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TThehe translationtranslation inin 19471947 ofof Jean-PaulJean-Paul Sartre's lecture,lecture, "ExistentialismSartre’s “Existentialism isis aa 
Humanism”Humanism" (1945),(1945), insuredinsured thatthat thethe termterm existentialismexistentialism wouldwould enterenter intointo thethe 

vocabularyvocabulary ofofAmericanAmerican thoughtthought andand culture.culture. ExistentialismExistentialism isis notoriouslynotoriously difficultdifficult 
toto define,define, especiallyespecially sincesince itit claimsclaims aa variedvaried philosophicalphilosophical background,background, drawingdrawing 
fromfrom Rene Descartes,Descartes, S0ren AabyeAabye Kierkegaard,Kierkegaard, FriedrichFriedrich WilhelmWilhelm Nietzsche,Nietzsche, andandRenk S ~ r e n  
MartinMartin Heidegger.Heidegger. Moreover,Moreover, asas GabrielGabriel MarcelMarcel andand othersothers announced,announced, anan existen­existen-
tialisttialist couldcould believebelieve inin GodGod asas mightilymightily asas aa SartreanSartrean embracedembraced atheism.atheism. Sarte's exis­
tentialism,tentialism, inin itsits boldestboldest outlines,outlines, camecame toto restrest onon thethe assertionassertion thatthat manman isis free,free, andand 
thatthat inin havinghaving thethe freedomfreedom toto choose,choose, manman encountersencounters anxietyanxiety andand despair.despair. WhileWhile 

Sarte’s exis-

existentialismexistentialism inin Sartre's handshands oftenoften dwelleddwelled onon thethe absurdabsurd andand problematicproblematic naturenature 
ofof humanhuman existence,existence, thethe essentialessential conclusionconclusion thatthat thethe existentialexistential perspectiveperspective drewdrew 
waswas thatthat ourour existenceexistence isis ofof ourour ownown making;making; wewe areare responsibleresponsible forfor ourour fates.fates. ThisThis 

Sartre’s 

"dreadful freedom" waswas atat onceonce exhilaratingexhilarating andand frightening. I 
InIn hishis introductionintroduction toto Sartre's lecturelectureSartre’s onon existentialism,existentialism, translatortranslator BernardBernard 

Sartre’s “philosophy, 

‘‘dreadful freedom” frighteningi 

FrechtmanFrechtman remarkedremarked thatthat thethe AmericanAmerican voguevogue forfor Sartre's "philosophy, whichwhich hadhad 
begunbegun inin 19451945 waswas ... oneone ofof thosethose curiouscurious phenomenaphenomena whichwhich might,might, ifif properlyproperly. . . 
examined,examined, illuminateilluminate somesome peculiaritiespeculiarities ofof cultureculture inin America:' Alas,Alas, FrechtmanFrechtman 
failedfailed toto developdevelop thisthis insight,insight, althoughalthough hehe diddid suggestsuggest thatthat thethe popularpopular presspress inin 

America.” 

AmericaAmerica hadhad focusedfocused tootoo muchmuch onon Sartre's personalitypersonality andand tootoo littlelittle onon hishis ideas.2 

ExaminationExamination ofof thethe initialinitial disseminationdissemination ofof FrenchFrench existentialismexistentialism inin AmericanAmerican 
popularpopular cultureculture revealsreveals aa numbernumber ofof intertwinedintertwined themes.themes. First,First, muchmuch ofof thethe 

Sartre’s ideas.2 

AmericanAmerican fascinationfascination withwith FrenchFrench existentialismexistentialism waswas rootedrooted inin whatwhat FrenchFrench sociol­sociol-
ogistogist PierrePierre BourdieuBourdieu callscalls "cultural capital;' thethe powerpower ofof certaincertain culturalcultural represen­“cultural capital:’ represen-
tationstations toto commandcommand prestigeprestige andand respect.3 Thus,Thus, fromfrom thethe start,start, fashionfashion andand ideaideare~pect .~ 
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coexistedcoexisted toto definedefine thethe disseminationdissemination ofof FrenchFrench existentialismexistentialism inin America.America. Second,Second, 
AmericanAmerican coveragecoverage ofof FrenchFrench existentialistsexistentialists suchsuch asas Sartre,Sartre, SimoneSimone dede Beauvoir,Beauvoir, andand 
AlbertAlbert CamusCamus exemplifiedexemplified whatwhat historianhistorian DanielDaniel BoorstinBoorstin callscalls thethe predominancepredominance 

existential-ofof thethe celebritycelebrity inin modernmodern AmericanAmerican culture.culture. TheThe popularpopular receptionreception ofof existential­
ismism inin AmericaAmerica waswas asas muchmuch aboutabout thethe imageimage ofof thethe intellectualintellectual asas thethe contentcontent ofof 
existentialistexistentialist ideas.ideas. Third,Third, SartreSartre andand otherother existentialistsexistentialists werewere portrayedportrayed inin 
AmericanAmerican popularpopular cultureculture asas exemplaryexemplary ofof "an erraticerratic left-bankleft-bank bohemianism,"4 anan 
imageimage thatthat fitfit poorlypoorly withwith postwarpostwar celebrationscelebrations ofof thethe AmericanAmerican intellectualintellectual asas aa 

“an bohemiani~m,”~ 

existen-sobersober minded,minded, optimistic,optimistic, andand respectablerespectable citizen.citizen. ByBy popularizingpopularizing FrenchFrench existen­
tialiststialists asas celebritiescelebrities andand associatingassociating theirtheir pessimisticpessimistic philosophyphilosophy withwith thethe traumatrauma 

11, recep-FranceFrance hadhad experiencedexperienced inin WorldWorld WarWar II, thethe popularpopular presspress underminedundermined theirtheir recep­
tiontion byby thethe AmericanAmerican intellectualintellectual community.community. ManyMany consideredconsidered existentialismexistentialism aa 
passingpassing vogue,vogue, notnot centrallycentrally applicableapplicable toto thethe lifelife ofof thethe mindmind inin America.America. Thus,Thus, thethe 

com-culturalcultural politicspolitics forfor thethe disseminationdissemination ofof existentialismexistentialism inin AmericaAmerica becamebecame com­
plex,plex, markedmarked byby tensionstensions inin controlcontrol ofof thethe culturalcultural capitalcapital associatedassociated withwith FrenchFrench 

1992).45-76;4Daniel4Daniel Boorstin,Boorstin, TheThe Image:Image: AA GuideGuide toto Pseudo-EventsPseudo-Events i nin AmericaAmerica (1961,(1961, NewNew York,York, 1992),45-76; 
Frechtman,Frechtman, introductionintroduction toto Existentialism,Existentialism, 1.1. 
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"[ Imnw tWlat! Let's havehave all“I know what! Let’s an 
Old-FashionedOld-Fashioned before w ewe startstart talkil'g French!'Before talking French.” 
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cultureculture andand thethe imageimage ofof thethe intellectual.intellectual. ItIt waswas nearlynearly 2020 yearsyears beforebefore existentialismexistentialism 
waswas acceptedaccepted asas aa viableviable philosophyphilosophy relevantrelevant toto thethe modernmodern AmericanAmerican intellectualintellectual 
community.community. 

AmericansAmericans inin thethe 1940s1940s highlyhighly valuedvalued FrenchFrench ideas,ideas, art,art, andand fashion,fashion, lessless forfor anyany 
per-essentialessential qualityquality thanthan forfor thethe prestigeprestige thatthat camecame withwith theirtheir FrenchFrench label.label. TheseThese per­

ceptionsceptions werewere satirizedsatirized inin twotwo cartoonscartoons thatthat ranran inin thethe latelate 1940s1940s inin thethe NewNew Yorker,Yorker, 
whichwhich apotheosizedapotheosized aa certaincertain popular,popular, middlebrowmiddlebrow stylestyle inin America.America. InIn oneone cartoon,cartoon, 

well-aa ratherrather disheveleddisheveled streetstreet vendorvendor sellingselling tiesties atat 2525 centscents eacheach lookslooks askanceaskance atat hishis well­
dresseddressed competitorcompetitor whowho isis ableable toto sellsell thethe samesame items,items, elegantlyelegantly calledcalled cravats,cravats, atat oneone 
dollardollar apieceapiece (Figure(Figure 1).1). AnotherAnother cartooncartoon showsshows aa doughtydoughty groupgroup ofof women,women, oneone ofof 

“I Let’swhomwhom exclaims:exclaims: "I knowknow what!what! Let's havehave anan Old-FashionedOld-Fashioned beforebefore wewe startstart talkingtalking 



French" (Figure(Figure 2 ) .2). TheThe allureallure ofof France,France, ofof thingsthings FrenchFrench inin AmericanAmerican culture,culture, mustmustFrench 
notnot bebe underestimatedunderestimated asas aa continuingcontinuing themetheme inin accountsaccounts ofof thethe popularitypopularity ofof exis­
tentialismtentialism andand ofof existentialexistential thinkers,thinkers, andand existentialexistential thinkersthinkers consciouslyconsciously playedplayed onon 
thisthis fascination.fascination. 

BeforeBefore thethe SecondSecond WorldWorld WarWar inin EuropeEurope hadhad ended,ended, beforebefore thethe atomicatomic bombbomb hadhad 
foreverforever scarredscarred thethe physicalphysical andand mentalmental landscapelandscape ofof modernmodern menmen andand women,women, thethe 
existentialexistential figurefigure andand ideasideas ofof Jean-PaulJean-Paul SartreSartre hadhad alightedalighted onon AmericanAmerican shores.shores. 
SartreSartre waswas determineddetermined toto becomebecome anan influentialinfluential figurefigure inin bothboth EuropeEurope andand thethe 

exis-

UnitedUnited States.States. InIn "Paris Alive;' translatedtranslated byby LincolnLincoln Kirstein,Kirstein, whichwhich appearedappeared inin thethe 
DecemberDecember 19441944 issueissue ofof AtlanticAtlantic Monthly,Monthly, SartreSartre introducedintroduced himselfhimself toto Americans.Americans. 
InIn aa notenote toto thethe essay,essay, thethe editorseditors ofof thethe magazinemagazine characterizedcharacterized Sartre,Sartre, incorrectly,incorrectly, 

“ParisAlive,” 

asas "one ofof thethe militarymilitary leaders" ofof thethe FrenchFrench resistanceresistance duringduring thethe war.war. AlthoughAlthough“one leaders” 
SartreSartre diddid notnot referrefer toto himselfhimself asas aa leader,leader, hehe universalizeduniversalized hishis discussiondiscussion ofof thethe psy­psy-
chologicalchological impactimpact ofof GermanGerman occupationoccupation uponupon thethe FrenchFrench byby pronouncing:pronouncing: "Never“Never 
werewere wewe freerfreer thanthan underunder thethe GermanGerman occupation." WithWith thisthis strange,strange, apparentlyapparentlyoccupation.” 
contradictorycontradictory observationobservation aboutabout thethe naturenature ofof freedom,freedom, SartreSartre beganbegan toto communi­communi-
catecate existentialistexistentialist ideas-withoutideas-without namingnaming themthem formally-toformally-to hishis AmericanAmerican audi­
ence.ence. InIn thethe essay,essay, SartreSartre alsoalso touchedtouched uponupon themesthemes thatthat wouldwould laterlater becomebecome 
associatedassociated withwith thethe essentialsessentials ofof anan existentialistexistentialist perspective:perspective: authenticity,authenticity, choice,choice, 

audi-

thethe presencepresence ofof death,death, loneliness,loneliness, responsibility,responsibility, andand thethe notionnotion thatthat "in hishis freedomfreedom“in 
inin choosingchoosing himself,himself, hehe [man][man] chosechose thethe freedomfreedom ofof all."5 

MajorMajor introductionsintroductions toto existentialismexistentialism appearedappeared inin Life,Life, thethe NewNew YorkYork TimesTimes 
Magazine,Magazine, Time,Time, Newsweek,Newsweek, andand fashionfashion magazinesmagazines suchsuch asas Harper’s 

all.”5 

VogueVogue andand Harper's 
BazaarBazaar betweenbetween 19451945 andand 1948.1948. TheThe disseminationdissemination ofof existentialistexistentialist ideasideas andand per­
sonalitiessonalities inin thethe popularpopular presspress waswas moremore thanthan aa storystory beingbeing narratednarrated uponupon thethe inertinert 
intellectualintellectual bodiesbodies ofof Sartre,Sartre, Beauvoir,Beauvoir, Camus,Camus, andand existentialism.existentialism. AsAs AnnaAnna 

per-

recep-BoschettiBoschetti hashas noted,noted, SartreSartre andand hishis followersfollowers hadhad carefullycarefully orchestratedorchestrated theirtheir recep­
tiontion inin orderorder toto capturecapture thethe FrenchFrench intellectualintellectual field,field, thusthus assuring,assuring, albeitalbeit briefly,briefly, 
thatthat existentialismexistentialism wouldwould dominate.dominate. SartreSartre andand BeauvoirBeauvoir attemptedattempted toto influenceinfluence thethe 
receptionreception ofof theirtheir philosophicalphilosophical perspectiveperspective onon thethe AmericanAmerican intellectualintellectual fieldfield asas 
well.6 

InIn theirtheir earlyearly articles,articles, asas wellwell asas theirtheir personalpersonal interventionsinterventions inin AmericanAmerican intel­intel-
lectual life,lectuallife, SartreSartre andand BeauvoirBeauvoir acceptedaccepted aa modelmodel ofof thethe philosopherphilosopher asas personalitypersonality 
oror celebrity.celebrity. Further,Further, theythey chosechose toto publicizepublicize themselvesthemselves inin AmericanAmerican popularpopular jour­
nals,nals, particularlyparticularly fashionfashion magazines.magazines. Vogue,Vogue, aa leadingleading fashionfashion magazinemagazine nownow traf-traf­

jour-

sJean-Paul Sartre,Sartre, "Paris Alive:Alive: TheThe RepublicRepublic ofof Silence;' AtlanticAtlantic Monthly,Monthly, DecemberDecember 1944,39-40.1944,39-40.5Jean-Paul “Paris Silence,” 

6Anna Boschetti,Boschetti, TheThe IntellectualIntellectual Enterprise:Enterprise: SartreSartre andand LesLes TempsTemps Modernes,Modernes, trans.trans. RichardRichard C.C. 

McClearyMcCleary (Evanston,(Evanston, 1988).1988). 
6Anna 



fickingficking inin fashionablefashionable ideasideas andand philosophers,philosophers, publishedpublished Sartre's piece,piece, "NewSartre’s “New 
France,”WritingWriting inin France;' whichwhich againagain describeddescribed thethe lessonslessons thatthat thethe ResistanceResistance experienceexperience 

hadhad communicatedcommunicated toto thethe French.French. InIn thisthis essay,essay, hehe emphasizedemphasized howhow youngyoung writers,writers, 
torturedtortured bothboth literallyliterally andand figurativelyfiguratively inin thethe war,war, werewere burstingbursting forthforth withwith aa new,new, 
hardierhardier FrenchFrench fiction.fiction. CamusCamus waswas showcasedshowcased asas aa writerwriter toto bebe reckonedreckoned with,with, andand 
thethe FrenchFrench existentialistexistentialist emphasisemphasis onon aa "profound pessimism" arisingarising outout ofof thethe“profound pessimism” 
confrontationconfrontation withwith "the realityreality ofof Evil" becamebecame aa trademarktrademark forfor nearlynearly allall subse­“the Evil” subse-

existentialism.’quentquent discussionsdiscussions ofof FrenchFrench existentialism.? Still,Still, thethe figurefigure ofof SartreSartre loomedloomed asas 
“likelargelarge andand compellingcompelling asas hishis ideas;ideas; VogueVogue describeddescribed himhim asas lookinglooking "like thethe menmen onon 

thethe barricadesbarricades inin picturespictures ofof thethe ParisParis Insurrection.Insurrection. JustJust forty,forty, hehe isis small,small, intentintent .... . . 
[with][with] hishis wornworn trenchtrench coat,coat, hishis pipe,pipe, hishis heavy-rimmedheavy-rimmed glassesglasses ... indeed,indeed, aa manman. . . 
ofof thethe Resistance."8Resistance.”* 

Sartre’sAsAs Sartre's famefame andand thethe popularitypopularity ofof existentialismexistentialism rocketedrocketed inin 1946,1946, fashionfashion 
magazinesmagazines turnedturned againagain toto Camus,Camus, thisthis timetime focusingfocusing eveneven moremore onon thethe visagevisage thanthan 
onon thethe ideas.ideas. Vogue's "Portraits ofof Paris" featuredfeatured aa hauntinghaunting portraitportrait ofof CamusCamus 
takentaken byby CecilCecil Beaton.Beaton. Camus,Camus, inin aa dark-lit,dark-lit, noirnoir photograph,photograph, waswas describeddescribed asas anan 
editoreditor forfor thethe ResistanceResistance paperpaper CombatCombat andand asas aa popularpopular playwright.playwright. HisHis TheThe 

Vogue’s “Portraits Paris” 

Stranger"stresses thethe absurdityabsurdity ofof man's predicament;' butbut inin "his philosophicallec­
turestures CamusCamus isis farfar fromfrom despair,despair, sayingsaying inin effecteffect thatthat inin thethe presentpresent crisiscrisis ofof manman fearfear 
Stranger“stresses man’s predicament,” “his philosophical lec-

isis thethe greatgreat enemy:' AA lessless impressiveimpressive portraitportrait ofof Sartre,Sartre, standingstanding inin frontfront ofof aa mod­
ernern paintingpainting andand surroundedsurrounded byby open,open, folio-sizedfolio-sized artart books,books, waswas alsoalso includedincluded inin 

enemy.” mod-

thethe piece.piece. ThisThis timetime Sartre,Sartre, "a formerformer ResistanceResistance writer:' waswas explicitlyexplicitly namednamed asas thethe 
“leading controversialcontroversial FrenchFrench philosophyphilosophy ofof Existentialism,”Existentialism;' 

“a writer,” 
"leading exponentexponent ofof thethe 
thoughthough therethere waswas littlelittle exemplificationexemplification ofof thethe ideasideas themselves.9 

AsAs thethe ideasideas ofof existentialismexistentialism beganbegan toto appearappear inin intellectualintellectual journalsjournals inin 19461946 andand 
1947,1947, thethe imageimage ofof SartreSartre asas thethe quintessentialquintessential FrenchFrench intellectualintellectual continuedcontinued toto 

thern~elves.~ 

gracegrace fashionfashion magazines.magazines. InIn anan importantimportant piece,piece, SartreSartre waswas profIled inin Harper's 
BazaarBazaar byby hishis compatriotcompatriot andand paramour,paramour, SimoneSimone dede Beauvoir,Beauvoir, whowho presentedpresented hishis 

profiled Harper’s 

ideasideas andand personalitypersonality sideside byby side.side. TheThe piecepiece waswas subtitledsubtitled "Strictly Personal;' asas ifif“Strictly Personal,” 
Sartre’sSartre's personalitypersonality mightmight bebe extricatedextricated fromfrom hishis philosophy.philosophy. TheThe essayessay helpedhelped toto 
feedfeed thethe developingdeveloping AmericanAmerican frenzyfrenzy toto seesee SartreSartre asas aa representativerepresentative type,type, thethe exis­
tentialisttentialist asas intellectualintellectual celebrity.celebrity. ThisThis waswas clearlyclearly aa consciousconscious decisiondecision onon thethe partpart 

exis-

7Jean-Paul Sartre,Sartre, "The NewNew WritingWriting inin France:France: TheThe ResistanceResistance 'Taught thatthat literatureliterature isis nono fancyfancy’Jean-Paul “The ‘Taught 
politics,”’activityactivity independentindependent ofof politics:" Vogue,Vogue, JulyJuly 1945,1945, 84.84. 

8[bid., 85.85.*Ibid., 

9"Portraits ofof Paris:' Vogue,Vogue, JuneJune 1946,1946, 157,157, 162.162.9“Portraits Paris,” 



 

ofof bothboth SartreSartre andand Beauvoir,Beauvoir, sincesince theythey werewere alwaysalways carefulcareful toto cultivatecultivate theirtheir imageimage 
asas aa meansmeans ofof gaininggaining greatergreater influence.influence. 

BeauvoirBeauvoir quicklyquickly dealtdealt withwith thethe essentialsessentials ofof existentialistexistentialist philosophyphilosophy thatthat SartreSartre 
hadhad detaileddetailed inin "his bigbig philosophicalphilosophical work,work, L'Etre etet Ie Neanf' (did(did thethe untranslateduntranslated 
titletitle havehave moremore allure,allure, moremore authority?),authority?), andand inin hishis novelsnovels andand plays.plays. InIn contrastcontrast toto 

“his L‘Etre le Niant” 

mostmost peoplepeople whowho diddid notnot exerciseexercise theirtheir liberty,liberty, whowho "put theirtheir consciousnessconsciousness toto“put 
sleep," SartreSartre "passionately refusesrefuses toto existexist inin thethe moodmood ofof things,things, andand triestries toto affirmaffirmsleep,” “passionately 
himselfhimself asas consciousnessconsciousness andand purepure liberty." ButBut thisthis apostleapostle ofof consciousnessconsciousness andandliberty.” 
liberty,liberty, BeauvoirBeauvoir continued,continued, "hates thethe country.... [H]e[H]e feelsfeels atat homehome onlyonly inin cities,cities,“hates country. .,, 
inin thethe heartheart ofof anan artificialartificial universeuniverse filledfilled withwith man-mademan-made objects:' InIn shotgunshotgun fash­objects.” fash-
ion,ion, BeauvoirBeauvoir revealedrevealed thethe essenceessence thatthat waswas Sartre,Sartre, hishis likeslikes andand dislikes,dislikes, hishis person­person-
ality,ality, concluding:concluding: SartreSartre "feels nono qualmsqualms aboutabout beingbeing happy,happy, forfor hehe isis convincedconvinced 
thatthat otherother menmen cancan discover,discover, moremore oror lessless readilyreadily inin thethe consciousnessconsciousness ofof theirtheir ownown 

“feels 

liberty,liberty, aa joyjoy asas solidsolid asas hishis own:'10 Beauvoir's wide-rangingwide-ranging andand influentialinfluential essayessayown.”10Beauvoir’s 
waswas quotedquoted inin aa TimeTime magazinemagazine articlearticle ofof JanuaryJanuary 1946,1946, whichwhich beganbegan byannounc­
inging thatthat"“[t[t]1hehe literaryliterary lionlion ofof ParisParis bouncedbounced intointo ManhattanManhattan lastlast week." TheThe writerwriter 

by announc-
week.” 

Sartre’sproceededproceeded toto telltell AmericanAmerican readersreaders aboutabout Sartre's eatingeating andand livingliving habits,habits, whilewhile alsoalso 
emphasizingemphasizing thethe faddishfaddish naturenature ofof existentialism. IIexistentialism.” 

TheThe connectionconnection betweenbetween fashionfashion andand existentialism,existentialism, thethe notionnotion thatthat existential­
ismism waswas aa voguevogue oror aa fad,fad, waswas thusthus quicklyquickly established,established, helpedhelped inin nono smallsmall mannermanner 

existential-

byby itsits earlyearly coveragecoverage inin magazinesmagazines suchsuch asas VogueVogue andand Harper's Bazaar,Bazaar, andand thethe atten­
tiontion paidpaid toto itit inin middlebrowmiddlebrow publicationspublications suchsuch asas Time,Time, Newsweek,Newsweek, andand thethe NewNew 

Harper’s atten-

Yorker.Yorker. JanetJanet Flanner,Flanner, writingwriting asas Genet, waswas oneone ofof thethe firstfirst toto describedescribe existential­GCnet, existential-
ismism forfor anan AmericanAmerican audienceaudience inin herher "Paris Journal" columncolumn forfor thethe NewNew Yorker.Yorker. InIn“Paris Journal” 
DecemberDecember 1945,1945, sheshe foundfound thatthat "Sartre isis automaticallyautomatically fashionablefashionable nownow amongamong“Sartre 
thosethose whowho onceonce foundfound SurrealismSurrealism automaticallyautomatically fashionable."12 TimeTime calledcalled Sartre'sfashionable.”12 Sartre’s 
philosophyphilosophy "another faddistfaddist versionversion ofof Materialism" 13 andand aa fewfew monthsmonths later,later, inin aa“another Materiali~m”’~ 
reviewreview ofof Camus's TheThe Stranger,Stranger, dismisseddismissed existentialismexistentialism asas "the latestlatest highbrowhighbrowCamus’s “the 
buzz-fuzz."14 WritingWriting inin thethe NationNation aroundaround thisthis time,time, artart criticcritic ClementClement GreenbergGreenbergb~zz-fuzz.”’~ 

IOSimone dede Beauvoir,Beauvoir, "Strictly Personal:' trans.trans. MalcolmMalcolm Cowley,Cowley, Harper's Bazaar,Bazaar, JanuaryJanuary 1946,1946,‘OSimone “Strictly Personal,” Harper’s 
113,160.113, 160. 

llTime, 2828 JanuaryJanuary 1946,28-29.1946,28-29.I i  Time, 

12Flanner, "Paris Journal" forfor 55 DecemberDecember 1945,1945, inin JanetJanet Flanner,Flanner, ParisParis Journal,Journal, 1944-1965,1944-1965, ed.ed.IlFlanner, “Paris Journal” 
WilliamWilliam ShawnShawn (New(New York,York, 1965),49.1965), 49. 

13"Existentialism:' Time,Time, 2828 JanuaryJanuary 1946,29.‘3“Existentialisrn,” 1946, 29. 

l4"Man inin aa Vacuum," Time,Time, 2020 MayMay 1946,93.1946,93.I4“Man Vacuum,” 



“an mood”pronouncedpronounced existentialismexistentialism anan importantimportant voguevogue thatthat capturedcaptured "an historicalhistorical mood" 
ofof pessimismpessimism thatthat mightmight bebe "aesthetically appropriateappropriate toto ourour age."15 InIn thethe samesame‘‘aesthetically age.”” 

dis-journal,journal, foreignforeign affairsaffairs editoreditor J.J. AlvarezAlvarez DelDel Vayo,Vayo, fromfrom aa left-wingleft-wing perspective,perspective, dis­
missedmissed existentialismexistentialism asas aa retrograderetrograde individualistindividualist philosophyphilosophy andand thethe latestlatest 
EuropeanEuropean vogue,vogue, replacingreplacing thethe voguesvogues ofof NietzscheNietzsche andand Bergson. 16 AsAs latelate asas 19491949Bergson.I6 
inin TheThe VitalVital Center,Center, ArthurArthur SchlesingerSchlesinger positivelypositively recommendedrecommended "the voguevogue ofof exis­“the exis-
tentialism” “to implications” “anxiety,”‘‘&us-tentialism" forfor itsits willingnesswillingness "to grapplegrapple withwith thethe implications" ofof "anxiety:' "frus­
tration," andand "isolation" associatedassociated withwith freedom. I?tration,” “isolation” f r eed~m. ’~  

TheThe notionnotion thatthat existentialismexistentialism waswas aa voguevogue oror fadfad andand Sartre's treatmenttreatment asas aaSartre’s 
acad-celebritycelebrity conditionedconditioned thethe receptionreception ofof existentialismexistentialism atat bothboth thethe popularpopular andand acad­

emicemic levels.levels. InIn France,France, Sartre,Sartre, thethe Sorbonne superstar,superstar, hadhad transformedtransformed thethe fieldsfields ofof 
philosophyphilosophy andand literatureliterature throughthrough aa torrenttorrent ofof essays,essays, lectures,lectures, novels,novels, andand playsplays andand 
solidifiedsolidified hishis scholarlyscholarly influenceinfluence throughthrough thethe foundingfounding ofof thethe journaljournal LesLes TempsTemps 

Sorbonne 

Modernes.Modernes. ButBut inin thethe lessless intellectuallyintellectually rigidrigid UnitedUnited States,States, ratherrather thanthan beingbeing con­con-
signedsigned toto thethe slowslow processprocess ofof disseminationdissemination throughthrough academicacademic philosophyphilosophy oror liter­
atureature journals,journals, existentialismexistentialism explodedexploded onon thethe nationalnational consciousness.consciousness. InIn massmass 
circulationcirculation magazines,magazines, thethe doctrinedoctrine andand figuresfigures ofof existentialismexistentialism werewere consideredconsidered 
fashionable,fashionable, whichwhich meantmeant thatthat theythey mustmust bebe discussed,discussed, renderedrendered assimilableassimilable forfor aa 

liter-

popularpopular audience.audience. ButBut thisthis alsoalso impliedimplied thatthat thethe FrenchFrench existentialistsexistentialists andand thethe influ­influ-
enceence ofof theirtheir ideasideas werewere ephemeral. 18 

InIn moremore intellectualintellectual journals,journals, existentialismexistentialism waswas confrontedconfronted inin muchmuch thethe samesame 
ephemeral.18 

manner,manner, albeitalbeit inin fullerfuller fashion.fashion. ThusThus inin PartisanPartisan Review,Review, variousvarious NewNew YorkYork intel­
lectuals,lectuals, ledled byby WilliamWilliam BarrettBarrett andand DelmoreDelmore Schwartz,Schwartz, attemptedattempted toto gaugegauge thethe 
importanceimportance ofof existentialismexistentialism forfor anan AmericanAmerican audience.audience. AsAs earlyearly asas 1946,1946, BarrettBarrett 

intel-

hadhad evaluatedevaluated Sartre's workwork inin "The TalentTalent andand CareerCareer ofof Jean-PaulJean-Paul Sartre:' InIn 
addition,addition, thethe PartisanPartisan ReviewReview hadhad publishedpublished twotwo storiesstories drawndrawn fromfrom thethe earlyearly novelnovel 

Sartre’s “The Sartre.” 

“Portrait Anti-Semite,” pub-NauseaNausea andand thethe influentialinfluential piecepiece "Portrait ofof anan Anti-Semite," whichwhich waswas toto bebe pub­
lishedlished byby SchockenSchocken inin fullfull bookbook formform inin 1948.1948. SartreSartre workedworked toto buildbuild hishis reputa­
tiontion withwith AmericanAmerican intellectualsintellectuals withwith aa hosthost ofof essaysessays betweenbetween 19461946 andand 1948.1948. HeHe 

reputa-

alsoalso published "Forgers ofof Myth:Myth: TheThe YoungYoung PlaywrightsPlaywrights ofof France" inin TheatreTheatre ArtsArtspublished “Forgers France” 
andand "American NovelistsNovelists inin FrenchFrench Eyes" inin Atlantic.Atlantic. Beauvoir's "Eye forfor Eye" waswas“American Eyes” Beauvoir’s “Eye Eye” 

ISGreenberg, "Jean DubuffetDubuffet andand FrenchFrench Existentialism;' Nation,Nation, 1313 JulyJuly 1946,1946, reprintedreprinted inin TheTheI5Greenberg,“Jean Existentialism,” 
O’BrienCollectedCollected EssaysEssays andand CriticismCriticism ofof ClementClement Greenberg:Greenberg: ArrogantArrogant Purpose,Purpose, 1945-1949,1945-1949, ed.ed. JohnJohn O'Brien 

(Chicago,(Chicago, 1986),1986), 91~92.91-92. 

16J.16J. Alvarez DelDel Vayo,Vayo, "Politics andand thethe Intellectual;' Nation,Nation, 2828 SeptemberSeptember 1946,346.1946,346.Alvdrez “Politics Intellectual,” 
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N

translatedtranslated inin 19471947 forfor politics,politics, aa radicalradical journaljournal editededited byby DwightDwight Macdonald,Macdonald, andand 
thethe generalgeneral availabilityavailability ofof existentialistexistentialist worksworks markedlymarkedly increasedincreased asas thethe publishingpublishing 
industryindustry translatedtranslated shortershorter worksworks forfor anan AmericanAmerican audience.audience. InIn additionaddition toto 
Schocken's publicationpublication ofof Anti-SemiteAnti-Semite andand few, thethe PhilosophicalPhilosophical LibraryLibrary mademadeSchocken’s Jew, 

Sartre’savailableavailable Sartre's ExistentialismExistentialism (1947)(1947) andand WhatWhat isis Literature?Literature? (1949).(1949). InIn addition,addition, 
theythey alsoalso broughtbrought outout aa slimslim volumevolume byby JeanJean Wahl,Wahl, AA ShortShort HistoryHistory ofExistentialismQfExistentiatism 
(1949),(1949), toto meetmeet thethe demanddemand forfor existentialistexistentialist works. 19 

DespiteDespite thethe growinggrowing bodybody ofof existentialistexistentialist literature,literature, AmericanAmerican intellectualsintellectuals oftenoften 
feltfelt distanceddistanced fromfrom existentialistsexistentialists andand theirtheir ideas.ideas. InIn part,part, thethe failurefailure ofof AmericanAmerican 

works.19 

tes-intellectualsintellectuals toto engageengage fullyfully withwith existentialismexistentialism inin thethe latelate 1940s1940s andand earlyearly 1950s1950s tes­
tifiedtified toto theirtheir desiredesire toto establishestablish thethe hegemonyhegemony ofof AmericanAmerican modernism.modernism. AsAs SergeSerge 
GuilbautGuilbaut hashas argued,argued, AmericanAmerican intellectualsintellectuals andand artistsartists soughtsought toto establishestablish NewNew 
YorkYork asas thethe intellectualintellectual andand artisticartistic capitalcapital ofof thethe world.world. InIn addition,addition, intellectualsintellectuals 
increasinglyincreasingly viewedviewed popularpopular cultureculture asas devoiddevoid ofof value,value, indeed,indeed, asas partpart andand parcelparcel ofof 

con-thethe massificationmassification ofof thethe mindmind thatthat waswas particularlyparticularly conduciveconducive toto ideologicalideological con­
discourse.20structsstructs suchsuch asas communismcommunism andand fascismfascism andand contrarycontrary toto seriousserious discourse.2o 

resent-InIn turn,turn, asas AndrewAndrew RossRoss hashas posited,posited, popularpopular cultureculture waswas inundatedinundated byby resent­
mentment andand suspicionsuspicion towardtoward thethe figurefigure ofof thethe intellectual.intellectual. AsAs thethe ColdCold WarWar deepened,deepened, 
thethe visionvision ofof thethe intellectualintellectual asas dangerousdangerous andand beholdenbeholden toto anan alien,alien, communistcommunist ide­
ology,ology, asas aa figurefigure toto bebe contained,contained, becamebecame commoncommon inin America.America. TheThe conservative,conservative, 
rabidlyrabidly anticommunistanticommunist writerwriter LouisLouis BromfieldBromfield capturedcaptured thethe currentcurrent ofof antagonismantagonism 
inin AmericanAmerican cultureculture againstagainst thethe intellectualintellectual inin 19521952 withwith hishis definitiondefinition ofof anan 

ide-

"egghead":“egghead: 

AA personperson ofof spuriousspurious intellectualintellectual pretensions,pretensions, oftenoften aa professorprofessor oror thethe protege ofof aa pro­

fessor.fessor. FundamentallyFundamentally superficial.superficial. Over-emotionalOver-emotional andand femininefeminine inin reactionsreactions toto anyany 

problem.problem. SuperciliousSupercilious andand surfeitedsurfeited withwith conceitconceit andand contemptcontempt forfor thethe experienceexperience ofof 

protCgk pro-

men. ...moremore soundsound andand ableable men.... AA self-consciousself-conscious prig,prig, soso givengiven toto examiningexamining allall sidessides ofof 

aa questionquestion thatthat hehe becomesbecomes thoroughlythoroughly addledaddled whilewhile remainingremaining alwaysalways inin thethe samesame 

heart.*lspot.spot. AnAn anemicanemic bleedingbleeding heart.21 

19Sartre, "Forgers ofof Myth;' TheatreTheatre Arts,Arts, JuneJune 1946,1946, 324-34;324-34; "American NovelistsNovelists inin FrenchFrench Eyes;'”Sartre, “Forgers Myth,” “American Eyes,” 
Atlantic,Atlantic, AugustAugust 1946,1946, 114-18;114-18; Beauvoir,Beauvoir, "Eye forfor Eye;' politicspolitics 44 (July-August(July-August 1947):1947): 134-40.134-40.“Eye Eye,” 
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Yet,Yet, aa contrastingcontrasting imageimage ofof thethe intellectual,intellectual, thatthat ofof hearty,hearty, bourgeoisbourgeois citizen,citizen, waswas 

introducedintroduced inin 19541954 whenwhen TimeTime placedplaced sociologistsociologist andand intellectualintellectual DavidDavid RiesmanRiesman 

onon itsits cover.cover. AfterAfter brieflybriefly discussingdiscussing Riesman's seminalseminal ideasideas inin TheThe LonelyLonely CrowdCrowdRiesman’s 
(1950)(1950) andand hishis recentlyrecently publishedpublished IndividualismIndividualism ReconsideredReconsidered (1954),(1954), inin anan infor­infor-
mationalmational boxbox entitledentitled ''An AutonomousAutonomous Man," TimeTime demonstrateddemonstrated Riesman's stag­

geringgering breadthbreadth ofof knowledge,knowledge, whichwhich hehe managedmanaged toto communicatecommunicate throughthrough thethe 
“An Man,” Riesman’s stag-

nonspecializednonspecialized "lingo" ofof hishis prose.prose. InIn additionaddition toto beingbeing aa familyfamily man,man, RiesmanRiesman waswas 
athletic,athletic, wellwell dressed,dressed, andand appreciativeappreciative ofof goodgood foodfood andand wine.wine. ButBut hehe waswas moremore 

“lingo” 

thanthan aa highbrow,highbrow, sincesince hehe favoredfavored fantasyfantasy filmsfilms overover intellectualintellectual "message movies."22 
GoneGone waswas thethe imageimage ofof thethe intellectualintellectual asas bohemianbohemian oror asas subversive;subversive; inin itsits steadstead waswas 
thethe intellectualintellectual asas aa middle-classmiddle-class everyman.everyman. WellWell intointo thethe 1950s,1950s, thethe popularpopular culturalcultural 
representationrepresentation ofof thethe intellectualintellectual waswas contestedcontested terrain,terrain, balancedbalanced betweenbetween negativenegative 
representationsrepresentations ofof thethe intellectualintellectual asas dangerousdangerous alienalien andand other,other, moremore positivepositive 
depictionsdepictions ofof thethe intellectualintellectual asas aa respectablerespectable andand productiveproductive membermember ofof society.23society.23 

TheThe imageimage ofof thethe existentialistexistentialist asas developeddeveloped inin thethe popularpopular presspress contrastedcontrasted withwith 

“message movies.”22 

thesethese images.images. First,First, Riesman's depictiondepiction inin aa sensesense representedrepresented thethe "growing up" oror 
comingcoming ofof ageage ofof thethe existentialistexistentialist intointo aa responsibleresponsible citizen.citizen. AfterAfter all,all, bothboth RiesmanRiesman 
andand thethe existentialistsexistentialists werewere concernedconcerned mightilymightily withwith thethe individual,individual, withwith issuesissues ofof 
autonomyautonomy inin anan ageage ofof increasingincreasing conformity.conformity. ButBut theirtheir differingdiffering lifestyles,lifestyles, thethe cafecafe 

Riesman’s “growing up” 

habituehabitue versusversus thethe familyfamily man,man, divideddivided themthem fully,fully, andand RiesmanRiesman waswas generallygenerally con­
sideredsidered superiorsuperior bothboth asas aa seriousserious andand relevantrelevant thinkerthinker andand asas aa rolerole model.model. Second,Second, 
whilewhile thethe existentialistsexistentialists inin thethe popularpopular presspress werewere rarelyrarely consideredconsidered politicalpolitical threatsthreats 
associatedassociated withwith communism,communism, theythey werewere viewedviewed snidelysnidely asas sociallysocially odd.odd. InIn thisthis sense,sense, 
theythey werewere perceivedperceived asas potential,potential, howeverhowever weak,weak, challengerschallengers toto AmericanAmerican socialsocial andand 
culturalcultural hegemony.hegemony. TheyThey werewere objectsobjects ofof fashion,fashion, toto bebe ogledogled andand wonderedwondered atat 
ratherrather thanthan takentaken tootoo seriously.seriously. 

InIn oneone ofof thethe firstfirst noticesnotices ofof SartreSartre andand FrenchFrench existentialism,existentialism, TimeTime reportedreported thatthat 

con-

Sartre's "temple, [is][is] thethe respectfullyrespectfully bohemianbohemian CafeCafe dede FloreFlore onon thethe LeftLeft Bank.Bank.Sartre’s “temple, 
ThereThere hehe spendsspends mostmost ofof hishis writingwriting andand preachingpreaching day."24 MoreMore detaildetail onon thethe cafecafeday.”24 
andand bohemianbohemian lifestylelifestyle markedmarked aa longlong essayessay inin Life, whichwhich carriedcarried thethe ratherrather daunt­Lijie, daunt-
inging subtitle:subtitle: ''Amid Left-BankLeft-Bank revels,revels, postwarpostwar FranceFrance enthronesenthrones aa bleakbleak philosophyphilosophy“Amid 
ofof pessimismpessimism derivedderived byby aa FrenchFrench atheistatheist fromfrom aa DanishDanish mystic." SartreSartre roserose earlyearlymystic.” 

“writingandand spentspent muchmuch ofof hishis timetime atat thethe cafe,cafe, wherewhere hehe waswas toto bebe foundfound "writing inin long-long-

22‘‘An Man,” 1954,24.22"An AutonomousAutonomous Man;' Time,Time, 2727 SeptemberSeptember 1954, 24. 

23See “‘The Predicament’:23See GeorgeGeorge Cotkin,Cotkin, '''The TragicTragic Predicament': Post-warPost-war AmericanAmerican Intellectuals,Intellectuals, Acceptance,Acceptance, andand 
Culture,” AfairMassMass Culture;' inin IntellectualsIntellectuals inin Politics:Politics: FromFrom thethe DreyfusDreyfus Affair toto SalmanSalman Rushdie,Rushdie, ed.ed. JeremyJeremy JenningsJennings 

and Anthony 1997), 248-70.and Anthony Kemp-WelchKemp-Welch (New(New YorkYork andand London,London, 1997),248-70. 
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see-hand,hand, holdingholding businessbusiness conferences,conferences, receivingreceiving visitorsvisitors andand newspapermennewspapermen andand see­
inging friends."25 TheThe emphasisemphasis onon thethe oddityoddity ofof aa philosopherphilosopher andand prodigiousprodigious writerwriterfriends.”25 

existential-workingworking inin aa publicpublic cafecafe becamebecame oneone ofof thethe distinguishingdistinguishing marksmarks ofof thethe existential­
istist philosopher.philosopher. SoSo tootoo diddid earlyearly accountsaccounts ofof SartreSartre andand BeauvoirBeauvoir remarkremark aboutabout theirtheir 
accommodations.accommodations. InIn thethe NewNew YorkYork TimesTimes Magazine,Magazine, SartreSartre waswas depicteddepicted inin hishis cafecafe 
habitat,habitat, drinkdrink inin hand,hand, "appearing undisturbedundisturbed byby thethe buzzingbuzzing aboutabout him." Sartre's“appearing him.” Sartre’s 

“thatlifelife waswas "that ofof thethe unattachedunattached intellectualintellectual ofof thethe LeftLeft Bank,Bank, aa lifelife divideddivided betweenbetween 
thethe hotelhotel roomroom wherewhere hehe sleepssleeps andand thethe cafecafe tabletable wherewhere hehe reads,reads, writes,writes, drinks,drinks, 
receivesreceives hishis friends."26 

ButBut thesethese habits,habits, detaileddetailed inin soso manymany ofof thethe essays,essays, werewere alsoalso patronizinglypatronizingly 
viewedviewed asas remnants,remnants, soonsoon toto bebe castcast offoff asas successsuccess spoiledspoiled thethe existentialistexistentialist leaders.leaders. 
FromFrom bohemianismbohemianism toto respectabilityrespectability seemedseemed toto bebe thethe subtextsubtext ofof popularpopular magazinemagazine 
discussionsdiscussions ofof thethe existentialistexistentialist lifestyle.lifestyle. ThusThus thethe essayessay inin thethe NewNew YorkYork TimesTimes 

friends.”26 

MagazineMagazine foundfound thatthat SartreSartre andand Beauvoir's earlyearly bohemianism,bohemianism, whenwhen "[n]o com­Beauvoir’s “[nlo com-
promisepromise withwith conventionconvention waswas permitted;' hadhad becomebecome aa thingthing ofof thethe past.past. Now,Now,permitted:’ 
“Sartre"Sartre isis aa pontiff,pontiff, dede BeauvoirBeauvoir aa well-groomedwell-groomed literaryliterary ladylady whowho hashas abandonedabandoned 
hand-knittedhand-knitted hosehose forfor thethe sheerestsheerest ofof nylons." Moreover,Moreover,nylons.” 

NowNow thatthat theythey areare respectablerespectable andand wellwell heeled,heeled, thethe oldold defiancedefiance andand desperationdesperation areare 
goinggoing outout ofof them.them. SteamSteam heatheat andand modernmodern plumbingplumbing havehave luredlured themthem awayaway fromfrom thethe 
coldcold andand notnot veryvery cleanclean [hotel][hotel] Louisiana.Louisiana. TheThe ageage ofof scandalscandal isis over,over, theythey areare makingmaking 
theirtheir peacepeace withwith society,society, andand whowho knowsknows butbut thatthat SartreSartre maymay endend upup inin thethe FrenchFrench 

France.27academyacademy andand SimoneSimone dede BeauvoirBeauvoir inin thethe CollegeCollege dede FranceP 

AU
All commentatorscommentators onon FrenchFrench existentialismexistentialism beforebefore 19501950 foundfound itit aa pessimisticpessimistic 
philosophy.philosophy. JanetJanet Planner inin thethe NewNew YorkerYorker describeddescribed itit inin 19451945 asas basedbased uponupon "aFlanner “a 
disgustdisgust forfor humanity."28 SinceSince Sartre's magnummagnum opus,opus, BeingBeing andand Nothingness,Nothingness, wouldwould 
notnot bebe translatedtranslated intointo EnglishEnglish untiluntil 1956,1956, popularpopular descriptionsdescriptions ofof existentialismexistentialism 

humanity.”28 Sartre’s 

generallygenerally reliedrelied onon NauseaNausea andand Huis-clos,Huis-clos, asas wellwell asas onon Camus's TheThe MythMyth ofofSisyphusSisyphus 
andand TheThe Stranger.Stranger. TheThe premisepremise ofof Huis-clos,Huis-clos, whichwhich hadhad aa ratherrather shortshort runrun onon 

Camus’s 

“theBroadwayBroadway inin 1946,1946, revolvedrevolved aroundaround aa setset ofof damneddamned soulssouls forcedforced toto endureendure "the 

25Bernard25Bernard Frizell,Frizell, "Existentialism," Life,Life, 1717 JuneJune 1946,1946, 60.60.“Existentialism,” 
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eternity.”crushingcrushing weightweight ofof eternity." AccordingAccording toto oneone reviewer,reviewer, itit provedproved thethe SartreanSartrean pointpoint 
thatthat hellhell isis otherother people.29 TimeTime magazinemagazine remarkedremarked weaklyweakly thatthat outout ofof suchsuch despairdespairpeople.29 
camecame thethe responsibilityresponsibility toto act,act, toto makemake somethingsomething ofof one's life.life. EvenEven Camus,Camus, whowhoone’s 

work-eventuallyeventually triedtried toto distancedistance himselfhimself fromfrom existentialism,existentialism, waswas perceivedperceived toto bebe work­
inging outout ofof anan existentialistexistentialist notionnotion ofof despairdespair andand pessimism.pessimism. InIn aa reviewreview ofof TheThe 
Stranger,Stranger, negativelynegatively titledtitled "Man inin aa Vacuum;' TimeTime notednoted thatthat "existential pes­“Man Vacuum,” “existential pes-
simismsimism underlinesunderlines everyevery cold,cold, gross,gross, irrationalirrational detaildetail ofof thethe story."30 

Yet,Yet, hopehope forfor thethe existentialistexistentialist visionvision ofof manman asas trappedtrapped inin absurdityabsurdity undergoingundergoing 
changechange seemedseemed inin thethe offing.offing. AfterAfter all,all, manymany observed,observed, thethe leadingleading existentialistsexistentialists 

story.”30 

“absur-hardlyhardly seemedseemed pessimisticpessimistic inin theirtheir ownown personalpersonal lives.lives. WhileWhile admittingadmitting anan "absur­
diste" aspectaspect toto Camus's writing,writing, thethe philosopherphilosopher himselfhimself waswas describeddescribed asas "undulydiste” Camus’s “unduly 
cheerful,”cheerful," justjust asas SartreSartre waswas perceivedperceived asas aa merrymerry philosopherphilosopher duringduring hishis visitvisit toto NewNew 
YorkYork CityCity inin thethe earlyearly springspring ofof 1946.1946. WhenWhen confrontedconfronted withwith hishis apparentapparent personalpersonal 
optimismoptimism inin contrastcontrast toto hishis philosophicalphilosophical pessimism,pessimism, CamusCamus waswas quoted: "Justquoted “Just 
becausebecause youyou havehave pessimisticpessimistic thoughts,thoughts, youyou don't havehave toto actpessimistic."31 InIn similarsimilar 
fashion,fashion, LifeLife notednoted thatthat SartreSartre waswas aa hardhard workerworker butbut alsoalso describeddescribed hishis abilityability toto enjoyenjoy 

don’t a~tpessimistic.”~~ 

‘‘fortifyhimself.himself. SartreSartre andand BeauvoirBeauvoir "fortify theirtheir pessimismpessimism withwith succulentsucculent dinnersdinners toppedtopped 
byby excellentexcellent vintagesvintages andand roundedrounded outout byby age-ripenedage-ripened liquors:' AfterAfter thisthis heartyhearty din­
ner,ner, thethe existentialistsexistentialists werewere knownknown toto headhead forfor thethe nightclubsnightclubs wherewhere theythey wouldwould dancedance 

liquors.” din-

intointo thethe weewee hourshours ofof thethe morning.32 Thus,Thus, becausebecause ofof thisthis juxtapositionjuxtaposition ofof personalpersonal 
happinesshappiness andand philosophicalphilosophical pessimism,pessimism, thethe latterlatter waswas oftenoften seenseen asas aa pose.pose. 

morning.32 

Moreover,Moreover, whenwhen notnot viewedviewed asas aa pose,pose, existentialexistential pessimismpessimism waswas consideredconsidered spe­
cificcific toto thethe postwarpostwar EuropeanEuropean experience.experience. TheThe contemporarycontemporary postwarpostwar eraera waswas aa 

spe-

bleakbleak periodperiod inin FrenchFrench history,history, remarkedremarked aa writerwriter forfor Life;Life; naturallynaturally theythey hadhad devel­devel-
opedoped aa bleakbleak philosophy. "France waswas literallyliterally crushedcrushed inin 19401940 andand thethe subsequentsubsequentphilosophy “France 
occupation.occupation. Many,Many, particularlyparticularly thethe intellectuals,intellectuals, feelfeel lost,lost, abandonedabandoned andand hope­hope-
less."33 InIn thethe strangestrange existentialistexistentialist juxtapositionjuxtaposition ofof"degradation andand dignity;' notednotedless.”33 “degradation dignity:’ 
Time,Time, "Sartre's philosophyphilosophy undoubtedlyundoubtedly respondsresponds toto thethe desperatedesperate needneed amongamong“Sartre’s 
modernmodern paganspagans inin EuropeEurope andand elsewhereelsewhere toto findfind somesome rationalrational justificationjustification forfor indi­indi-
vidualvidual lifelife andand effort."34 ImplicitImplicit inin thisthis analysisanalysis waswas thethe perceptionperception thatthat onceonceeffort.”34 

29"No Exit," TheatreTheatre Arts,Arts, JanuaryJanuary 1947,1947, 16.16.29“NoExit,” 
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scarcityscarcity andand sufferingsuffering hadhad passed,passed, existentialismexistentialism wouldwould nono longerlonger bebe relevant.relevant. 
Indeed,Indeed, SartreSartre andand Beauvior's personalpersonal journeyjourney intointo luxuryluxury andand successsuccess seemedseemed anan 
analoganalog forfor thethe recoveryrecovery ofof Europe.Europe. UncompromisedUncompromised bohemianismbohemianism andand aa cultureculture ofof 
scarcityscarcity connectedconnected toto aa philosophyphilosophy ofof despairdespair werewere beingbeing leftleft behindbehind asas SartreSartre andand 
BeauvoirBeauvoir embracedembraced aa respectablerespectable andand wellwell heeledheeled lifestyle.lifestyle. 

Beauvior’s 

TheThe attentionattention thatthat existentialismexistentialism receivedreceived inin thethe popularpopular press,press, then,then, waswas consid­
erable,erable, asas befittedbefitted aa voguevogue oror aa fad.fad. TheThe majormajor playersplayers werewere perceivedperceived asas celebrities,celebrities, 
asas intellectualintellectual bohemianbohemian outsiders,outsiders, andand theirtheir philosophyphilosophy fundamentallyfundamentally irrelevantirrelevant 

consid-

toto anan AmericanAmerican cultureculture thatthat seemedseemed toto bebe movingmoving inin thethe directiondirection ofof whatwhat sociolo­sociolo-
gistsgists wouldwould soonsoon bebe callingcalling "corporate man:' Missed,Missed, too,too, inin thethe pessimisticpessimistic turnturn ofof 
existentialismexistentialism werewere thethe philosophicalphilosophical imperativesimperatives thatthat existentialismexistentialism offeredoffered inin thethe 

“corporate man.” 

wakewake ofof thethe atomicatomic bomb,bomb, thethe Holocaust,Holocaust, andand WorldWorld WarWar II, andand thethe comingcoming dan­
gersgers ofof thethe ColdCold WarWar andand nuclearnuclear age.age. ExistentialismExistentialism waswas oftenoften presentedpresented asas littlelittle 
moremore thanthan aa fashionablefashionable importimport thatthat AmericansAmericans ogledogled andand smirkedsmirked atat butbut keptkept theirtheir 
distancedistance from.from. 

ByBy 19461946 thethe popularpopular andand highbrowhighbrow presspress hadhad begunbegun toto satirizesatirize existentialism.existentialism. InIn 
orderorder toto workwork well,well, satiresatire mustmust havehave anan objectobject thatthat isis sufficientlysufficiently familiarfamiliar forfor peoplepeople 
toto getget thethe joke.joke. AfterAfter thethe mediamedia blitzblitz ofof 1946-47,1946-47, existentialismexistentialism camecame toto bebe perceivedperceived 
inin thethe popularpopular mindmind asas aa FrenchFrench philosophyphilosophy ofof bleakbleak despair,despair, markedmarked withwith abstractabstract 

11, dan-

conceptsconcepts andand bigbig words (existentialism, ontology,ontology, metaphysics).metaphysics). ThisThis waswas capturedcaptured ininwords (existentialism, 
aa satiricalsatirical piecepiece inin TimeTime inin 1946,1946, wherewhere itit waswas "reported" thatthat thethe existentialistsexistentialists werewere“reported 

“excrementalists,” “true-bluenownow beingbeing referredreferred toto inin ParisParis asas thethe "excrementalists;' andand thatthat suchsuch onceonce "true-blue 
bohemians" asas SartreSartre werewere nownow "bourgeois" becausebecause theythey werewere "making money." WithWithbohemians” “bourgeois” “makingmoney,” 
thethe reputationreputation ofof thethe existentialistsexistentialists "tarnished;' oneone Pascal,Pascal, aa waiterwaiter atat thethe CafeCafe dede 
Flore,Flore, lamentedlamented thethe dropdrop inin patronagepatronage nownow thatthat existentialismexistentialism waswas beingbeing challengedchallenged 

“tarnished,” 

byby newnew "ism's" oror fadsfads suchsuch asas "Lettrism" andand "Sensoralism:' "We mustmust combatcombat themthem“ism’s’’ “Lettrism” “Sensoralism.”“We 
ifif wewe wishwish thingsthings toto remainremain asas theythey werewere inin thethe goodgood oldold days" ofof twotwo yearsyears ago.ago. SuchSuchdays” 

waiter.35waswas thethe cashcash valuevalue ofof existentialismexistentialism fromfrom thethe perspectiveperspective ofof aa ParisianParisian waiter.35 

InIn aa SundaySunday NewNew YorkYork TimesTimes MagazineMagazine article,article, "Thingness ofof Things;' PaulPaul F.F.“Thingness Things,” 
“Resistentialism,”JenningsJennings wrotewrote ofof thethe latestlatest fashionfashion inin FrenchFrench thought,thought, "Resistentialism," currentlycurrently 

makingmaking aa splashsplash inin thethe cafecafe scene.scene. FoundedFounded byby oneone Pierre-MariePierre-Marie Ventre,Ventre, resisten­resisten-
“a grandeur” episte-tialismtialism waswas "a philosophyphilosophy ofof tragictragic grandeur" thatthat reversedreversed thethe long-termlong-term episte­

mologicalmological questquest forfor humanshumans toto fixfix thethe naturenature ofof things.things. InIn contrastcontrast toto traditionaltraditional 
“thephilosophy,philosophy, counterphenomenologicalcounterphenomenological resistentialismresistentialism waswas "the philosophyphilosophy ofof whatwhat 

ThingsThings thinkthink aboutabout US:'36 SO wellwell conditionedconditioned hadhad AmericansAmericans becomebecome toto thethe pre­
sumedsumed outrageousnessoutrageousness ofof FrenchFrench philosophicalphilosophical fashionfashion thatthat atat leastleast oneone personperson 

us.”36So pre-

35"pursuit ofof Wisdom," Time,Time, 22 DecemberDecember 1946,31.1946,31.35“P~irs~ i tWisdom,” 
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“a Ventre’sreportedlyreportedly foundfound resistentialismresistentialism toto bebe "a wonderfulwonderful theory.theory. SheShe hopedhoped thatthat Ventre's 
playplay PuitsPuits ClosClos wouldwould hithit BroadwayBroadway soon,soon, notnot realizingrealizing thatthat thethe wholewhole thingthing waswas aa 
take-offtake-off onon Jean-PaulJean-Paul Sartre's ExistentialismExistentialism andand onon hishis playplay HuisHuis ClosClos (No(No Exit)."37 

Similarly,Similarly, inin thethe moremore highbrowhighbrow PartisanPartisan Review,Review, DelmoreDelmore SchwartzSchwartz satiricallysatirically 
Sartre’s Exit).”37 

“being cyni-worriedworried thatthat existentialismexistentialism waswas "being takentaken moremore andand moremore forfor granted,granted, likelike cyni­
cism,cism, optimism,optimism, surrealism,surrealism, alcoholism,alcoholism, andand practicallypractically allall thethe otherother well-knownwell-known 

conversation.” “revival exis-topicstopics ofof conversation." HeHe proposedproposed aa "revival ofof interestinterest inin thethe meaningmeaning ofof exis­
tentialism,” “be for-tentialism;' concludingconcluding thatthat existentialismexistentialism couldcould "be reducedreduced toto thethe followingfollowing for­

you.”mulation:mulation: ExistentialismExistentialism meansmeans thatthat nono oneone elseelse cancan taketake aa bathbath forfor you:' AsAs SchwartzSchwartz 
explained,explained, 

ThisThis exampleexample isis suggestedsuggested byby Heidegger,Heidegger, whowho pointspoints outout thatthat nono oneone elseelse cancan diedie forfor 

you.you. YouYou mustmust diedie youryour ownown death.death. ButBut thethe samesame isis truetrue ofof takingtaking aa bath.bath. AndAnd II preferprefer 

thethe bathbath asas anan exampleexample toto deathdeath because,because, asas HeideggerHeidegger furtherfurther observes,observes, nono oneone likeslikes 

toto thinkthink veryvery muchmuch aboutabout death,death, exceptexcept indigentindigent undertakersundertakers perhaps.perhaps. DeathDeath isis forfor 

mostmost aa distantdistant event,event, howeverhowever unpleasantunpleasant andand inevitable.inevitable. 

AA bath,bath, however,however, isis aa dailydaily affair,affair, atat leastleast inin America.America. ThusThus itit isis somethingsomething thatthat youyou havehave 

toto thinkthink aboutabout somewhatsomewhat everyday,everyday, andand whilewhile youyou areare thinkingthinking aboutabout it,it, andand while,while, 

existen-perforce,perforce, youyou areare takingtaking aa bath,bath, youyou mightmight justjust asas wellwell bebe thinkingthinking aboutabout whatwhat existen­

tialismtialism means.means. OtherwiseOtherwise youyou willwill probablyprobably justjust bebe thinkingthinking aboutabout yourself,yourself, whichwhich isis 
narcissism;narcissism; oror aboutabout otherother humanhuman beings,beings, whichwhich isis likelylikely toto bebe malicious,malicious, unlessunless youyou 

areare feelingfeeling good;good; oror worstworst ofof all,all, youyou maymay notnot bebe thinkingthinking atat all,all, whichwhich isis senselesssenseless andand 

time.38aa wastewaste ofof time.38 

YetYet existentialismexistentialism duringduring thethe postwarpostwar yearsyears waswas notnot simplysimply reducedreduced toto caricaturecaricature 
andand satire.satire. TheThe popularpopular andand middlebrowmiddlebrow presspress hadhad presentedpresented existentialismexistentialism inin termsterms 
ofof fashion,fashion, toto bebe sure.sure. But,But, asas ReneRene KonigKonig avers,avers, fashionsfashions taketake onon aa lifelife ofof theirtheir own;own; 
theythey extrudeextrude beyondbeyond thethe boundariesboundaries ofof thethe ridiculousridiculous andand insinuateinsinuate themselvesthemselves intointo 
allall thethe nooksnooks andand cranniescrannies ofof culture;culture; nono intellectualintellectual paradigmparadigm isis hermeticallyhermetically 
sealed.sealed. Existentialism,Existentialism, whilewhile beingbeing dismisseddismissed asas aa fad,fad, waswas alsoalso beingbeing popularizedpopularized 
andand disseminated,disseminated, andand whilewhile itsits popularpopular receptionreception inin thethe shortshort termterm underminedundermined itsits 

America’sacceptanceacceptance byby America's leadingleading intellectuals,intellectuals, inin timetime somesome intellectualsintellectuals diddid attemptattempt 
seriousserious expositionsexpositions ofof existentialistexistentialist ideasideas thatthat tooktook intointo accountaccount thethe universaluniversal chal­
lengelenge thatthat existentialismexistentialism issued.issued. ButBut itit tooktook aa goodgood 1010 yearsyears toto achieveachieve thisthis shift.shift. 
Thus,Thus, inin suchsuch booksbooks suchsuch asas IrrationalIrrational ManMan (1958)(1958) byby WilliamWilliam BarrettBarrett andand AnAn 

chal-

37Norman37Norman Sak,Sak, "Letter toto thethe Editor;' NewNew YorkYork TimesTimes Magazine,Magazine, 2727 JuneJune 1948,4.1948,4.“Letter Editor,” 

38Delmore Schwartz,Schwartz, "Does ExistentialismExistentialism StillStill Exist?:' PartisanPartisan Review,Review, DecemberDecember 1948,1948, 1361.1361.’8Delmore “Does Exist?,” 



ExistentialistExistentialist EthicsEthics (1967)(1967) byby HazelHazel E.E. Barnes,Barnes, intellectualsintellectuals finallyfinally movedmoved awayaway fromfrom 
thethe viewview thatthat existentialismexistentialism waswas speciesspecies specificspecific toto thethe postwarpostwar EuropeanEuropean situationsituation 

philosophyandand insteadinstead soughtsought toto situatesituate existentialismexistentialism withinwithin thethe historyhistory ofof f>hilosophy andand toto 
Americans.39viewview itit asas aa rigorousrigorous andand importantimportant challengechallenge toto thethe realitiesrealities ofof Americans.39 

TheirTheir workwork setset thethe stagestage forfor anotheranother generationgeneration ofof thinkersthinkers inin thethe 1960s1960s toto findfind 
Dunbar-inin existentialistexistentialist doctrinesdoctrines aa congenialcongenial andand compellingcompelling worldview.worldview. RoxanneRoxanne Dunbar­

Ortiz,Ortiz, growinggrowing upup dirtdirt poorpoor inin OklahomaOklahoma butbut laterlater aa founderfounder ofof thethe radicalradical feministfeminist 
collectivecollective CellCell 1616 inin Cambridge,Cambridge, Massachusetts,Massachusetts, recalledrecalled thatthat whenwhen sheshe readread Sartre'sSartre’s 

“TheBeingBeing andand Nothingness,Nothingness, "The wordswords explodedexploded inin mymy head.head. II readread thatthat hugehuge turgidturgid 
tome,tome, retainingretaining wordswords thatthat defineddefined mymy feelings-ennui,feelings-ennui, alienation,alienation, nausea:' AndAndnausea.” 
Beauvoir's TheThe MandarinsMandarins mademade herher wishwish "to bebe inin Paris with peoplepeople whowho wouldwouldBeauvoir’s “to Paris with 
understandunderstand andand teachteach me."40 

TheThe attractionattraction ofof FrenchFrench intellectualintellectual fashionsfashions continuedcontinued wellwell intointo thethe 1960s1960s andand 
me.”40 

“in1970s.1970s. AsAs AliceAlice KaplanKaplan recalledrecalled inin herher memoirmemoir FrenchFrench Lessons,Lessons, "in 19661966 II firstfirst heardheard 
thethe wordword 'existentialism: ... ItIt waswas thethe longestlongest wordword II hadhad everever heard.heard. FrenchFrench waswas‘existentialism.’. . , 

always-eventhis,this, too,too, always---even inin beginningbeginning FrenchFrench classesclasses youyou heardheard therethere waswas aa FranceFrance 
beyondbeyond thethe everyday,everyday, aa FranceFrance ofof hardhard talktalk andand intellect,intellect, wherewhere GodGod waswas deaddead andand 
youyou werewere onon youryour own,own, totallytotally responsible:'41 

TheThe disseminationdissemination ofof existentialismexistentialism continuedcontinued toto bebe caughtcaught upup inin thethe image,image, inin 
thethe fashionfashion ofof thethe intellectualintellectual andand thethe allureallure ofof Paris,Paris, asas testifiedtestified toto byby bothboth KaplanKaplan 
andand Dunbar-Ortiz,Dunbar-Ortiz, womenwomen fromfrom strikinglystrikingly differentdifferent backgrounds.backgrounds. InIn thethe 1960s,1960s, thethe 
connectionconnection betweenbetween thethe imageimage ofof thethe intellectualintellectual asas celebritycelebrity andand thethe contentcontent ofof 
existentialismexistentialism waswas reiterated,reiterated, andand aa generationgeneration ofof NewNew LeftLeft studentstudent radicalsradicals foundfound 
inin thethe existentialistsexistentialists notnot onlyonly rolerole modelsmodels forfor thethe lifelife ofof thethe committedcommitted intellectualintellectual 
butbut ideasideas thatthat exemplifiedexemplified aa properproper analysisanalysis ofof thethe world.world. TheThe imageimage ofof thethe celebrity,celebrity, 
thethe allureallure ofof ParisianParisian fashion,fashion, andand thethe powerpower ofof thethe ideasideas intertwined,intertwined, helpinghelping toto 

42 

re~ponsible.”~~ 

definedefine thethe thoughtthought ofof anan era.era.42 
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