
Jean Paul Sartre The Flies

Jean-Paul Sartre: The Flies is a profound and complex play that delves into themes of freedom,
responsibility, and the nature of existence. Written in 1943, during the throes of World War II, Sartre's
work serves as both a reflection of his existentialist philosophy and a critique of the political
landscape of his time. "The Flies" is not merely a narrative about revenge and tyranny; it is also an
exploration of human consciousness and the struggle for authenticity in an often oppressive world.

Background of Jean-Paul Sartre and Existentialism



The Life of Jean-Paul Sartre

Jean-Paul Sartre was born on June 21, 1905, in Paris, France. He was a philosopher, playwright,
novelist, and political activist, and he is best known for his role as one of the leading figures in
existentialism. His academic career culminated in a philosophy that emphasized the importance of
individual freedom and choice. Sartre's experiences during World War II, including his time as a
prisoner of war and his involvement in the French Resistance, deeply influenced his thoughts and
writings.

Existentialism Explained

Existentialism is a philosophical movement that focuses on individual existence, freedom, and choice.
Sartre famously posited that "existence precedes essence," suggesting that individuals are not born
with a predetermined purpose but instead must create their own meaning in life. Key aspects of
existentialism include:

1. Freedom: Individuals have the freedom to make choices, even in oppressive situations.
2. Responsibility: With freedom comes the burden of responsibility for one’s actions and their
consequences.
3. Absurdity: Life may lack inherent meaning, leading to feelings of absurdity and alienation.
4. Authenticity: The pursuit of living authentically in accordance with one’s own values, rather than
societal expectations.

Overview of "The Flies"

Plot Summary

"The Flies" (original French title: "Les Mouches") is set in Argos, a city in ancient Greece, where the
protagonist, Orestes, returns after many years of exile. The play opens with Orestes encountering a
swarm of flies, symbolic of guilt and the haunting nature of the past. The flies represent the
oppressive forces of society and the weight of moral responsibility.

As the narrative unfolds, Orestes grapples with the legacy of his father’s murder and the desire for
revenge against his mother, Clytemnestra, who conspired with her lover, Aegisthus, to kill him. The
play explores Orestes' internal conflict as he struggles between the demands of vengeance and the
burdens of freedom and choice.

Characters

The characters in "The Flies" are richly developed and serve to illustrate Sartre's philosophical
concepts:



- Orestes: The protagonist, embodying the struggle for freedom and the quest for revenge. His
journey reflects the existential dilemma of choice and responsibility.
- Clytemnestra: Orestes' mother, who represents tyranny and guilt. Her actions set the stage for
Orestes' desire for vengeance.
- Aegisthus: Clytemnestra's lover and co-conspirator in the murder of Orestes' father. He symbolizes
the corrupting influence of power and complicity.
- The Chorus: A group of flies that serves as a moral compass, reminding Orestes of his past and
challenging him to confront his choices.

Thematic Exploration

Freedom and Responsibility

One of the central themes of "The Flies" is the concept of freedom and the weight of responsibility
that accompanies it. Sartre emphasizes that with the freedom to choose comes the inevitable burden
of those choices. Orestes' desire for revenge is a manifestation of his struggle for autonomy, yet it
also highlights his accountability for the consequences of his actions.

- The Dilemma of Choice: Orestes faces a moral quandary—whether to avenge his father’s death or to
resist the urge for retribution, which could lead to further violence and suffering.
- Existential Responsibility: Sartre suggests that individuals must confront the implications of their
freedom. Orestes must take ownership of his choices, which reflects the broader existential idea that
one cannot escape the repercussions of one’s actions.

Guilt and the Past

Guilt pervades "The Flies," manifesting through Orestes' memories and the haunting presence of the
flies. The past is an inescapable reality that shapes the present. Sartre illustrates how unresolved guilt
can lead to a sense of entrapment, as characters struggle to break free from the chains of their
history.

- Symbolism of the Flies: The flies serve as a constant reminder of Orestes’ past and the moral decay
within society. They represent the inescapable nature of guilt and the burden of unresolved issues.
- Confrontation with the Past: Orestes must confront his family's legacy and the intergenerational
cycle of violence. Sartre emphasizes that to move forward, one must acknowledge and address past
grievances.

Authenticity and the Search for Meaning

The quest for authenticity is a prominent theme in "The Flies." Orestes’ journey reflects the existential
struggle for self-definition in a world fraught with external pressures and expectations. Sartre
challenges the notion of predetermined identity, asserting that individuals must actively create their
own essence through their choices.



- Rejecting Societal Norms: Orestes grapples with societal expectations and the influence of his
mother and Aegisthus. His rebellion against their tyranny signifies a pursuit of personal authenticity.
- Creating Meaning: The play suggests that meaning is not inherent but must be forged through
individual action. Orestes’ choices ultimately define his identity and purpose.

Philosophical Implications

Existentialism in Action

"The Flies" serves as a dramatic embodiment of Sartre's existential philosophy. Through the character
of Orestes, Sartre illustrates the core tenets of existentialism, particularly the interplay between
freedom, choice, and responsibility. The play challenges audiences to reflect on their own lives and
the choices they face.

- The Role of the Individual: Sartre emphasizes the importance of individual agency. Each character's
choices represent broader existential questions about human existence in an absurd world.
- Confronting the Absurd: The absurdity of life is echoed in Orestes’ struggle. Sartre suggests that
acknowledging the inherent meaninglessness of existence can lead to a more authentic life.

Political Context

Written during Nazi occupation in France, "The Flies" also serves as a political allegory. Sartre
critiques totalitarianism and the loss of individual freedom, reflecting the philosophical underpinnings
of resistance against oppression.

- Tyranny vs. Freedom: The characters of Clytemnestra and Aegisthus symbolize authoritarian control,
while Orestes represents the fight for freedom and self-determination.
- The Role of the Individual in Society: Sartre's work encourages individuals to resist complacency and
to take a stand against tyranny, reinforcing the idea that personal choices can effect change in a
broader sociopolitical context.

Conclusion

In "The Flies," Jean-Paul Sartre masterfully intertwines existential philosophy with a compelling
narrative, creating a work that resonates on multiple levels. The play challenges audiences to
confront the complexities of freedom, responsibility, and the search for authenticity in the face of
societal and personal turmoil. Through Orestes’ journey, Sartre invites us to reflect on our own
choices and the moral implications of our actions, urging us to embrace our freedom and the
responsibility that comes with it. As relevant today as it was in its time, "The Flies" remains a
poignant exploration of the human condition and the struggle for meaning in an often chaotic world.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of Jean-Paul Sartre's play 'The Flies'?
The main theme of 'The Flies' revolves around the concept of freedom and responsibility, particularly
in the context of existentialism, where characters grapple with the implications of their choices.

How does Sartre use symbolism in 'The Flies'?
Sartre uses the flies as a symbol of guilt and the haunting presence of the past, representing the
inescapable nature of one's actions and the moral weight they carry.

Who are the key characters in 'The Flies'?
The key characters include Orestes, who returns to avenge his father's death; Electra, his sister, who
struggles with her own desires for vengeance; and Zeus, who embodies oppressive authority.

What is the significance of the setting in 'The Flies'?
The setting of Argos, a city under the rule of tyrannical power, serves as a backdrop for the
exploration of themes like oppression, freedom, and the struggle against authority.

How does 'The Flies' reflect Sartre's existential philosophy?
'The Flies' reflects Sartre's existential philosophy by illustrating the idea that individuals must confront
their freedom and the consequences of their choices, often in a world that seems chaotic and devoid
of inherent meaning.

What role does the concept of revenge play in 'The Flies'?
Revenge plays a central role in 'The Flies', driving Orestes's actions and highlighting the moral
complexities and psychological burdens that come with seeking vengeance.

How does Sartre portray the relationship between fate and
free will in 'The Flies'?
Sartre portrays the relationship between fate and free will by showing that while characters face
societal and familial pressures, they ultimately have the freedom to make their own choices, thus
shaping their destinies.

What are the philosophical implications of the ending of 'The
Flies'?
The ending of 'The Flies' raises philosophical implications about the nature of freedom, the burden of
choice, and the potential for redemption or further despair in the face of one's past actions.

How does 'The Flies' connect to contemporary issues of



authority and individual agency?
'The Flies' connects to contemporary issues by exploring the tensions between individual agency and
oppressive authority, resonating with modern struggles against tyranny and the quest for personal
freedom.

What literary techniques does Sartre employ in 'The Flies'?
Sartre employs various literary techniques in 'The Flies', including dialogue-driven character
development, existential motifs, and the use of allegory to convey deeper philosophical themes.
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