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Jean-Paul Sartre, the centenary of whose birth falls this week, has gained the dubious reputation of being an irritating, flawed and hated genius. His personal, intellectual and political power often gets reduced to his extravagant early claims for human freedom – the outrageous statements of the 1940s, for example: “The slave in chains is free to break them” and “We were never so free as during the German Occupation.” Or he is remembered for his notorious political radicalism of the 1950s, ‘60s and ‘70s – supporting the violence of the French Communist Party, appreciating why the Bolshevik Revolution “had to” become Stalinist and rationalizing Algerian and Palestinian terrorism.

Sartre, who died in 1980, became the most hated man in France. Why, then, have the French mounted a massive memorial exhibit at the Bibliotheque Nationale, why are there so many Sartre radio broadcasts, new books, special issues of journals, and symposia all over France and elsewhere? After all, it’s not as if France hasn’t had other major intellectuals since the high tide of Sartre’s influence. Why the fuss?

One answer is the enormous breadth of Sartre’s work. His 50 volumes reveal a polyvalent genius who wrote significant philosophical, literary and political works, including plays, screenplays, stories, novels, essays, biographies and newspaper articles. We find a breathtaking determination to make his mark on one field after another – students today may study Sartre on art, music, jazz, fiction, sculpture, colonialism, the working class, violence – on dozens of major topics.

A second reason for the celebration is that Sartre’s sweeping assertions turn out not to have been so one-sided after all. As he deepened his extravagant claims, Sartre embarked on a great adventure of the human spirit, aiming at solving one of our greatest perplexities: Do we make ourselves, or are we determined by conditions beyond our control, including those within our own psyche?
One response, often associated with the political right, claims that we are completely responsible for virtually everything that befalls us. Another, the most conventional of left-wing replies, is that social conditions shape and determine who we become. After beginning by contributing the strongest argument of the 20th century to the side of the dilemma stressing total human freedom, Sartre went on to explore the social, economic and psychic conditions under which we exercise our freedom. Yes, he would say, we do make ourselves – but the situation within which we do, and even the terms in which we do so, are imposed on us and generally remain beyond our control.

Sartre made clear that the whole truth lies with both sides taken together. And then, in works like his biography of Gustave Flaubert, he went on to demonstrate precisely how an individual creates himself from what his social class and family situation have made him to be. Like no one else, he sought to understand exactly what it means to be responsible.

This suggests another reason for Sartre’s continued salience – his irritating and annoying claims themselves. Sartre teaches that we are constantly tempted to escape our responsibility for creating ourselves from what we have been made – there is something comforting, after all, in feeling that things are beyond our control. But, as he also teaches, to accept this is to enter complicity with the powers that would dominate us. Sartre demands that we see ourselves as active agents, even when we might prefer the irresponsibility of seeing ourselves as victims.

Today Sartre is still as troubling and annoying as ever. He demands that we see a world seemingly out of control as made up of human choices and the structures these create. When he demands that we take responsibility for our lives, for the shape of our world, for the situation of the least favored – for others as well as ourselves – he is expressing decisively important conditions for learning to live as responsible citizens in this globalized world. This no outmoded radicalism, but the message of one of the most challenging and contemporary philosophies.
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