
  
  

  
Social Studies 98ji: French Political ought
Professor Stanley Hoffmann

J 



Between Jean-Paul Sartre and Albert Camus, it is Sartre that history has enshrined 

as the superior philosopher. As one of the founders of the existentialist school and the 

author of Being and Nothingness—arguably the most  important theoretical work of the 

twentieth century—Sartre’s canonization as one of modern philosophy’s deities is fairly 

well-recognized. Moreover, if one is to compare the two on grounds of entrenched 

political activism, it is Sartre who appears to come out with the more impressive résumé. 

With his extensive work in Les Temps Modernes and his presence within the French 

Marxist scene, Sartre was tireless in turning his energies towards the social and economic 

questions of the day. By contrast, Camus’s greatest achievements were in literature, and his 

contributions to philosophy and politics were mostly mediated through an aesthetic lens. 

Philosophically, he lacked the formal training to truly participate in the establishment of 

the academy; politically, he kept his preferences on all but a few real-life issues couched in 

a veil of allegory. 

 And yet to arrive at something which may be considered effective political 

philosophy, the mere presence of brilliant philosophy and engaged politics is insufficient. 

A union of ideas which serves both as intellectual superstructure and everyday answer to 

practical questions is ultimately the goal of political philosophy. Sartre, despite ambitious 

projects in both the philosophical and political directions, ultimately failed in fusing the 

two together and in providing a compelling unity between existentialism and Marxism. 

Camus, on the other hand, le behind a legacy perhaps less grand in scope but more 

compelling as a guide in how we must grapple with the questions posed by world and 

society. is paper will argue that if political philosophy is to be taken as merely the sum 

of its technical halves, politics and philosophy, Sartre’s legacy is the more compelling one; 

if, however, it is understood as a syncretic amalgam of ideas beyond its components, 

Camus provides the superior handbook.
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sartre: from renowned philosopher to passionate politician

 Sartre was 9rst and foremost a critical philosopher, engaged in the academic 

architecture of existentialism before the war, a career intellectual who was concerned 

more with the intricacies of how we structure our epistemological conceptions of the 

world rather than with how we structure our governmental or economic systems. is was 

the model of the ‘early Sartre’—a philosopher writing chie:y for other philosophers, a 

critic not of the speci9cities of everyday life but of the theoretical modes producing them.

 He was certainly a 9rst-rate thinker. Sartre tackled issues of freedom, agency, the 

orientation of self versus other, and the responsibility of man towards the unfolding epic 

of being in a way that distinctly broke with the traditions immediately preceding him, 

generating dynamic new assertions about the fundamental premises upon which 

philosophy is built.  He challenged individuals to retool their systems of action and 

documented in famous form the utter despair which seemed increasingly to afflict 

twentieth-century life. He “took to his celebrity easily, perhaps because he had always 

taken his genius for granted,”1 and his daring barbs against intellectual convention earned 

him almost mythic proportions.

 He did all of this, of course, within the tradition of existentialism—a tradition 

which he was instrumental in developing and which is inextricably linked to his name. 

Importantly, Sartre’s existentialism is the basis for understanding Sartre in all his other 

forms—it is the animating force which guides has understanding of the world. As a 

consequence, existentialism is not merely juxtaposed next to the other beliefs which Sartre 

espoused throughout his life; it overlays them and refracts them, and makes it impossible 

to explode out philosophy from commentary in Sartre’s works.
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 Existentialism is, without a doubt, a powerful and brilliant theoretical frame, and 

in France it was “the 9rst media craze of the postwar era.”2 It asserts that man is 

responsible to the constantly unfolding nature of being, to the radical self-produced 

freedom which asserts the free actor’s role against the limitations of material existence. 

Bodies, situations, histories, and constraints all represent cancelled-out remnants of 

previous decisions; the locus of concern for the man of good faith must be on the 

apprehension of the leading-edge of existence cutting into the future rather than the 

unmitigatable, unjusti9ed assortment of realities which denote the present and past. e 

free man constantly interprets the world absent any reliance upon the crutches of being 

‘in-itself ’, instead demanding a constantly reinvigorated pursuit of the ‘for-itself ’ process 

of creation.

 is is an inherently lonely philosophy, and one which tends to sever man from his 

neatly-ordered role-playing activities in social life. Sartre described the gaze of the Other 

as the quintessential feeling of shame, the sudden jolt into the realization of one’s own 

immanence. e struggle between the impossibility of apprehending another individual’s 

transcendence and the necessity of simultaneously recognizing that transcendence yields a 

map of social relations everywhere consisting of in9nite recursive traps of subjectivity and 

objectivity. .  “In short,” he writes in Being and Nothingness,

the Other can exist for us in two forms: if I experience him with evidence, I 

fail to know him; if I know him, if I act upon him, I only reach his being as 

object and his probable existence in the midst of the world. No synthesis of 

these two forms is possible.3

Man necessarily harms his fellow man simply by his own tendency to objectify the state of 
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the other under the tyranny of his own transcendence, and feels continuously that his own 

transcendence is under threat of burglary by others who are trying to dissolve his freedom 

in the traps of his own existence. Moreover, divorced from the mechanical justi9cations of 

situation and tradition, man faces the world with only himself as a guidepost, navigating a 

permanently unordered world for which the only responsibility of action is re:exive.

 Sartre’s genius is also famously pessimistic about the potential for love, suggesting 

that two free people can only ever spiral inwards onto each other, achieving at best an 

uneasy equilibrium between the need of both to force the other into existential vassalage. 

Again, from Being and Nothingness:

Unity with the Other is therefore in fact unrealizable.  It is also unrealizable 

in theory, for the assimilation of the for-itself and the Other in a single 

transcendence would necessarily involve the disappearance of the 

characteristic otherness in the Other.4

All of this adds up to a philosophy which is profoundly libertarian at heart—not in 

explicit ‘absence-of-restrictions’ terms, but in the sense that the individual retains sole 

responsibility to elaborate his own action, a responsibility which is not extinguished by 

the introduction of other actors in the form of limitations. Existentialism, at a raw 

ontological level, leaves man mostly alone in the universe, severed from the 

superstructural elements out of which the realities of society are constructed.

 With the advent of the Second World War, the occupation of France, and this own 

imprisonment in a German camp, Sartre began to emerge from his intellectual hermitage 

and realize that the political challenges presented to France and the world were more than 

a mere side concern. us Sartre the politician was born, some twenty years aer aer 

Sartre the philosopher 9rst began reading Bergson. It is perhaps unsurprising that a 

philosopher so concerned with the exigencies of action would 9nd himself occupied by 

Nelson 4

4 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, 477.



the questions of everyday political life. But what remained unclear was how he would fuse 

together the profoundly individualistic ontology found in his existentialism with the 

social responsibilities and constraints of political trench warfare.

 Like the bulk of the French intelligentsia during and aer the war, Sartre reacted to 

German occupation with an avowed leism, convinced that the Communism of the Soviet 

Union had not only been instrumental in defeating fascist Germany, but represented the 

way forward for a postwar Europe hoping for a joint renaissance of workers, politicians, 

and intellectuals. Like most of these leists, he was increasingly critical of both French 

imperialism in Africa and of the growing cultural and economic hegemony of the United 

States. France in 1945 was all at once a nation largely wiped clean, its old guard defamed 

under the traitorous mantle of the Vichy régime, its social consciousness jarred and reset 

by the trauma of occupation, and its citizens invigorated with an almost utopian desire to 

reform their nation in the wake of European catastrophe. It was in this climate that Sartre, 

de Beauvoir, and Merleau-Ponty began publishing their journal Les Temps Modernes as an 

advocate for the ideas of the resurgent French le.

 Sartre’s work in Les Temps Modernes picked up where his prewar energies had le 

off, redirecting its aim now not at the academy but the street. e journal was “avant-

gardeist, leist in the world of politics, though without formal ties to the Communist 

party, existentialist in the realm of philosophy, socially minded, though without a de9nite 

program in the domain of literature.”5  Of course, the answers to these political questions 

could not come in the form of mere mechanical responses to situational dilemmas—they 

required animation by the same philosophical underpinnings which propelled 

existentialism. As such, Sartre’s political style was from the start suffused with 

existentialist assumptions. In his memo to the artists of the world, What is Literature?, 
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written during the efflorescence of his political awakening, he argues that the actionable 

duty of man in a good-faith interpretation is to throw oneself headlong into the political 

fray. In suggesting that the reins of literature are “no longer with those who wish to 

possess the world but with those who want to change it, and it is to the very plan of 

changing it that [the world] reveals the secrets of its being,”6 Sartre might just as well have 

been addressing himself a decade earlier as he was addressing those authors who wished 

to remained disengaged from the mêlée. Having 9rst developed the incontrovertible 

responsibility of man in constructing freedom for himself, Sartre now turned the object of 

this freedom towards the bones and bricks of life. e intellectual “has chosen to reveal 

the world and particularly to reveal man to other men so that the latter may assume 

responsibility before the object which has been thus laid bare.”7

He was certainly not afraid to take controversial sides in this political game. His 

introduction to Fanon’s e Wretched of the Earth is a fair lodestone of the extremes to 

which Sartre the politician found himself sympathetic to. Sartre was fanatically in favor of 

the revolutionary Algerian militants and launched a number of vicious attacks against 

anyone suggesting their tactics were too violent. In the introduction, he writes 

unwaveringly:

ey [the militants] don’t care a shit for [the moderate le’s] support; it can 

shove it up its ass for what it’s worth. As soon as the war began, they 

realized the harsh truth: we [the French] are all equally as good as each 

other. We have all taken advantage of them, they have nothing to prove, 

they won’t give anyone preferential treatment. A single duty, a single 

objective: drive out colonialism by every means.8
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One can assess this sort of conviction as either courage or fanaticism; in either assessment, 

there is no doubt that Sartre took his politics very seriously and was unafraid to arm those 

politics with all the intellectual ammunition he could muster. From 1945 onwards,  Sartre 

considered his role as politician at least equally important, if not even more so, than his 

role as a philosopher, and spent his postwar years cementing a quite impressive legacy in 

both 9elds.

 

camus: rebellions against philosophy and politics

 Camus, an Algerian-born pied noir, entered the French intelligentsia already 

marked as an outsider. As a part-time scholar at the University of Algiers and a lone writer 

without a school of devotees, Camus was anything but a member of the intellectually 

clubby élite circle which the French academy considered ‘philosophers’. Even today, 

Camus is only variably labeled with the title of philosopher, and then only in the sense 

that he was a generator of new ideas rather than a formal priest of intellectual systems. 

Camus’s achievements came in the world of symbols: in his novels and plays into which he 

distilled his own dreams and nightmares about the world.

 In fact, the premier work of Camus which might be denoted as vaguely 

‘philosophical’ at all, e Myth of Sisyphus, is hardly composed of the rigorous analytic 

stock that characterizes a work like Being and Nothingness. Sisyphus fuses social theory, art 

theory, and Camus’s own piquant, antiestablishment :air into a syncretic work which 

bristles with a thousand unique energies but contains no central, coordinated academic 

argument. e premise of the work itself—the concept of man struggling in9nitely and 

unsuccessfully against the pointlessness of the world in an unending, absurd 

confrontation—indicates a sort of insurrectionary uprising against the aim of philosophy 

to settle upon some approachable modes of isolating meaning in life.
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 Chaining writing to academic point-scoring was something that clearly unsettled 

Camus. “It is not a patient inquiry, the unceasing, sterile illustration of a thesis that I am 

calling for here,” he writes in Sisyphus. “e thesis-novel, the work that proves, the most 

hateful of all, is the one that most oen is inspired by a smug thought.[...] ose creators 

are philosophers, ashamed of themselves.”9 e revulsion towards the philosopher’s 

‘smugness’ crops up everywhere in Camus, as though he saw in the academy the sacri9cial 

offering of knowledge up to polemics and considered this sacri9ce tantamount to the 

murder of free thought. e writer of the thesis-novel chooses 9rst an assertion about the 

world and then the power of that assertion arrogates the utility of the written word under 

it, stripping away the genuineness of the process of  rebellious thought. at rebellious and 

ungainly process of writing, Camus contends, is 9ckle and eccentric, producing in its 

natural form contradictions and multitudes rather than concise philosophical unities. e 

discipline of hilosophy, which seeks those unities, is thus held incompatible with the 

diffuse process of an artistic appropriation of the world. Or, as Camus puts it:

Any thought that abandons unity glori9es diversity. And diversity is the 

home of art. e only thought to liberate the mind is that which leaves it 

alone, certain of its limits and of the impending end. No doctrine tempts it. 

It awaits the ripening of the work and of life. Detached from it, the work 

will once more give a barely muffled voice to a soul forever freed from 

hope. Or it will give voice to nothing if the creator, tired of his activity, 

intends to turn away. at is equivalent.10

 Absurdity, then, corrodes at the fundamental assertions of philosophy, assesses 

philosophy as top-heavy and conceives it as a shackle rather than a toolbox. e absurd 
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man contends with the world using a playful repartee with ideas rather than the 

formalized systematics which transmute ideas into philosophy. Philosophy informs, but 

never dictates; one may begin in the realm of formal ideas but must then gather up those 

ideas into a combinatorial. Sisyphus passes through the ideas of Husserl, Jaspers, Chestov, 

and Kierkegaard, but never engages them in the clinical treatments of pure philosophy, 

choosing instead to collect their ideas together in a provisional sort of rat’s-nest. e 

canon of ideas provides a useful consultation for the man grappling with meaning in the 

world, but it never provides an end in-and-of-itself. Camus concludes the philosophical 

exposition of the book with the following warning: “But it is bad to stop, hard to be 

satis9ed with a single way of seeing, to go without contradiction, perhaps the must subtle 

of all spiritual forces. e preceding merely de9nes a way of thinking. But the point is to 

live.”11 e inversion of ‘a way of thinking’ under the superiority of the command ‘to live’ 

is, to some extent, a philosophy of antiphilosophy. It asserts the power of the expression of 

thought over the inherited privilege of the systematization of that thought. 

 In fact, Camus refused to refer to himself as a ‘philosopher’ aer the war, perhaps 

as a deliberate reaction against the ideological excesses he saw emanating from the formal 

practitioners of academic philosophy. To a detractor, this can take on the appearance of 

mere intellectual laziness: Camus oen refused to take sides, trying to broker negotiations 

between incompatible ideas which he found equally compelling. Relativism, rather than 

polemical conviction, formed the basis for Camus’s intellectual heritage. His hemming 

and hawing is on full display in a 1945 interview in the journal Servir where he refuses to 

take a position on the spiritual or materialistic modes of existentialism:

I can understand the advantages of the religious solution, and I am 

especially aware of the importance of history. But I do not believe in either 
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of them, in the absolute sense. I examine my own beliefs, and I would be 

very disturbed if I was forced to choose absolutely between Saint Augustine 

and Hegel. I have the impression that there must be a tolerable truth 

between the two.12

To the professional philosopher, this sort of have-it-both-ways moderation appears not 

only as an exercise in futility, but as a timid refusal to pick a necessary side. Camus, 

though, considered it senseless to force oneself into an arbitrary selection of opposites. For 

those who considered him an academic dilettante and a second-rate writer, this refusal 

was the mark of a man unequipped to deal with the entrenched realities of bitter academic 

battles. Whether or not Camus’s relativism is an indicator of a lazy or uncommitted 

intellect is of course a matter of opinion, but in any case it meant Camus’s role in the 

philosophical establishment was at best a marginal one.

 Camus was, no doubt, running away from the example provided by career 

philosophy. In a way, it was Sartre provided Camus’s counter-model: “Camus 

distinguished himself from the philosopher Sartre by describing himself as an artist and 

demurring from Sartre’s systematic effort to understand the world.”13 Camus was a 

perpetual outsider; his acceptance into the Paris intelligentsia was perhaps based as much 

on his charming exoticism as it was on his formal accomplishments. Sisyphus represents 

the blueprint for man rankling at the con9nes of his existence; in similar fashion, Camus 

patterned his own life as the exemplar of the mis9t, almost petulantly refusing to submit 

to the fads of his contemporaries. By styling himself as artist rather than philosopher, 

Camus felt that he had freed ideas from the exigencies of their apparatuses and 

synthesized together the motive force of understanding. “For an absurd work of art to be 

possible, thought in its most lucid form must be involved in it,” he allows. But:
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at the same time thought must not be apparent except as the regulating 

intelligence. [...] e work of art is born of the intelligence’s refusal to 

reason the concrete. It marks the triumph of the carnal. It is lucid thought 

that provokes it, but in that very act the thought repudiates itself.14

e example is literary, but betrays Camus’s feelings about the nature of the intellectual 

scene: Sartre, brilliant and wedded to intellection, might well be the provocation and 

Camus, insolent scion of the carnal, the repudiation.

 At least in the early years of their friendship, the personal dynamic between Sartre 

and Camus clearly rei9ed the binary of Sartre as the philosopher-genius and Camus as the 

tagalong young writer. Sartre once drunkenly said to Camus “I’m more intelligent than 

you, huh? More intelligent?” and Camus indicated that he agreed.15 ere was no doubt in 

either man’s mind that Sartre, along with de Beauvoir and Merleau-Ponty as linemen, were 

the éminences grise of  a priestly sect. Intelligence is, of course, a notoriously difficult thing 

to measure in any objective terms, and certainly Camus was hardly an idiot. Whether his 

perceived inferiority to Sartre was the result of his insurrectionary agenda, his liminality 

in French society, his lack of prestigious training, his own unwillingness to conform to the 

cotillion of the intelligentsia, or something else entirely, is hard to say. Nonetheless it 

remains fairly clear that Camus was the second-rate philosopher. is is a purely bottled-

up statement limited to a rather strict, formalized de9nition of the term ‘philosopher’. But 

within that limited de9nition we can state with some accuracy that the claim is true.

 If Camus was an erratic philosopher, he was an erratic politician as well. On the 

majority of issues of his time, Camus kept his opinions mostly close to his chest. He was 

certainly not above the political scene, but neither did engage in any sort of movement 

activism. His role in the French political scene was, in many ways, a facsimile of his role in 
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the French academic scene: that of constant outsider, dropping into the fray at points to 

participate in the dialogue but never 9nding himself allied with anyone or belonging to 

any of the ‘serious’ political cliques that contributed to most of the generating tensions of 

French politics.

 Camus jumped into the literary scene almost totally naked of any politics. His 9rst 

works mediated directly between the individual man and the cosmic plenaries of death, 

poverty, illness, and nature;

nowhere did these essays suggest that the happiness or the unhappiness 

which they describe could be in:uenced by political events, and nowhere 

do they do more than hint at the presence of radical con:ict or social 

injustice in the sometimes blissfully pagan society they evoke.16

Camus arranged his early concerns at the individualistic quandaries of the world from a 

predominantly man-and-nature perspective, almost as though political life were nothing 

more than a tangential adornment to the more essential modes of confronting the world.

 Undoubtedly, Camus was caught up in the politics of the time, especially so 

considering that he grew up working-class in Algeria, a hotbed of French political 

confrontations. But he tended to regard the political mêlée with some suspicion: he noted 

sourly in 1937 the denaturation that politicians had in:icted upon language: “Every time I 

hear a political speech or read those of our leaders, I am appalled that for years, I have 

heard nothing that sounded human. It is always the same words telling the same lies.”17 If 

this seems familiar, it is because it is a critique very much in the same genus as Camus’s 

suspicion of the intelligentsia. Words were precious things to Camus, and whenever they 

were made to genu:ect in front of power—whether that power be the ideologies of 

politics or philosophy—words became double-agents. Camus was careful to keep his 
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political involvements 9rewalled from his literary works. e result is an early corpus of 

works which he took “very little interest, as a writer, in the wider political issues of his 

day”.18

 Like Sartre, Camus’s intellectual development was one of progressive politicization, 

but unlike Sartre, Camus never reached the point of subscribing to any political 

schematic. e onset of war was once again the catalyst, with Camus joining the editorial 

board of the underground resistance journal Combat. In many ways, the years of the 

occupation and the immediate aermath represent the high-water mark of Camus’s 

outright politicization, and his work in Combat gives the clearest view into what might be 

labeled a distinct constellation of political ideas. “Camus was engaged not only as a 

journalist in reporting the news,” writes David Carroll in the introduction to the Combat 

anthology,

but also in the daily political struggles for freedom, 9rst in occupied and 

later in liberated France. In addition, in his most important editorials, he 

contributed to the debates concerning the restoration of democracy in 

France and analyzed the larger political issues would shape the postwar 

period and in fact the rest of the twentieth century.19

Like Sartre, the war had forced Camus to shi his focus to the street.

 And yet a considerable portion of Camus’s work in Combat is only quasi-engaged, 

addressing abstract questions about the morality of certain political questions in French 

life. Writing on the failure of the postwar government to provide teachers with a living 

salary, Camus commented “e France of tomorrow will be what its workers and teachers 

are. If they go hungry, we should feel ashamed. But if they receive the bread and the justice 
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they are demanding, our consciences will be clear.”20 Socially charged, yes, but hardly the 

nitty-gritty of politics: here Camus seems more than willing to overstep the presentation 

of any ideological platform for how the teachers might be fed. Elsewhere Camus displays a 

few instances of taking sides, as in an approving commentary from 19 September 1944 on 

the 9rst meeting of the Mouvement de Libération nationale. Even here, though, in what is 

otherwise an affirmation of the movement politics of the French resistance, Camus hedges 

his bets: “We are pleased, leaving certain formal reservations aside, with this affirmation of 

will. We here do not believe in de9nitive revolutions. [...] We believe, in fact, in relative 

revolutions.”21

  Camus’s postwar works, especially e Plague and e Rebel, elaborate more 

political subtexts than his earlier works. But they still stubbornly refuse to come out and 

make any partisan statements of political assertion, offering only at times accusations of 

what ideologies to avoid. ey may bristle with sympathies of justice and invocations of 

action, but they remain chie:y interpretive texts from which the reader might take a 

concept of the world but no point-by-point directions for its use. roughout the postwar 

period, Camus awkwardly straddled entrenched political binaries, most famously in his 

refusal to support the FLN because of his mother living in Algeria. “His essentially 

apolitical nature came out in 1958 when he was one of the few French writers not to take 

sides either for or against the return to power of Charles de Gaulle,”22 and on a host of 

other issues Camus continued to invoke his maxim of treading across the borderlines of 

acceptable political convictions.

 So Camus remains by-and-large a political shapeshier, certainly containing a set 
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of political convictions but unwilling to allow them to calcify into a 9rm political ideology. 

His legacy as a politician of the streets, just as his legacy as a philosopher, is difficult to 

sort out and difficult to enshrine with a historical glory.

beyond politics and philosophy to political philosophy

 We have then a picture in which Sartre is an eminent philosopher and tireless 

politician juxtaposed next to the vacillating philosophies and politics of an 

insurrectionary and eccentric Camus. But can we execute a simple process of summation 

to claim that Sartre is also, therefore, the superior political philosopher? No, because 

political philosophy requires a syncretism between ideas, ideologies, and actions that 

transcends the strength of its constituent parts. As a consequence, to determine the 

superior political philosophy we must examine the two writers’ fusions between 

philosophy and politics.

 Sartre himself realized that there was a deep-rooted tension between the 

existentialism he had developed in his work as philosopher and the Marxism he had 

begun to espouse in his work as a politician. Existentialism privileged the radical psychic 

freedom of the individual and his inability to sublimate himself beneath anything besides 

his own isolated conviction of the world. Moreover, it 9rmly established humanity as the 

sole generating force of history and refused to admit to a prede9ned totalization of the 

future beyond what human actors would make of it. ese assertions might possibly, if 

extremely delicately, have been made to sit comfortably with the assertions of the early 

idealist Marx. But they represented a real problem inside the scheme of materialistic, 

scienti9c Marxism of the type that had become the watchword for the international 

Communist movement by the middle of the twentieth century. is Marxism inherently 

conceptualized the freedom of the individual as subsumed into broader social forces like 
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class consciousness, and, resting upon the framework of dialectic materialism, integrated 

the present and future into an unbreakable chain of events proceeding out of the material 

forces of history. Worse, international Marxism had by 1950 become a cauldron of rigid 

orthodoxy and cynical realpolitik oen antipathetic towards intellectuals and demanding 

that expression corroborate with the ideological conclusions predicated by that state 

apparatus. It certainly sat uncomfortably with Sartre’s prior assertions. “Sartre has a 

method, but a method which only emphasizes his Cartesian seclusion. […] Where is the 

Marxism in all this? ere is none except in desire.”23  Until he could 9nd a way to 

reconcile these tensions, Sartre realized that the inner incompatibilities of a Marxist 

existentialism would render both halves inviable. ey needed to amalgamated together 

under the same intellectual forces and needed to be pared down to the same motive cores.

 While Sartre began working on this challenge as soon as he began his 9rst political 

:irtations with Marxism, it was not until he published his Critique of Dialectic Reason in 

1960 that Sartre elaborated a thorough, authoritative attempt to reconcile the intellectual 

disagreements of the two traditions from their feet up. Almost in the fashion that 

Marxism had attempted to set Hegel ‘on his head’ with his inversion of the material and 

the ideal, Sartre’s Critique attempts to set Marxism on its head by offering up 

existentialism as a reformed philosophical superstructure on which to place the mantle of 

Marxist thought. Sartre envisions himself as Marxism’s savior, and in the Critique his aim 

is

to make it perfectly clear that the authentic Marx must not be confused 

with the modern Marxist; it is one of his major worries to keep Marx on 

his side against the modern Marxist theoreticians, who have ossi9ed the 

tenets of their master into a priori judgments and ceased to follow the 
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historical process.24

 In fact, taken purely from an academic frame, the Critique is at least super9cially 

convincing. Dialectic materialism did suffer from some serious structural :aws, the most 

critical of which was the nearly wholesale extraction of the individual’s responsibility to 

critically examine their agency in constructing the future. e existentialist Marxism 

conceptualized by Sartre at least appears to reorient Marxism towards a constantly 

reappropriating vision of progress in which the actors of a society grapple with the 

exigencies of economic life within the broader scope of grappling with the exigencies of a 

life lacking any prewritten formalized systems of meaning. Lurking beneath the surface of 

the Critique, however, are messy questions of intellectual power and subservience: was 

Marxism truly being reconciled with existentialism or was it corrupting it?

Sartre himself is responsible for the formulation of the problem. In 

Question de méthode, the introduction to the Critique, he typi9es 

existentialism, including his own, as a temporary stage of the philosophy of 

dialectical reason expressed by Hegel and Marx. Existentialism is now 

recognized as an ‘ideological’ reaction to a more pervasive view which it at 

9rst criticized but in which it now seeks to be integrated.25

To critics, the Critique united existentialism and Marxism at the expense of both, crushing 

intellectual honesty beneath a futile goal of joining a philosophy and a politics 

fundamentally opposed to each other.

Translated into a system of thought explaining how one must approach the 

problems of living and making political decisions in the world, Sartre’s conjunction of 

existentialism and Marxism proved confusing and directionless. Was the individual 

responsible mostly to himself or to his class? Would ascribing one’s actions to the orders of 
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an ideology qualify as bad faith or action in the face of limitations? From which direction 

must we arrive at principles of commitment: the macroscopic or the microscopic? 

 Yet Sartre rarely allowed such ambivalences to slip into his own forceful assertions 

about good and evil in the political world. He was quick to engage in polemical diatribes 

against what he saw as a burgeoning, corrupt Western system which robbed individuals of 

their agency. ese diatribes, though, are rarely conjoined with much in the way of a 

coherent roadmap for what ought to exist in their stead and why. It almost appears as 

though Sartre saw in bourgeois capitalism all of the political elements which had 

objecti9ed people and forced them into situations of anguish-laden bad faith, and 

assumed that the opposite, Marxism, would necessarily obviate these problems, only 

aerwards bothering to provide a rearguard affirmative answers for why this might be so. 

Certainly a large body of evidence pointing at Sartre’s unfettered hatred for bourgeois life 

seems to con9rm his affinity for Marxism as a negative reaction rather than a positive 

choice. “His concern for the worker is the reverse side of his contempt for the strength of 

the bourgeois; his concern with man is the :ight against anything that humiliates man, 

and his rebellion the reaction against all power.”26 

In exchange for his troubles, few orthodox Marxists considered Sartre’s existential 

Marxism to be anything of much value. What emerges, then, is a fractious internal 

standoff within Sartre and, for the student of Sartre, a difficult proposition. One can accept 

Sartre’s philosophical guidebook of existentialism fairly readily or replicate his leist 

political sentiments without too much difficulty. But if one wants to accept these at the 

same time, and to feel that they have arrived at a coherent and uni9ed system of beliefs, 

they will have a considerable task of sorting things out on their own.

 By contrast, Camus’s guide for man engaged in political life faced a less tricky 
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problem of integration if only because Camus’s philosophical and political absolutes were 

less rigidly demarcated and 9nely elaborated than Sartre’s. Ironically, it is this syncretic 

relativism that makes Camus’s political roadmap, when taken as a sum total of ideas, more 

useful and potent than Sartre’s.

 Crucially, Camus’s political philosophy is interleaved in and heavily reliant upon 

his literary answers to the questions of how to live and how to engage oneself in the milieu 

of society. It is precisely the consolidation of political philosophy into its own vacuum 

chamber, contends Camus, that robs it of its usefulness as an implement of living. Instead, 

we must apprehend the political world as we apprehend our daily lives; politics must be 

stripped of its mysti9cation and polemicization and conjoined with the struggle for justice 

and understanding on the practical, everyday plane. 

 Much of the power of Camus’s political philosophy comes from its outright refusal 

to be dogmatic. Mankind does not stand at the intersection of the grand orchestrating 

forces of history, he argued, and to subscribe to totalizing views of history meant 

necessarily to subscribe to the antihumanisms of totalitarianism. Marxist and related 

ascriptions of politics to the polemics of nature turned fair intellectual criticism inside-

out:

the cult of history, he argued, not only led to the sacri9ce of those 

individuals who stood, or appeared to stand, in its way; it also encouraged 

dogmatism, a refusal to face facts, a readiness to neglect present realities in 

the name of a hypothetical future, and a tendency to declare that, because 

his victory showed him to have the approval of history, the victor was 

always right.27

Partisan political philosophy is a collection of a priori assertions: for example, the 

assertion that Marxism is automatically correct no matter what its manifestation on 
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account of the fact that it is the scienti9c conclusion of history; or the assertion that the 

French occupation of Algeria is illegitimate based on theoretical constructs of justice and 

not on the realities of the ground. In Camus, the only real a priori assertion is that the 

individual must consistently struggle with passion and honesty against a world in which 

colludes to stymie him. Whatever proceeds fairly from there is then justi9able on these 

terms. If this produces paradoxes and ideological inconsistencies then that is because the 

world itself is engorged with inconsistencies, and reducing them under the tyranny of 

ideology is tantamount to ignoring the complexities of life.

 Camus achieves the impressive sleight-of-hand of elaborating a theory of 

engagement which is simultaneously insurrectionary but without any illusions about its 

own limitations. ose limits, in fact, empower political thinking:

e errors of contemporary revolution are 9rst of all explained by the 

ignorance or systematic misconception of the limit which seems 

inseparable from human nature and which rebellion accurately reveals. [...] 

We know that at the end of this long inquiry into rebellion and nihilism 

that rebellion with no other limits but historical expediency signi9es 

unlimited slavery. To escape this fate, the revolutionary mind, if it wants to 

remain alive, must therefore return again to the sources of rebellion and 

draw its inspiration from the only system of thought which is faithful to its 

origins; thought which recognizes limits.28

is sentiment is echoed in the comparison of two healers in e Plague: the heroic 

practitioner of everyday life Rieux and the misguided saver-of-souls Paneloux. Camus 

sides with Rieux, who, while remaining an idealist at heart, throws himself into the fray of 

crisis not head-9rst but hands-9rst. Rieux’s actions are dictated by the coincidence of 

Rieux’s struggle and the contingencies of the situation, not by a preset program of 

ideology. e opposite model is that of Paneloux, who, even when he commits to 
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addressing the plague, remains trapped within the con9ning chains of religion. e two 

form a neat parallel between absolutes and provisionals:

Salvation is an absolute, the equivalent to the solution of all economic and 

social problems through the creation of the classless society. Health, in 

contrast, is a relative thing, and the person who is prepared to introduce 

piece-meal social reforms in the body politic is like the doctor who seeks a 

remedy for a speci9c illness and not a fundamental change in the 

physiological makeup of his patient.29

 Another political hero of Camus’s displays a strain of this same maxim: the 

Russian rebel Kaliayev. Kaliayev, a conspirator in the 1905 assassination of the Grand 

Duke Sergei Alexandrovich, is portrayed in Camus’s e Just Assassins as the archetype of 

a man who stares power in the face and refuses to succumb to it. In the 9rst assassination 

attempt, Kaliayev refuses to carry through on the assassination due to the young children 

in the coach with the Grand Duke, a decision based on personal empathy which Stepan, 

the icon of the hardened political technician, derides as weak-hearted. In the end, though, 

it is Kaliayev who proves the strongest-hearted, refusing the proselytizing pardon of the 

Grand Duchess and to face the world in terms of realities rather than ideologies. Camus 

returns to Kaliayev in e Rebel: “Kaliayev, and his brothers throughout the entire world, 

refuse, on the contrary, to be dei9ed in that they reject the unlimited power to in:ict 

death. ey choose, and we offer as an example, the only original rule of life today: to 

learn to live and die, and in order to be a man, to refuse to be a god.”30

 ere is a sort of Zen-like aspect to all of this: the strength of Camus’s political 

philosophy actually derives from its ideological weakness. Because it is so unwilling to 

ossify into predictated conclusions about how the political world should look, it takes on a 

provisional sort of :exibility, empowering and generating political action rather than 
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merely documenting its appropriate forms. It offers a guide for how to approach politics 

but not a rigid answer to what those approaches should conclude in. 

 So, in the end, even if we have concluded that Sartre is the both more-brilliant 

philosopher and the more-engaged politician, it is counterintuitively Camus who is the 

superior architect of political philosophy. In contorting himself backwards to align his 

twin ambitions of existentialism and Marxism, Sartre distended his political philosophy 

from the world, shackled it to preconceived totalities, and failed to provide a convincing 

conjunction of the individual in the world and the collective in society. Camus, 

meanwhile, had a much less difficult task if only because his own extremes were tempered 

by a constant provisional engagement with everyday life. Only muddled, inconsistent, and 

compromised solutions can be very successful in a muddled, inconsistent, and 

compromised world, and Camus realized that to squelch these various frictions under the 

tyranny of ideology was to commit intellectual fraud. us, when we take political 

philosophy to be the syncretic and day-to-day guide to interacting with the many valences 

of life, Camus emerges as a 9ne example.
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