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Praise for Simply Sartre


  
  “This is a delightful introduction to the life and ideas of Jean-Paul Sartre. Detmer’s writing is clear, engaging, and fun to read. The book weaves together accurate overviews of Sartre’s main ideas with convincing reasons these ideas are still relevant today. The book ends with useful summaries of 50 of Sartre’s works—a perfect roadmap for anyone who wishes to read Sartre himself. If I had to recommend one book to a friend, colleague, or family member on Jean-Paul Sartre, this would be it.”

  
    —Joshua Tepley, Associate Professor of Philosophy, Saint Anselm College
  

   

  “David Detmer’s new book will stimulate first-time readers of Sartre, challenge advanced students, and offer political activists as well as scholars much to think about. It demonstrates the clarity of a first-rate teacher and the awareness of Sartre’s relevance by someone keenly involved in today’s world. Detmer shows a deep understanding of the whole range of Sartre’s work, how that work connects with other trends of philosophy, and a fine writer’s ability to tell a good story—all in a short introduction.”

  
    —Ronald Aronson, author of Jean-Paul Sartre: Philosophy in the World and Distinguished Professor Emeritus of the History of Ideas at Wayne State University
  

   

  “The task of introducing Sartre is challenging and doing so for a short book is daunting. Detmer triumphs, revealing himself as a premier teacher of Sartre’s life and philosophy. This accessible and accurate introduction captures how a bookish child became one of the most prominent intellectuals on the twentieth-century world stage and created a legacy that continues to grow well into the twenty-first century. Additionally, with chapters on responsibility, consciousness, and freedom, this introduction conveys the importance and magnetism of Sartre’s philosophy.”

  
    —Damon Boria, Associate Professor of Philosophy at Franciscan Missionaries of Our Lady University
  

   

  “As a community college professor, I have longed to integrate Sartre’s philosophy into the introductory courses I teach, but have struggled to find a good way to do so. Simply Sartre solves the problem all the way around: Here we have a brief, comprehensive, and truly engaging introduction to Sartre’s alternative takes on issues including the nature of morality, free will and determinism, and the metaphysics of mind and body. Furthermore, it also will require students to consider Sartrean thinking on anti-black racism, sexism, and other forms of oppression. This book is a gift to all instructors who see the value of getting students to take Sartre seriously.”

  
    —Chris McCord, Professor of Philosophy, Kirkwood Community College
  

   

  




  
  




2
Other Great Lives


  
  Simply Austen by Joan Klingel Ray
Simply Beckett by Katherine Weiss
Simply Beethoven by Leon Plantinga
Simply Chekhov by Carol Apollonio
Simply Chomsky by Raphael Salkie
Simply Chopin by William Smialek
Simply Darwin by Michael Ruse
Simply Descartes by Kurt Smith
Simply Dickens by Paul Schlicke
Simply Dirac by Helge Kragh
Simply Einstein by Jimena Canales
Simply Eliot by Joseph Maddrey
Simply Euler by Robert E. Bradley
Simply Faulkner by Philip Weinstein
Simply Fitzgerald by Kim Moreland
Simply Freud by Stephen Frosh
Simply Gödel by Richard Tieszen
Simply Hegel by Robert L. Wicks
Simply Hitchcock by David Sterritt
Simply Joyce by Margot Norris
Simply Machiavelli by Robert Fredona
Simply Napoleon by J. David Markham & Matthew Zarzeczny
Simply Nietzsche by Peter Kail
Simply Proust by Jack Jordan
Simply Riemann by Jeremy Gray
Simply Tolstoy by Donna Tussing Orwin
Simply Stravinsky by Pieter van den Toorn
Simply Turing by Michael Olinick
Simply Wagner by Thomas S. Grey
Simply Wittgenstein by James C. Klagge
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Series Editor's Foreword


  
  Simply Charly’s “Great Lives” series offers brief but authoritative introductions to the world’s most influential people—scientists, artists, writers, economists, and other historical figures whose contributions have had a meaningful and enduring impact on our society.

  Each book provides an illuminating look at the works, ideas, personal lives, and the legacies these individuals left behind, also shedding light on the thought processes, specific events, and experiences that led these remarkable people to their groundbreaking discoveries or other achievements. Additionally, every volume explores various challenges they had to face and overcome to make history in their respective fields, as well as the little-known character traits, quirks, strengths, and frailties, myths, and controversies that sometimes surrounded these personalities.

  Our authors are prominent scholars and other top experts who have dedicated their careers to exploring each facet of their subjects’ work and personal lives.

  Unlike many other works that are merely descriptions of the major milestones in a person’s life, the “Great Lives” series goes above and beyond the standard format and content. It brings substance, depth, and clarity to the sometimes-complex lives and works of history’s most powerful and influential people.

  We hope that by exploring this series, readers will not only gain new knowledge and understanding of what drove these geniuses, but also find inspiration for their own lives. Isn’t this what a great book is supposed to do?

  Charles Carlini, Simply Charly
 New York City
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Preface


  
  Jean-Paul Sartre was, perhaps, both the most celebrated, and the most hated writer of the 20th century. On the one hand, no other philosopher of the period was more famous, more widely read and studied, more influential, or more honored (he was awarded, but rejected, the Nobel Prize in literature; and 50,000 people turned out for his funeral). But, on the other hand, he was regularly vilified for political reasons by both the left and right; the Catholic Church placed all of his works on its “Index” of works that Catholics, on pain of ex-communication, were forbidden to read; several countries officially prohibited performances of his plays; his apartment was twice bombed (and the office of the journal he co-founded was also bombed); and war veterans once marched through the streets of Paris chanting, “Shoot Sartre!” This book tells the story of the life and work of this extraordinary philosopher, novelist, playwright, biographer, literary critic, journalist, public intellectual, and political activist, focusing on the contemporary relevance of his ideas, which maintain their power to inspire, entertain, enlighten, and enrage.

  Indeed, showing that Sartre’s work continues to speak to contemporary concerns is one of the primary aims of this book. For while no one can deny the importance of his writings from the standpoint of intellectual history (the experience of the French during World War II and its aftermath can scarcely be understood except by reference to them), some contend that the undoubted power and influence of his work in the 1940s and 1950s is entirely attributable to the fact that it was extraordinarily attuned to the circumstances of the time and place in which it was produced. On this view, Sartre’s thought belongs in a museum of superseded ideas—ideas that can be safely ignored as we attempt to navigate the problems confronting us in the 21st century.

  I attempt to counter this perception by discussing three key ideas—responsibility, consciousness, and freedom—about which Sartre advances powerful ideas that are both frequently misunderstood and highly relevant to contemporary situations. In order to provide a context for that discussion, I begin with a brief account of Sartre’s life. Aside from its intrinsic interest, Sartre’s life, for all its faults, is instructive in that it stands as an example of intense, sustained engagement with certain core ideas over an extended period, spanning a wide variety of activities—most notably philosophy, literature, and political activism. For despite all the changes one can identify in charting Sartre’s intellectual development, his concern for understanding and describing responsibility, consciousness, and freedom remains constant throughout his many and varied writings, just as his diverse political stances and activities, however else they may differ from one another, can still be regarded as a unity insofar as they are informed and motivated by his understanding of these central concepts.

  In his analysis of responsibility, Sartre develops several of the themes that are now most closely associated with the postwar existentialist movement, such as the idea that we are as much responsible for our omissions as for our acts, and that responsibility cannot legitimately be evaded by passively following the dictates of one’s religion, or society, or employer. Not as well known, in part because these aspects of his thought are developed most prominently only in posthumously published works, are his ideas on the importance of truth and freedom, understood in terms of their relation to responsibility, in the development of an approach to ethics that would differ significantly from any contenders that currently dominate the landscape of ethical theory in the western world. While many who read Sartre’s works today may assume that his seemingly extreme stance on responsibility makes little sense outside of the context of something like the French resistance to Nazism (in which one’s day-to-day choices bring life-and-death consequences), it is my burden in this chapter to argue that Sartre’s understanding of this issue applies with equal or greater force to those of us who live in more comfortable circumstances.

  The contemporary relevance of Sartre’s work on the nature of consciousness, by contrast, is largely attributable to the fact that consciousness has, until quite recently, been an unjustly neglected topic. Because of its seemingly subjective, non-measurable, non-quantifiable quality, philosophers and scientists have historically bypassed investigations of consciousness in favor of inquiries into the more objective and tractable domains of observable behavior and brain activity. But Sartre, as a pioneering phenomenologist (the term will be discussed subsequently), makes full use of his literary talents in undertaking the project of describing the different modalities of conscious experience, including perception, reflection, imagination, memory, and emotion. One of the essential features of conscious experience, on Sartre’s account, is that it engages with meanings. Sartre’s contribution to the understanding of conscious encounters with various kinds of meaning is important, in part because the philosophical tradition that has dominated the English-speaking world since about 1900 has largely neglected this topic in favor of a focus on language. Sartre, by contrast, situates language within the broader and more fundamental domain of meaning.

  The discussion of consciousness takes us into the heart of Sartre’s famous theory of freedom, as it is Sartre’s contention that freedom, necessarily and in principle, is an essential characteristic of consciousness. In elaborating Sartre’s account of freedom, and attempting to clear away some of the confusion and misunderstanding that have historically distorted its reception, I present Sartre’s reasons for rejecting determinism and compatibilism (two competitor theories), explain his concept of “anguish” and its relation to freedom, clarify his distinction between two senses of “freedom,” defend his seemingly outrageous claim that “the slave in chains is as free as his master,” and underscore the connection between freedom and one of his other central concerns—responsibility.

  David Detmer
 Hammond, Indiana
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Abbreviations


  
  The following abbreviations have been used for works cited in the body of the text. In some cases, I have made slight modifications to the translations of quoted passages.

  
    Works by Sartre
  

  
    (Note: The dates in square brackets are those of the original French publications.)
  

  AHC      “The Artist and His Conscience” [1950], in Portraits, trans. Chris Turner (New York: Seagull Books, 2017) [originally published in French as Situations IV, 1964].

  ALT        Altona [1959], trans. Sylvia and George Leeson, in Altona and Other Plays (London: Penguin, 1962).

  APAR    “Those Who are Confronting Apartheid Should Know They’re Not Alone,” translator not credited (1966); https://bit.ly/sartre-apar.

  ASJ         Anti-Semite and Jew, trans. George J. Becker (New York: Schocken Books, 1965) [1946].

  AV          “A Victory,” included as a “Preface” in Henri Alleg, The Question, trans. John Calder (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2006) [1958].

  BN         Being and Nothingness, trans. Hazel E. Barnes (New York: Washington Square Press, 1992) [1943].

  BO         “Black Orpheus,” trans. John MacCombie in WILOE [1948].

  CDR      Critique of Dialectical Reason, trans. Alan Sheridan-Smith (London: Verso, 1982) [1960].

  CE          Critical Essays, trans. Chris Turner (New York: Seagull Books, 2010) [originally published in French as Situations I, 1947].

  CF          “Cartesian Freedom” [1946], in CE.

  COS       “A Commentary on The Stranger” [1943], in EH.

  DGL       The Devil and the Good Lord [1951], trans. Kitty Black, in The Devil and the Good Lord and Two Other Plays (New York: Vintage, 1960).

  DH         Dirty Hands [1948], trans. Lionel Abel, in NETOP.

  EH         Existentialism is a Humanism, trans. Carol Macomber (New Haven, Connecticut: Yale University Press, 2007) [1946].

  FOM      “Forgers of Myths” [1946], in Sartre on Theater, trans. Frank Jellinek (New York: Pantheon, 1976) [1973].

  ICF        “Interview at the Café Flore: 1945,” in The Last Chance, trans. Craig Vasey (New York: Continuum, 2009) [1945].

  ILTM     “Introducing Les Temps Modernes” [1945], trans. Jeffrey Mehlman, in Ronald Aronson and Adrian van den Hoven, eds., We Have Only This Life toLive: The Selected Essays of Jean-Paul Sartre 1939-1975 (New York: New York Review Books, 2013).

  IM          The Imaginary: A Phenomenological Psychology of the Imagination trans. Jonathan Webber (New York: Routledge, 2004) [1940].

  IOAT     “The Itinerary of a Thought” [1969], in Between Existentialism and Marxism, trans. John Mathews (New York: Pantheon, 1974) [1972].

  ITM        In the Mesh, trans. Mervyn Savill (London: Andrew Dakers, 1954) [1948].

  LBSM    “A Long, Bitter, Sweet Madness,” trans. Anthony Hartley, Encounter Vol. 22, No. 6 (June 1964) [1964].
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