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The tradition of French writers traveling to America and producing critiques of the national culture begins with J. Hector St. Jean de Crèvecoeur.  More than a passing observer, Crèvecoeur lived and traveled in North America for many years during a diverse career as a surveyor, trader, farmer, and French diplomat.  Certain themes in his Letters from an American Farmer, such as the effects of living close to nature, were reiterated by later French observers; but the works containing those themes were shaped by the eras in which they were conceived.  


The cultural observers I would like to consider in this paper include Crèvecoeur, Alexis de Toqueville, and Jean-Paul Sartre.  Sartre’s ideas and writings from the nineteen-thirties and early forties were significantly affected by modern American literature and culture; but by the time he finally visited the United States, at the end of World War II, his conception of America had changed considerably.  My paper would examine how these changes affected Sartre’s observations of America.  It would also take into account, as a contemporary point of reference, Bernard Henri-Lévy’s recent series of essays “In the Steps of Toqueville.”  Unlike Crèvecoeur and Toqueville, Sartre and Lévy write self-consciously within a tradition of French speculation on American ways.  Whereas Crèvecouer and Toqueville write about America at a time when its character is relatively undefined, Sartre assesses the nation as its international prominence is dramatically increasing, and Lévy assesses it at a time when its prominence, along with its notoriety, is greater than ever.

I would like to examine the most influential ideas that arose in the two earlier analyses and consider how these ideas are accepted or contested in the more recent writings: How did the ideas of Crèvecoeur and Tocqueville help define American identity?  What continued meaning do these ideas have for Sartre and Lévy in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries?  And how have French critiques of American life, taken collectively, affected the history of American thought? 

