert pressure on individuals to conform 

and limit their authenticity. According to Jean-Paul Sartre, a key existentialist thinker, "Inauthenticity 

arises when individuals conform to external expectations and societal norms, sacrificing their 

authentic selves in the process. It is a state of self-deception, where one denies their freedom and 

responsibility to shape their own existence" (Being and Nothingness 112). Balthazar's act of 

generosity is diminished and devalued, highlighting the dominance of societal expectations and the 

conformity required to maintain social acceptance. 

 In analyzing these instances, it becomes apparent that societal expectations and the pressure 

to conform have a profound impact on individual behaviour and the expression of one's authentic self. 

The discomfort experienced by Balthazar in the presence of the wealthy reflects the tension between 

his genuine identity and the expectations imposed by societal norms. Moreover, the role of social 

status and wealth in shaping behaviour is evident in the interactions between Balthazar and José 

Montiel, highlighting the power dynamics and the limitations placed on individual agency. These 

observations underscore the significance of examining societal expectations and conformity in 

understanding the constraints individuals face in expressing their true selves. 

One aspect that reveals the theme of superficiality and the loss of genuine expression is the 

doctor's indifference towards the cage crafted by Balthazar. Despite the craftsmanship and artistry 

evident in the cage, the doctor dismisses it as a mere trinket without appreciating its artistic value 

(18). The doctor's lack of recognition of the beauty and intricacy of the cage highlights the prevalence 

of superficial judgments and the devaluation of authentic expression. This indifference reflects a 

societal tendency to prioritize external appearances and materialistic standards over genuine artistic 

merit. The doctor's response serves as a poignant reminder of the loss of appreciation for true 

craftsmanship and the shallow nature of superficial judgments. 
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José Montiel's reaction to the cage further exemplifies the theme of superficiality and the loss 

of genuine expression. Upon seeing the cage, José Montiel's initial concern is not for the 

craftsmanship or the sentiment behind it, but rather for his social image and reputation. He reprimands 

Balthazar for not consulting him before gifting the cage to his son, emphasizing his desire to maintain 

control over the perceptions of others (21). José Montiel's primary concern is how the presence of the 

cage might reflect on him and his social standing. This reaction underscores the prevailing societal 

pressure to conform to social norms and the fear of deviating from prescribed roles. It reveals the 

extent to which individuals may prioritize maintaining a façade of social acceptability over embracing 

genuine expressions of art and emotion. 

These instances shed light on the superficiality and loss of genuine expression in the story. 

The doctor's indifference towards the cage reflects a wider societal tendency to overlook true 

craftsmanship and prioritize superficial judgments. José Montiel's reaction, driven by his concern for 

social image, further highlights the pressures individuals face to conform and the fear of deviating 

from societal expectations. Together, these examples depict a society that emphasizes appearances 

and conformity, leading to the suppression of authentic expression and a loss of appreciation for true 

artistry. 

Balthazar's character encapsulates the inherent contradictions and inner conflicts experienced 

by individuals in the face of societal expectations. On one hand, Balthazar desires to please others, as 

seen in his intention to gift the cage to Pepe, the son of José Montiel (22). Balthazar's act of creating 

the cage stems from a place of compassion and a desire to alleviate Pepe's distress. However, 

simultaneously, Balthazar also wishes to assert his own creativity and artistic expression. He values 

the cage as his creation, explicitly stating, “I made it expressly as a gift for Pepe. I didn't expect to 

charge anything for it” (22). This internal conflict highlights the tension between conforming to 

societal expectations and embracing one's personal creativity and authenticity. Balthazar's struggle 

underscores the complex dynamics individuals face when navigating their desires to please others 

while staying true to their own artistic inclinations. 

The story also illuminates the consequences of inauthenticity and the inner conflicts it 

engenders, particularly through the portrayal of the child, Pepe. Pepe's suppressed emotions and his 

inability to express himself authentically reflect the damaging effects of living in accordance with 

external expectations. When faced with the cage, Pepe initially remains silent and bites his lip, unable 

to assert his desires or communicate his true feelings (21). This repression of emotions eventually 

erupts in a guttural scream and an outburst of rage, highlighting the profound inner turmoil caused by 

inauthentic living.According to Robert Jones, in his book The Illusion of Authenticity: Unveiling the 

Mask of Inauthentic Living, “Inauthenticity is the result of conforming to societal expectations and 

adopting prescribed roles, leading individuals to suppress their true selves and desires in favour of 

social acceptance” (54). Jones emphasizes the impact of societal pressures on individuals, 

highlighting how the need for conformity can hinder authentic self-expression and fulfilment. 

This depiction of the child serves as a poignant example of the consequences individuals face 

when they suppress their authentic selves to conform to societal norms. Pepe's inability to express his 

emotions freely and authentically demonstrates the stifling effects of inauthenticity, leading to a 

rupture in his emotional well-being. It emphasizes the importance of embracing one's genuine desires, 

values, and possibilities in order to avoid the destructive consequences of inner conflicts and the 

suppression of authentic expression. 

Balthazar's character embodies the existential struggles faced by individuals caught between 

societal expectations and their own personal desires. Throughout the story, Balthazar grapples with 

the conflict between conforming to societal norms and following his own creative instincts. This 

tension is evident in his interaction with José Montiel, who disapproves of the cage Balthazar has 

crafted for his son. Balthazar's desire to please and meet societal expectations is evident when he says, 

“Did you order this?” (21). His willingness to conform and seek approval reflects the internal struggle 

many individuals face when their own desires clash with external demands. 
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However, Balthazar's existential struggle goes beyond conformity. He also longs for personal 

fulfilment and authenticity. He values his craftsmanship and the creative expression it represents. 

Balthazar's search for authenticity becomes apparent when he insists, “I made it expressly as a gift for 

Pepe. I didn't expect to charge anything for it” (22). His commitment to his craft and the personal 

satisfaction derived from creating something meaningful highlight his yearning for a sense of genuine 

self-expression amidst societal pressures. 

Balthazar's existential struggles are intricately tied to his search for authenticity, particularly 

within his craftsmanship. Through his dedication to his work, Balthazar seeks to transcend the 

limitations and inauthenticity of his daily existence. The act of creating the cage becomes a means for 

him to assert his individuality and find a sense of purpose.Balthazar's craftsmanship is characterized 

by his attention to detail and his commitment to producing a quality product. This is evident when the 

narrator describes his craftsmanship as “the best work he had ever done” (22). Balthazar's pursuit of 

excellence in his craft serves as a reflection of his inner desire to achieve authenticity and transcend 

the constraints of societal expectations.By investing himself in his craftsmanship, Balthazar seeks to 

escape the superficiality and inauthenticity that permeate his surroundings. Through his work, he finds 

a sense of meaning and fulfilment that transcends the materialistic values of the world around him. 

Balthazar's search for authenticity within his craftsmanship highlights the existential quest for genuine 

self-expression and the human need to find purpose and meaning in the face of societal pressures. 

Existentialism emphasizes the significance of choice and personal responsibility in shaping 

one's own existence. Balthazar's decision to gift the cage to Pepe carries profound consequences that 

highlight the weight of his choices. When confronted by José Montiel's disapproval, Balthazar stands 

firm and asserts, “I made it expressly as a gift for Pepe. I didn't expect to charge anything for it” (22). 

This quote underscores Balthazar's awareness of his own agency and his willingness to take personal 

responsibility for his actions. 

Balthazar's choice to give the cage to Pepe goes beyond societal expectations or financial 

gain; it stems from his genuine desire to bring joy to the child. By making this choice, Balthazar 

embodies the existentialist belief in the transformative power of authentic decisions. He prioritizes 

personal fulfilment and self-realization over external validation or material gain. In doing so, 

Balthazar aligns himself with the existentialist notion that through conscious choices, individuals can 

shape their own lives and attain a sense of meaning and fulfilment. 

The significance of choice and personal responsibility is further highlighted through the 

potential for self-realization and fulfilment that arises from authentic choices. Balthazar's decision to 

gift the cage becomes a catalyst for his own self-discovery and the recognition of his own creative 

worth. Despite José Montiel's dismissal and disapproval, Balthazar finds solace and purpose in his act 

of giving. As the narrator describes, “Balthazar responded with a round for everybody” (22). This 

quote demonstrates how Balthazar's authentic choice not only impacts his own well-being but also 

generates a sense of communal celebration and affirmation. 

In conclusion, the story of “Balthazar's Marvelous Afternoon” provides a poignant 

exploration of existential themes, particularly the concept of inauthenticity and the quest for personal 

authenticity. Through Balthazar's journey, we witness the struggles and conflicts that arise when 

societal expectations clash with individual desires and creative expression. The narrative sheds light 

on the tension between conforming to prescribed roles and the yearning for personal fulfilment. It 

reveals the profound impact of inauthenticity, highlighting the loss of genuine expression and the 

inherent contradictions that arise when individuals suppress their true selves. Moreover, the story 

emphasizes the significance of choice and personal responsibility, underscoring the transformative 

potential that emerges from embracing authenticity and making conscious decisions. Balthazar's story 

serves as a reminder of the human condition, inviting us to reflect on our own existence and the 

challenges we face in navigating the complexities of societal expectations while striving for personal 

authenticity. By critically examining inauthenticity and exploring existentialist concepts, we gain 

valuable insights into the constraints imposed by external influences and the enduring struggle to 

maintain a genuine sense of self in a world that often values conformity over individuality. 
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Ultimately, the story invites us to contemplate our own choices and the profound impact they can 

have on our journey towards self-discovery, self-realization, and the pursuit of an authentic and 

meaningful existence. 
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