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Call for Papers «Studi Sartriani» 2023 
“THE EXISTENTIALIST OFFENSIVE”:

THE CRITICAL RECEPTION OF SARTRIAN THOUGHT 
FROM THE 1940S TO THE PRESENT DAY

Eighty years have passed since the publication of Being and Nothingness, 
but the milestone of French existentialism is far from having exhau-
sted its influence and critical contribution to the contemporary philo-
sophical panorama. In celebration of this anniversary – and testifying 
to what could rightly be called a “Sartre Renaissance” – multiple 
publications and several conferences have recently re-examined the 
fundamental themes of this classic work. The next issue of «Studi 
Sartriani» intends to contribute to this movement, specifically by 
asking what reactions the essay on phenomenological ontology elici-
ted in the years immediately following its publication in 1943; further-
more, it intends to investigate the philosophical-cultural scope of its 
reception to the present day.

Studies of this kind are rare in the literature on existentialism, 
which has generally dwelt on the main themes of this work: free-
dom, consciousness, otherness, choice, situation, existential psycho-
analysis, responsibility, value, time, being, nothingness, bad faith, 
etc. Of note for example are the short works on the subject by Paul 
Ricœur (Notes sur l’existentialisme et la foi chrétienne), William McBride 
(Existentialism as a Cultural Movement), David Drake (The ‘Anti-
Existentialist Offensive’: The French Communist Party against Sartre), 
Nestore Pirillo (“Coscienza, Riflessione e critica fenomenologica: 
Una discussione del 1947 alla Società Francese di Filosofia”), and 
Sarah Bakewell (the popular volume At the Existentialists’ Café): each 
have attempted to bring to present discourse what, in the 1940s and 
beyond, was a debate that transcended the purely philosophical 
sphere, having penetrated the most varied sectors of Western culture 
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and beyond. This issue therefore intends to question both the past 
and present critique of existentialism and its various declinations 
(political, literary, artistic, religious, etc.). In other words, the aim is 
to study the reception of the fundamental themes of Sartre’s thought 
in an attempt to reveal what exactly generated a veritable polemic 
within the first months of the publication of Sartre’s text. Not only 
did Sartre feel the need to better clarify his work (for example with 
“À propos de l›existentialisme - Mise au point” in 1944), he also decided 
to organise a conference “in defence” of his philosophy on October 
29th, 1945, later published in 1946 by Éditions Nagel under the title 
Existentialism is a Humanism. 

Sartre resolved to do this because some readers, such as Gabriel 
Marcel, were particularly severe. Marcel argued that there was sadi-
sm in Sartre’s theatre and that the reproduction on stage of certain 
scenes of violence was inadmissible (Deux pièces de Jean-Paul Sartre); 
he also claimed that Sartre was “afflicted by obsessions susceptible 
to generalised psychoanalysis” (De l’audace en métaphysique). Other 
readings were less severe, but nevertheless tended to emphasise 
the supposed problem of the gratuitousness of choice (Sofia Vanni-
Rovighi, J.-P. Sartre’s Being and Nothingness). It is also worth mentio-
ning Jeanne Mercier’s essay (Le ver dans le fruit. À propos de l’œuvre de 
M. J.-P. Sartre), cited directly by Sartre during the 1945 conference, in 
which Mercier claimed that Sartre had forgotten the “innocence of 
a child’s smile.”  Mercier claimed that it was necessary to also consi-
der positive experiences in the description of the human condition, 
which, in her opinion, Sartre had omitted. In general, Catholic critics 
reproached Sartre’s existentialism for distancing man from God and 
for making all morality and hence all choice impossible. The critici-
sm from political circles was no less biting. Above all, Marxists con-
sidered Sartre’s work to be too subjectivistic, not very materialistic, 
and insufficiently political. In addition to György Lukács’ celebrated 
critical positioning of existentialism (Existentialism or Marxism, 1948), 
one should also recall Henri Lefebvre’s volume, L’existentialisme 
(1949), which was published in 1946 and in which the critical dialogue 
between existentialism and Marxism began to emerge. This debate 
was well summarised by Tran-Duc-Thao (Existentialisme et matéria-
lisme dialectique), who limpidly expounds the need to reconsider the 
Sartrean concept of situation in the most concrete manner possible.

However, beyond these ethical and political reactions, the more 
purely theoretical reception marked the recognition of the origi-
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nality of Sartre’s proposal from the very beginning, as testified by 
the review of Being and Nothingness that appeared in the Revue de 
Métaphysique et de Morale in April 1944. Not to be forgotten in this 
regard are two conferences that Sartre participated in (one organised 
by Georges Bataille in 1944, now published under the title Discussion 
sur le péché, the other by the Société Française de Philosophie in 1947) 
which testify to his stature in France at the time. The exchanges with 
intellectuals and philosophers such as Jean Hyppolite, Jean Wahl, 
Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Michel Leiris, Pierre Klossowski, and the 
aforementioned Marcel and Bataille, show, on the one hand, the great 
interest taken in existentialist thought and, on the other, the curiosity 
aroused by the character Sartre. As far as foreign critics are concer-
ned, scholars became deeply interested in Sartre’s work beginning in 
the second half of the 1940s (see e.g., Vanio Porcarelli, La metafisica 
di Sartre or Jean Boorsch, Sartre’s View of Cartesian Liberty). Of parti-
cular interest is the Italian panorama. Philosophers such as Nicola 
Abbagnano (Introduction to Existentialism, Positive Existentialism) and 
Enzo Paci (L’esistenzialismo) contributed to the diffusion of this trend 
in Italy during that period, especially through the analysis of the 
positions of Jaspers, Heidegger, Sartre, and Marcel. Nevertheless, the 
“Italian path” toward existentialism did not limit itself to reprodu-
cing the foreign debate, but rather distinguished itself by proposing 
an original solution to the problems of choice, possibility, and value 
– particularly by emphasising the positivity of these phenomena in 
individual experience. The series of studies dedicated to existentiali-
sm that were endorsed by numerous leading intellectuals of the time 
(including Abbagnano, Paci, Luporini, Della Volpe, and Gentile) and 
published in the journal Primato between January and June 1943 also 
had a profound impact.

However, “the existentialist offensive” (Simone de Beauvoir, The 
Prime of Life) was not limited to onto-phenomenology, nor to Sartre’s 
thought alone. One need only recall Sartre’s trilogy The Roads to 
Freedom, Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex and The Ethics of 
Ambiguity, Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology of Perception, and 
Albert Camus’ The Stranger and The Myth of Sisyphus – not to men-
tion the founding of the journal «Les Temps Modernes», which had 
an enormous influence on the international debate for many deca-
des. At that time, existentialism did not want to be merely a philoso-
phy or a trend (despite countless trivialisations and stigmatisations), 
but a revolutionary point of view on the world and human existence. 
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This is why existentialism is open to many forms of knowledge: art, 
literature, journalism, music, politics, psychoanalysis, etc. It is for this 
reason in particular that existentialism attracted criticism and appro-
val before its deeper intentions were more seriously analysed. We 
should also not forget the reception that existentialism received over-
seas: following a suggestion by Camus, and on behalf of the journal 
Combat, Sartre and Beauvoir went to the United States to reveal the 
structure and contradictions of American society from an existentia-
list perspective (cf. in this regard the issue of «Studi Sartriani» dedica-
ted to Sartre and Existentialism in America, XIV, 2020).

One of the aims of the next issue of «Studi Sartriani» is to com-
prehend the meaning and impact that existentialism had on the 
society of its time, both intellectually and culturally. Using that 
comprehension as a basis, it is also important to question the role of 
existentialism today – which in turn permits us to assess its contem-
porary relevance and its possible future developments.

For these reasons, papers that investigate the following themes 
are of interest:

	- the reception of Being and Nothingness from a philosophical 
and cultural point of view; e.g., highlighting the religious and 
political criticism of the work;

	- the relations between existentialism and other philosophical 
perspectives in France in the years that existentialism came to 
prominence;

	- the possible reciprocal relations and influences between 
Sartrean existentialism and religious existentialism, political 
philosophy, spiritualism, and psychoanalysis;

	- the reception of Sartre’s theatrical and literary works, as well 
as those of the existentialist movement in general;

	- the debate provoked by the inauguration of «Les Temps 
Modernes» and the figures of the intellectual and the writer 
that Sartre proposed;

	- the relationship between Sartre’s thought and that of other 
existentialists (whether it is a question of influence or critici-
sm), especially with regard to trends in Italian philosophical 
thought;

	- the analysis of existentialism today in light of current philoso-
phical trends: what can it still tell us and how can it be critici-
zed from a contemporary perspective?
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Submissions should be sent no later than June 15th, 2023 to russo.
maria@hsr.it. All articles will be subject to double-blind peer review. 
Notification of whether your article is accepted, including requests 
for any major or minor revisions, will be sent by August 31st, 2023. This 
issue will then be published by the end of 2023.

The maximum length of each article, including spaces and notes, 
is 50,000 characters.

Contributions written in Italian, English, and French are accepted.
Two files must be sent:

	- a .doc file containing the essay that is completely anonymized 
(including removal of author information from the file’s pro-
perties). The text must be preceded by an abstract of at most 
300 words with five keywords in English;

	- a second .doc file with the author’s data: name, surname, aca-
demic affiliation, title of the essay, and e-mail address.
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