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The funeral march began at two pm Saturday, April 19, 1980. Twenty thou-

sand people gathered outside Broussais hospital to follow the processional as 

it wound past the areas of Paris that Sartre haunted. Moving solemnly through 

the streets, the crowd gathered the young and old, foreign and French, swell-

ing into a cacophonous demonstration of fifty thousand. The throng walked 

the two-mile route surrounding the hearse with Sartre’s “family,” followed by 

a car from Les Temps Modernes, another from Éditions Gallimard, a third from 

L’Amicales des Algériens en Europe, one more from Libération. They moved from 

the fourteenth arrondissement past the cafés, the restaurants, the clubs, and 

the brasseries in Saint-Germain that Sartre had frequented. When the cortege 

passed La Coupole, the waiters came outside to bow. The stream moved into 

the cemetery in Montparnasse, now decorated with red flags and black flags, 

with some people standing atop tombstones and cheering.

The funeral reunited intellectuals of the postwar Left from several genera-

tions: those from the Resistance stood alongside those who resisted the war 

in Algeria, comrades and fellow travelers from the French Communist Party 

(Parti communiste français, pcf) mixed with New Leftists and Maoists. The 

surge was so intense that a human chain wound around Simone de Beauvoir 

Introduction

French Intellectuals and the Jewish Question

Will it be necessary to write in the dictionaries of the year 2000: “Intellec-
tual: noun, masculine, category social and cultural, born in Paris at the 
moment of the Dreyfus affair, died in Paris at the end of the twentieth cen-
tury, unable to survive the decline of the universal”?

Bernard-Henri Lévy
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and Arlette Elkaïm-Sartre, Sartre’s adopted Jewish daughter, to protect them. 

There was no service, there were no speeches. After the coffin was lowered 

into the grave Beauvoir sat at its edge for more than ten minutes, enveloped 

by the multitude.

In the press a deluge of testimonials bore witness to Sartre’s significance. Serge 

July in Libération spoke of “this huge personality” who “occupied this century 

the way Voltaire and Hugo occupied theirs.” Le Figaro hailed Sartre as the “last 

master of French thought.” Le Monde dedicated eight pages to “the passionate 

history of a committed intellectual.” The weeklies—L’Express, Le Nouvel Obser-

vateur, Le Point, Les Nouvelles Littéraires—printed a slew of tributes by prominent 

intellectuals, and their covers were blazoned with Sartre’s image. Libération and 

Le Matin published special issues dedicated to Sartre; each sold over a hundred 

thousand copies. Bernard Pivot canceled his scheduled program for the televi-

sion show Apostrophes to broadcast a “Sartre Special.” The outpouring spilled 

beyond France’s borders, attesting to Sartre’s international acclaim. “The only 

discordant note in this chorus of praise came from a few Arab countries: ‘It is 

my opinion,’ the Palestinian political scientist Nafez Nazzal declared, ‘that his 

allegiance to Israel overrode all other concerns.’”1 Nazzal’s allegation was not 

so bizarre placed in the context of the last days of Sartre’s life.

For Sartre died as he had lived, in controversy. Just before he entered the hos-

pital with a pulmonary edema, his dialogues with Benny Lévy were published 

in Le Nouvel Observateur, causing a scandal in the French press. In conversation 

with Lévy, the young leader of the Gauche prolétarienne (the French Maoists) 

who had served as Sartre’s secretary and friend since the onset of his blind-

ness in the fall of 1973, Sartre made, for an avowed Marxist activist and lifelong 

atheist, seemingly outrageous claims, saying, for example,

one would have had to conceive of history differently if one wanted to say 

that there is a Jewish history[,] . . . [and] obviously there is a Jewish his-

tory. . . . There is also another theme I like: the Jewish dead[,] . . . they will 

be reborn as living beings in this new world. This new world is the end [and 

interests me] precisely because it possesses no Marxist element. . . . [I]t’s the 

beginning of the existence of men who live for each other. In other words, 
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it’s an ethical end. . . . [M]essianism is an important thing that Jews have 

conceived of alone but that could be used by non-Jews for other purposes[,] 

. . . [a model of ] doing away with the present society and replacing it with 

a juster society.2

Sartre at seventy-five was beginning afresh. In dialogue with Lévy he was re-

thinking fundamental aspects of his thought: his conception of consciousness, 

Marxism as the key to philosophy in our time, the role of the intellectual, writ-

ing as a form of praxis, his theory of history, and his understanding of Jews 

and Judaism.

If Sartre’s interview with Lévy was sensational because it marked a new point 

of departure in the author’s life and thought, then the scandal of my study is 

to claim that his last published words should come as no surprise, since every 

time he fundamentally rethought the underlying principles that defined his 

politics and his role as a public intellectual, Sartre did so by reflecting on “the 

Jewish Question.”3 His interventions on behalf of Jews and Judaism were inter-

mittent and seemingly peripheral to the central political issues of his life: his 

critique of bourgeois values, the rise of fascism, the Nazi occupation, the cold 

war and communism, decolonization, the student movements, and the prob-

lems of the Third World. However, at each defining moment of his intellectual 

agenda Sartre turned to the image of “the Jew” to either clarify, reassess, or 

redefine his ideas. His response to the Jewish Question helped determine his 

approach to other concerns and was part of the reason that his ideas resonated 

so deeply in French political culture. While he spilled much more ink on other 

topics, his representations of Jews and Judaism as persistent figures of alterity 

serve as a fecund site to interrogate and reevaluate his oeuvre, especially his 

conception of the role of the intellectual. This claim, though startling, should 

also come as no surprise, since the public intellectual was born in France in 

the late nineteenth century and from the outset was intrinsically enmeshed in 

the debate on the Jewish Question. To understand Sartre’s position, therefore, 

we must trace it back to the origins of the intellectual.
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The Birth of the Intellectual

The concept and very word “intellectual” was introduced into every language 

and culture from the French intellectuel.4 This term was first used widely at the 

height of the Dreyfus affair.5 The case of Alfred Dreyfus, a Jewish captain and 

member of the General Staff who was falsely accused of treason and found 

guilty by a military tribunal in 1894, had deeply divided France by 1898. A trans-

formative moment in the long campaign to exonerate Dreyfus was the open 

letter by the famous naturalist writer Émile Zola addressed to the president of 

the Republic on January 13 that appeared in Georges Clemenceau’s newspaper 

L’Aurore under the huge front-page headline “J’accuse.” The letter indicted the 

military with perpetuating a grave injustice against an innocent citizen and 

demanded a revision of the verdict in the name of truth, justice, and humanity. 

The next day a group of university professors, scientists, and writers published 

a “manifesto of the intellectuals” supporting Zola. In L’Aurore on January 23, 

Georges Clemenceau applauded the intellectual protestataires, whom he called 

“a sign” of a “movement of opinion” that comes from “all corners of the hori-

zon grouped together by an idea” led by “resolute men who demand justice.” 

The manifesto by those who would henceforward be termed intellectuels was 

the first time that the word “intellectual” had achieved “common currency” in 

any language.6 It thus “consecrated and politicized” the noun and the social 

actor it designated.7

The intervention by these “intellectuals” resulted in rioting in the streets and 

a long battle between the Dreyfusards and the anti-Dreyfusards over the soul 

of France. This was a Franco-French war: republicans opposed monarchists 

and Bonapartists, liberals and socialists stood against conservatives, secular-

ists rejected clericalists. The Right, the military, and the Church’s desire for 

an organic, hierarchical, Catholic, traditional social order governed by raison 

d’état was at odds with the Republic’s recasting of the egalitarian, democratic 

values of the French Revolution, including fraternity, equality before the law, 

and individual human rights.

For the anti-Dreyfusards responding to the manifesto, the intellectuals who 

signed it represented the abuse of power and language akin to the Judaization 

they saw threatening France.8 The literary critic Ferdinand Brunetière deplored 
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the fact that “the Protestants, the freethinkers, the Freemasons, [and] the Jews” 

had attempted to “monopolize public functions” through “the pretense of raising 

the writers, the savants, the professors, the philologues to the rank of super-

men.”9 Jules Delafosse in Temps would substitute the Asiatic word “mandarin” 

for “intellectual,” clearly according it a pejorative value. Like these other anti-

Dreyfusards, Maurice Barrès’s response, “La protestation des intellectuels!” 

published in Le Journal on February 1, 1898, picked up on Clemenceau’s use of 

the “excellent word” to turn it against his opponents by branding them with 

it. For Barrès, intellectuals, like Jews, are only “pretenders,” “half-cultured . . . 

poisoned spirits” who have destroyed French instinct and substituted conscious-

ness for it because they are “ashamed to think like the simple French.” Like the 

Jews, for whom everything has only an exchange value, Barrès contended, “the 

Dreyfus syndicate” offers a bargain: “‘Give me your name and I will give you 

the title of intellectual.’”

Barrès’s retort characterized “intellectuals” as members of a decadent, avant-

garde group on the margins of society who used the esoteric, urbane, universal, 

Kantian language of philosophy and were thus severed from the rootedness of 

the French language and the true culture of la patrie (the fatherland). His article 

offers a typology of the protestataires based on four signatories who embody 

the lack of legitimacy, the corruption of the Republic, the foreignness, degra-

dation, and degeneracy with which he associates Jews. His wrath denigrates 

Zola most derisively: “By his roots, [he] is not French.” There is a “foreign, . . . 

antinational, . . . exotic” sensibility to Zola’s writings indicative of his Venetian 

origins. “I will say nothing of the Jewish signatures,” he concludes, because 

for Barrès their very Jewishness was an indictment of their endorsement and 

made their cosigners guilty by association.

The invention of the public intellectual in the context of the Dreyfus affair 

was, therefore, from the start thoroughly interwoven with the discourse on the 

Jewish Question. Barrès’s reply to the “manifesto of the intellectuals” associated 

the intellectual with decadent outsiders, with those who were urbane and uni-

versalist, déraciné (uprooted) from the purity of le peuple. He thereby attached to 

the image of the intellectual many of the same connotations that characterized 

his response to the Jewish Question.10 As a distillation of the anti-Dreyfusard 
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position, Barrès’s rejoinder to the Dreyfusards has strongly determined the 

cultural image of the intellectual ever since, fusing the destiny of the univer-

sal intellectual to the image of Jews and Judaism, especially since intellectuals 

embraced many of the qualities that the anti-Dreyfusards disparaged.11

In addition to the image of the intellectual, the specific social actor who 

came to underlie the intellectual’s national role and function in France also 

emerged in the context of the Dreyfus affair. Christophe Charle has identified 

this role by mapping out its ancestors: the secular cleric (le clerc), who embraced 

rationality in his struggle with the priest for universal moral authority in the 

seventeenth century; the public critic and activist philosophe of the Enlighten-

ment; the Romantic prophet, exemplified by Victor Hugo, who voiced the aspi-

rations of the people; and the savant, whose expertise was put in the service of 

the progress of mankind.12 As the intellectuals qua intellectuals were born in 

France during the late nineteenth century, they consolidated these various roles 

inherited from their precursors. At the crossroads of the development of the 

modern, secular, republican idea of the nation, the intellectual thus emerged 

as what Venita Datta has termed a “national icon.”13 What’s more, as Paul Co-

hen has argued, this national figure is a “consecrated heretic” who incarnates 

a uniquely French conception of liberty, critical of the “negative” liberty of 

Anglo-American liberalism and its concomitant materialism and utilitarian-

ism. French intellectuals are equally resistant to identifying liberty with the 

state, as in the German model of freedom. Rather, consecrated heretics define 

themselves in opposition to the bourgeoisie, the Church, the government, and 

all forms of the established order.14

Socially, then, intellectuals are consecrated heretics who self-consciously 

act in public with others identified as intellectuals.15 This group identity is 

formed in networks of recruitment, such as educational institutions, journals, 

and publishing houses. Their opinions frame the national debate through the 

dissemination of their ideas in the mass media. Their cries are constituted 

through the use of a bifurcated polemical discourse (i.e., Left vs. Right, good 

vs. evil, moral vs. immoral, truth vs. illusion). Intellectuals stand as witnesses 

of the national conscience, representatives of the nation’s values, poised to 
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speak in the name of truth against those they perceive as blocking the achieve-

ment of justice.

Intrinsic to the role of the public intellectuals is also the notion that they 

speak against the dominant voices of power on behalf of the oppressed, the 

downtrodden, the marginalized Other by announcing their truth and demand-

ing justice for them. Nonetheless, despite the social and cultural origins of the 

French intellectual, the specific ways in which the alterity of “the Jew” contrib-

uted to defining the “national icon” after the Dreyfus affair and throughout 

the twentieth century in France has not been sufficiently explored. That is the 

aim of this study, which focuses on the image of “the Jew” in Jean-Paul Sartre’s 

life and work. But because Sartre’s response to the Jewish Question took up the 

terms and categories of a protracted discussion in French intellectual history, 

it must be set against that larger backdrop.

The Jewish Question

The catchphrase la question juive emerged in the 1840s from the German die  

jüdische Frage and then die Judenfrage (the Jewish Question) as the crystallization 

of a series of questions whose modern formulation goes back to the eighteenth 

century: Should Jews be granted civil and political rights equal to those of 

Christian subjects and citizens?16 Would civic education make them more like 

Gentiles? Can they serve as loyal soldiers? Are the Jews a distinctive people, 

race, or nation? Is there an inherent dichotomy between Judaism and moder-

nity? This set of questions was part of a broader Enlightenment debate about 

human nature, natural religion, natural rights, common humanity, tolerance, 

and regeneration.17 The earliest phrasing goes back to the disputes in England 

concerning the 1753 Bill of Naturalization, the so-called Jew Bill. The outburst 

of newspaper articles, songs, petitions, and visual materials included among 

the pamphlets one entitled Reply to the Famous Jew Question.18

The Jewish Question was thus part of a wider Enlightenment discussion 

that in Germany ensued most famously between Moses Mendelssohn and Jo-

hann Caspar Lavater and in France between Isaac de Pinto and Voltaire.19 This 

debate reached its high point in 1781 with the publication in Berlin of Chris-

tian Wilhelm Dohm’s Über die bürgerliche Verbesserung der Juden (Concerning the 
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Amelioration of the Civil Status of Jews). Encouraged by Mendelssohn, Dohm 

argued in favor of granting Jews civil rights, believing that doing so would lead 

to an improvement in their behavior. His contentions were further advanced in 

1787 by Count Honoré Gabriel Mirabeau’s summation in Sur Moses Mendelssohn 

sur la réforme politique des juifs. This intellectual discussion dovetailed with the 

transformation of the political status of Jews in Austria and France as a result 

of Joseph II’s 1782 Toleranzpatent (Edict of Toleration) and Louis XVI’s Lettres 

patentes (letters patent) in 1784.

These issues were brought to wider public attention by the question posed 

by the Royal Society of Arts and Sciences of Metz for its 1787 essay contest: 

“Are there means to make the Jews more useful and happier in France?” The 

question implied that there was a problem with the Jews. The three winners 

suggested that emancipation would lead to the economic, moral, political, 

and physical regeneration of the Jews that all the contestants as well as all the 

Enlightenment thinkers agreed was necessary.20 This ambivalent assessment 

of the Jews and Judaism within Enlightenment discourse rested upon the secu-

larization of medieval theological conceptions mediated by a heavy dose of 

the Enlightenment’s emphasis on tolerance, its conception of a malleable hu-

man nature, and Montesquieu’s theory of environmental influence. In short, 

the philosophes suggested that Jewish deficiencies—like the Jews’ purported 

usurious moneylending, regressive rituals and mores, uncivilized and unsa-

vory personal habits, and self-segregation—were the result of injurious social 

attitudes and bad governmental policy.21

What made this marginal population of such significance to the philos-

ophes was the symbolic role played by metaphors of the Jewish body within 

the changing French body politic. While the concerns about Jews and Judaism 

remained peripheral to the wider debates about the new nation that erupted 

in 1789, disquiet about the forty thousand Jews of France provoked intense 

discussion by members of the National Assembly and churchmen. The Jewish 

Question became a mirror that enabled the French to reflect on many aspects of 

their culture, history, values, and underlying political precepts.22 The debates in 

the National Assembly and during the postrevolutionary period about Jews and 

Judaism were a significant aspect of the general quarrel about the desirability 
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and the process to achieve the politics of emancipation and regeneration pro-

posed and promised by the Revolution.23 In short, as Gary Kates puts it, “there 

were so few Jews in France . . . [that] they were easily turned into symbols of 

something else. . . . The debate over Jewish emancipation was thus a debate 

over what it meant to be a French citizen.”24 As such, the Jewish Question is 

best understood by what Shulamit Volkov calls a cultural “code,” and it will be 

treated as such throughout this work.25

After the outbreak of the Revolution and over the next two years the recur-

ring arguments for Jewish emancipation finally triumphed in the French Na-

tional Assembly, led by moderates like Mirabeau, Stanislas Clermont-Tonnerre, 

and the radical abbé Henri Grégoire.26 The first discussion of Jewish rights in 

the Constituent Assembly was raised on September 28, 1789, in response to 

Jews from Alsace who asked to be protected from popular violence. The is-

sue was settled after the passage of the Declaration of the Rights of Man and 

Citizen on August 26, when the assembly decreed that “the Jews are under the 

safeguard of the law and require of the king the protection that they need,” 

thus effectively giving Jews civil rights.27 Active citizenship for all Jews, with 

the right to vote and hold office, would, however, have to await the decree of 

September 27, 1791. The decree pushed the differing Jewish communities in 

France to the forefront of modern Jewish history as the first legally emanci-

pated Jews in Europe, extending full citizenship to those who swore the civic 

oath that specifically renounced Jewish communal autonomy.28 Emancipation 

was passed despite vehement opposition and in two stages that reflected the 

duality of revolutionary attitudes caught between long-standing prejudices 

and Enlightenment principles.29 The price of Jewish emancipation was cultural 

integration, with Judaism and Jewishness limited to the private sphere and 

citizenship deemed to conflict with communal affiliation. “The Jews should 

be denied everything as a nation but granted everything as individuals,” Cler-

mont-Tonnerre famously proclaimed, since “there cannot be one nation within 

another nation.”30 No subsequent regime until Vichy, whether republican, roy-

alist, or Bonapartist, would challenge the principle of Jewish citizenship, but 

the Jewish Question would be raised anew in each succeeding period over the 

next two hundred years.
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