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The Flies Jean Paul Sartre: Exploring Existentialism Through Drama

the flies jean paul sartre is a powerful theatrical work that captures the
essence of existentialist philosophy while reimagining an ancient Greek myth.
Written in 1943 during the height of World War II, this play stands as a
testament to Sartre’s commitment to exploring human freedom, responsibility,
and the consequences of choice. Unlike traditional mythological retellings,
Sartre’s The Flies delves into the psychological and moral turmoil of its
characters, making it a compelling piece both as literature and philosophy.

Understanding The Flies by Jean Paul Sartre

At its core, The Flies is a retelling of the Greek myth of Orestes, who
returns to Argos to avenge his father Agamemnon’s murder. Sartre uses this
narrative as a vehicle to express his existentialist ideas, challenging the
notions of fate and divine justice that dominate classical mythology. The
play emphasizes human freedom, suggesting that individuals must create their
own values rather than submitting to preordained systems.

The Context of Sartre’s The Flies

Written during Nazi-occupied France, The Flies resonated deeply with
contemporary audiences who faced oppression and moral dilemmas. Sartre’s
portrayal of Argos as a city plagued by guilt and tyranny echoed the
political atmosphere of occupied Europe. This historical backdrop adds layers
of meaning to the play, where the oppressive presence of the gods symbolizes
authoritarian regimes, and the protagonist’s quest for freedom mirrors the
resistance movements.

Plot Overview and Symbolism

The narrative revolves around Orestes’ return and his struggle against the
guilt imposed by the gods, particularly Zeus. The flies in the title
symbolize the tormenting guilt and the oppressive presence of the past,
constantly reminding the inhabitants of their sins. Through Orestes, Sartre
explores the idea that guilt is a construct that can be overcome by embracing
personal responsibility and rejecting imposed morality.



Existential Themes in The Flies Jean Paul
Sartre

Sartre’s existential philosophy is deeply woven into every aspect of The
Flies. The play acts as a dramatic exploration of concepts such as freedom,
bad faith, and authenticity.

Freedom and Responsibility

One of the most significant themes is the notion of freedom. Sartre famously
declared that humans are “condemned to be free,” meaning that individuals are
responsible for their choices without relying on external justifications. In
The Flies, Orestes embodies this idea by choosing to act according to his own
moral compass rather than adhering to divine law or societal expectations.
His actions highlight the existential belief that freedom is accompanied by
responsibility and that true liberation comes from owning one’s decisions.

Bad Faith and Self-Deception

The concept of bad faith, or self-deception, is central to Sartre’s
philosophy and appears vividly in the play. The citizens of Argos prefer to
live under the illusion of divine punishment and inherited guilt, avoiding
the uncomfortable truth of their freedom. By clinging to external forces like
the gods, they deny their own agency. Sartre uses this to critique
complacency and encourage awakening to authentic existence.

Authenticity and Moral Choice

Orestes’ journey is an exploration of authenticity-living in accordance with
one’s true self rather than conforming to societal pressures. The play
presents a stark contrast between characters who accept their fate passively
and those who challenge it. Sartre seems to suggest that moral choice is not
dictated by universal rules but must arise from individual conscience and
commitment.

The Flies and Its Place in Sartre’s Body of
Work

Jean Paul Sartre is primarily known for his philosophical treatises, such as
Being and Nothingness, but his plays, including The Flies, offer a more
accessible avenue to engage with his ideas. The Flies serves as an



introduction to his existentialist worldview, dramatizing complex concepts
a way that resonates emotionally and intellectually.

Comparison with Other Sartre Plays

Compared to Sartre’s later plays like No Exit or Dirty Hands, The Flies is
more mythological and symbolic. While No Exit famously explores hell as
interpersonal relationships and Dirty Hands focuses on political ideology,
The Flies uses myth to universalize existential concerns. This makes it a
unique blend of classical storytelling and modern philosophy.

Influence on Modern Theater and Literature

The Flies has influenced many playwrights and thinkers interested in
existentialism and political resistance. Its themes of freedom under
oppression and the rejection of imposed guilt continue to resonate in

contemporary discussions about morality and human agency. The play is often

studied in literature and philosophy courses as a bridge between classical
tragedy and modern existential thought.

Key Characters in The Flies and Their
Philosophical Significance

Understanding the main characters helps illuminate Sartre’s message in The
Flies. Each character represents different attitudes toward freedom, guilt,
and authenticity.

Orestes: The protagonist who returns to Argos to confront his past and

in

the gods. Orestes symbolizes existential freedom and the courage to make

authentic choices.

e Electra: Orestes’ sister, who remains entangled in gquilt and tradition

She represents those who are unable or unwilling to break free from bad

faith.

e Zeus: The god who punishes the people with eternal guilt and torment.

Zeus embodies authoritarian control and the oppressive force of external

moral systems.

e Jupiter: Another divine figure, often representing the old order and the

justification of tyranny through divine right.



The Role of the Flies as a Symbol

The titular flies are more than just literal insects; they act as a metaphor
for the persistent guilt and moral decay that haunt the citizens of Argos.
Sartre uses this imagery to suggest how clinging to past sins and external
authorities can corrupt human freedom and happiness. The flies’ buzzing is a
constant reminder of the psychological and social constraints that imprison
individuals.

Studying The Flies Jean Paul Sartre: Tips and
Insights

If you're approaching The Flies for the first time, here are some helpful
tips to deepen your understanding and appreciation:

1. Familiarize yourself with Greek mythology: Knowing the original myth of
Orestes and the House of Atreus will provide context for Sartre’s
reinterpretation.

2. Keep existential concepts in mind: Terms like “bad faith,”
“authenticity,” and “freedom” are key to grasping the play’s
philosophical underpinnings.

3. Consider the historical context: Recognizing the play’s creation during
Nazi occupation adds layers of meaning related to resistance and
oppression.

4. Analyze character motivations: Reflect on how each character embodies
different responses to guilt and freedom.

5. Engage with the symbolism: Pay attention to recurring images like the
flies and how they relate to themes of guilt and liberation.

Why The Flies Jean Paul Sartre Remains Relevant
Today

More than seventy years after its debut, The Flies continues to captivate
audiences and readers due to its timeless exploration of human freedom and
responsibility. In an era where political and social pressures often
challenge individual agency, Sartre’s call to confront one’s own choices and
reject imposed guilt feels especially urgent. The play encourages us to
question authority, embrace our freedom, and live authentically despite the



weight of the past.

Whether you are a student of philosophy, literature, or theater, The Flies
offers rich material that sparks reflection on what it means to be truly
free. Its blending of myth and existentialism creates a narrative that is
both intellectually stimulating and emotionally resonant, making it a
significant work in the canon of modern drama.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of Jean-Paul Sartre's play
'The Flies'?

The main theme of 'The Flies' is existential freedom and responsibility,
exploring how individuals must confront their past and make authentic choices
to achieve true freedom.

How does 'The Flies' reflect Jean-Paul Sartre's
existentialist philosophy?
‘The Flies' embodies Sartre's existentialist ideas by depicting characters

who struggle with guilt, freedom, and bad faith, ultimately emphasizing that
individuals create their own essence through actions.

Who are the central characters in 'The Flies' and
what do they represent?

The central characters are Orestes, Electra, and King Aegisthus. Orestes
represents the existential hero who chooses freedom and responsibility,
Electra symbolizes rebellion and guilt, while Aegisthus embodies tyranny and
oppression.

What is the significance of the flies in Sartre's
play?
The flies symbolize guilt and the oppressive weight of past sins. They are a

constant reminder of the characters' inherited guilt and societal corruption
that must be confronted and overcome for liberation.

How does Sartre's 'The Flies' differ from the
original myth of Orestes?

'The Flies' differs from the original myth by focusing on existential themes,
highlighting Orestes' conscious choice to embrace freedom and responsibility
rather than simply avenging his father as a duty.



What role does freedom play in the resolution of
'The Flies'?

Freedom is central to the resolution as Orestes rejects the imposed guilt and
chooses to act authentically, demonstrating that true freedom comes from
accepting responsibility for one's choices despite external pressures.

Additional Resources

The Flies Jean Paul Sartre: An In-Depth Exploration of Existentialist Drama

the flies jean paul sartre stands as a seminal work in 20th-century theatre,
embodying the existentialist philosophy that Jean-Paul Sartre famously
championed. First performed in 1943 during the Nazi occupation of France,
this play is not only a reinterpretation of the ancient Greek myth of the
House of Atreus but also a poignant exploration of freedom, responsibility,
and the human condition. As one of Sartre’s early dramatic works, The Flies
offers a compelling intersection of myth, philosophy, and political allegory,
making it an essential subject for literary analysis and philosophical
inquiry.

The Context and Background of The Flies Jean
Paul Sartre

Written in the midst of World War II, The Flies (Les Mouches) was Sartre’s
response to the oppressive political climate of occupied France. The play
reimagines the classical myth of Orestes, who returns to Argos to avenge the
murder of his father, Agamemnon, by killing his mother Clytemnestra and her
lover Aegisthus. Sartre’s adaptation, however, infuses the narrative with
existentialist themes, emphasizing individual moral choice and the rejection
of fatalism.

In this version, the flies symbolize the incessant guilt and public
condemnation that haunt the citizens of Argos, mirroring the atmosphere of
surveillance and repression under Nazi rule. Sartre uses the myth as a
framework to explore how people confront their freedom and the weight of
their actions, making the play a subtle act of resistance.

Philosophical Themes Embedded in The Flies Jean
Paul Sartre

At its core, The Flies is a philosophical drama that interrogates the nature
of freedom and the burdens it entails. Sartre, a leading figure in



existentialism, integrates his ideas into the narrative through the
characters' struggles with guilt, responsibility, and authentic existence.

Freedom and Choice

Unlike the deterministic universe of classical tragedy, Sartre’s Argos is a
place where individuals are free to choose their paths. Orestes’ journey is
emblematic of existential freedom: he must decide whether to accept the
status quo of oppression and guilt or to assert his freedom by taking
responsibility for his actions. The play insists that freedom is not a given
but a task—one that requires courage and moral clarity.

Guilt and Bad Faith

The omnipresent flies represent the collective gquilt that the people of Argos
carry for their complicity in tyranny. Sartre explores the concept of “bad
faith,” where individuals deceive themselves to avoid acknowledging their
freedom and responsibility. The citizens’ acceptance of their suffering under
Aegisthus’ rule exemplifies this self-deception, while Orestes’ refusal to
succumb to guilt marks his existential awakening.

Authenticity and Revolt

Orestes’ revolt against the oppressive regime is not merely a political act
but a quest for authentic existence. Sartre portrays revolt as an assertion
of freedom in the face of absurdity and despair. This theme resonates with
the contemporary context of World War II, encouraging audiences to confront
injustice rather than passively accept it.

Literary and Dramatic Features of The Flies

Sartre’s play combines classical structure with modernist elements, creating
a unique dramatic experience that challenges traditional theatre conventions.

Structure and Style

The Flies retains the format of a three-act Greek tragedy but diverges
through its modern existentialist dialogue and subversion of mythic destiny.
The use of choruses, reminiscent of ancient Greek drama, is repurposed to
offer philosophical commentary, often highlighting the tension between
societal norms and individual freedom.



Characterization

Orestes is crafted as a symbol of existential heroism, embodying Sartre’s
ideal of an individual who embraces freedom and responsibility. In contrast,
Electra represents a more conventional approach, initially clinging to guilt
and tradition. The antagonist Aegisthus personifies oppressive power and
moral corruption, while the chorus of flies serves as a constant reminder of
societal guilt and complicity.

Symbolism

The flies themselves are a powerful symbol in the play, representing the
persistent and gnawing presence of guilt. They also serve as a metaphor for
the invasive nature of propaganda and surveillance in totalitarian regimes.
Sartre uses this imagery to critique the mechanisms by which authoritarian
governments maintain control and suppress freedom.

The Impact and Legacy of The Flies Jean Paul
Sartre

Since its premiere, The Flies has been recognized as a pivotal work in
existentialist literature and political theatre. Its themes of freedom,
responsibility, and resistance have resonated across decades, influencing
playwrights, philosophers, and political thinkers.

Political Allegory and Reception

The play’s initial staging in Nazi-occupied Paris was a bold act of defiance.
Audiences interpreted Orestes’ revolt as a metaphor for the French
Resistance, making The Flies a symbol of hope and empowerment. Critics have
since acknowledged the work’s dual function as both a philosophical treatise
and a political statement.

Comparison with Other Sartre Plays

Compared to Sartre’s later works like No Exit and Dirty Hands, The Flies is
more overtly allegorical and mythic in its approach. While No Exit explores
existential hell and interpersonal conflict, The Flies focuses on collective
guilt and liberation through mythic storytelling. This makes it a unique
entry in Sartre’s dramatic oeuvre that bridges classical tragedy with
existentialism.



Modern Interpretations and Performances

Contemporary productions of The Flies often emphasize its themes of
surveillance, moral choice, and political resistance, making it relevant to
modern audiences facing issues of authoritarianism and social responsibility.
Directors have experimented with minimalist staging and multimedia elements
to highlight the play’s philosophical depth and symbolic richness.

Key Takeaways from The Flies Jean Paul Sartre

* Existential Freedom: The play underscores the idea that freedom is an
individual’s responsibility rather than a predestined condition.

e Moral Responsibility: Sartre challenges the audience to reject bad faith
and embrace authentic choices.

e Political Resistance: Through allegory, The Flies advocates for active
revolt against oppression.

e Myth Reimagined: The adaptation of Greek myth serves as a vehicle for
modern philosophical discourse.

The Flies by Jean-Paul Sartre remains a powerful theatrical work that
continues to inspire debate and reflection. Its fusion of mythological
narrative with existentialist philosophy invites audiences to confront the
complexities of freedom and moral agency in oppressive contexts. As a
cornerstone of existentialist drama, The Flies challenges us to recognize the
flies buzzing around our own conscience and to choose, boldly, how we
respond.
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