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Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-1980) was one of the most influential thinkers of the
twentieth century. Regarded as the father of existentialist philosophy, he was
also a political critic, moralist, playwright, novelist, and author of biograph-
ies and short stories. Thomas R. Flynn provides the first book-length
account of Sartre as a philosopher of the imaginary, mapping the intellectual
development of his ideas throughout his life, and building a narrative that is
not only philosophical but also attentive to the political and literary dimen-
sions of his work. Exploring Sartre’s existentialism, politics, ethics,
and ontology, this book illuminates the defining ideas of Sartre’s oeuvre:
the literary and the philosophical, the imaginary and the conceptual, his
descriptive phenomenology and his phenomenological concept of intention-
ality, and his conjunction of ethics and politics with an “egoless” conscious-
ness. It will appeal to all who are interested in Sartre’s philosophy and its
relation to his life.

THOMAS R. FLYNN is Samuel Candler Dobbs Professor of Philosophy at
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(1984); Sartre, Foucault and Historical Reason, vol. 1, Toward an Existentialist
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Preface

On the evening of October 29, 1945, Jean-Paul Sartre delivered a much-
anticipated lecture, advertised as “Existentialism is a Humanism,” to an
overflow crowd in the Salle des Centraux on the Parisian Right Bank. As
he was already well known for his novels Nausea and the recently
published The Age of Reason and The Reprieve, his plays, The Flies and
No Exit, and his philosophical essays, especially the daunting master-
piece Being and Nothingness, his talk was seen as the manifesto for this
rapidly spreading style of thought. It is still the philosophical essay
that people read when they seek an introduction to his work and to this
movement in general. Yet it is the only piece that he openly regretted
having published.

In what follows I shall survey the intellectual path that led Sartre to
this juncture, the turn that it presaged, and the resultant works and
deeds that came to define him as “Sartre.” This is a biography, the story
of a life. But it is a philosophical biography, an account of the develop-
ment of the thought and works of arguably the most famous philosopher
of the twentieth century.

Renown is not the same as admiration. Sartre is famous for his theory
of ethico-political commitment. As Spinoza reminds us, decision inevit-
ably implies exclusion. But, in Sartre’s case, the ethical and the political
usually went together. And this commitment involved polemics. One is
often better known by the nature of one’s enemies than by the number of
one’s friends. Though it would be futile to weigh the respective numbers
in either camp, as we progress I shall consider Sartre’s friends, his
opponents and, tellingly, his several estrangements from former friends
such as Raymond Aron, Albert Camus and Maurice Merleau-Ponty.

To clarify the nature of this project at the outset, let me repeat that it
is a survey of Sartre’s life and works and of their relation, but not the
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x Preface

usual chronicle of the details of his childhood and lineage. Others have
done that for us. Nor is it limited to a study of his philosophical
publications, though these play the major role because of their increasing
centrality throughout his career. One must certainly consider his literary
works. He was offered the Nobel Prize for literature, which he declined —
a phenomenon that itself calls for explanation. What makes a philosoph-
ical biography of Sartre especially challenging is not only the quantity of
his work — he admitted to writing for several hours every day, even while
on holiday — but its variety: plays, novels, short stories, literary, aesthetic
and political criticism, numerous prefaces to other people’s works, and
insightful philosophical studies, not to mention the founding and editing
of a major journal of opinion and critique, Les Temps Modernes, that has
appeared regularly since its first issue, October 1, 1945. Rather than
charting the curve of productivity along parallel, genre-specific lines,
I intend to read his writings as expressions of a profound but sometimes
“metastable” commitment, as he would say, to the conceptual and the
imaginary, to the philosophical and the literary, broadly speaking, to
Spinoza and Stendhal. For the basic thesis of this study, its leitmotif,
is that Sartre was chiefly a philosopher of the imaginary and that this
accounts in large part for both his penchant for the literary and his ready
acceptance of Husserlian phenomenology, with its “imagistic” argu-
ments, which he is alleged to have discovered in the early 1930s. Even
when he finally abandons imaginative literature in favor of political
commitment, I shall argue, it is in the service of an egalitarian ideal —
what he calls “socialism and freedom” or the “city of ends.” Indeed, he
signals his adieu with a “novel that is true,” his autobiographical Words,
while continuing to labor on his massive existential biography of Gustave
Flaubert, another “novel that is true.” So the imaginary, with its promise
and its limits, its inspiration and its ambiguities, will bookend this study,
as it did Sartre’s life from childhood to final years.
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