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Jean Paul Sartre The Flies: Exploring Existentialism Through Drama

jean paul sartre the flies is a compelling work that offers a deep dive into
existentialist philosophy through the medium of theater. Sartre, one of the
most influential philosophers and playwrights of the 20th century, adapted
the ancient Greek myth of Orestes and Electra to craft a play that challenges
concepts of freedom, responsibility, and guilt. "The Flies" stands out not
only as a powerful piece of dramatic literature but also as a vivid
illustration of Sartre’s existentialist ideas, making it a must-read for
those interested in philosophy, literature, and the human condition.

The Background of Jean Paul Sartre’s The Flies

To fully appreciate the depth of "The Flies," it helps to understand the
context in which Sartre wrote it. First performed in 1943 during the Nazi
occupation of France, the play was Sartre’s response to the political
oppression and moral ambiguity of the time. The mythological framework of the
story serves as an allegory for the struggle between freedom and tyranny.

Sartre’s adaptation is based loosely on Aeschylus’s Oresteia, focusing on the
return of Orestes to Argos, where he confronts the tyranny of King Aegisthus
and his mother, Clytemnestra. The “flies” in the title symbolize the guilt
and remorse that haunt the characters, as well as the oppressive forces
controlling them. Sartre transforms the myth into a philosophical exploration
of existential freedom and moral choice.

Existentialist Themes in Jean Paul Sartre The
Flies

At its core, "The Flies" is a dramatic exploration of existentialist themes
that Sartre famously elaborated in his philosophical works. Understanding
these themes enriches the experience of reading or watching the play.

Freedom and Responsibility

One of the central ideas in Sartre’s existentialism is that humans are
radically free and must take full responsibility for their actions. In "The
Flies," Orestes embodies this concept. Unlike the other characters who are
trapped in guilt and passivity, Orestes chooses to reject the imposed moral
order and asserts his freedom by deciding to act according to his own values.



His conscious decision to kill Aegisthus and Clytemnestra represents a break
from the past and an embrace of authentic existence. Sartre uses Orestes’
journey to demonstrate that freedom is not merely the ability to choose but
also the acceptance of the consequences that come with that choice.

Guilt and Bad Faith

The “flies” themselves symbolize the pervasive guilt that torments the
inhabitants of Argos. Many characters live in what Sartre would call “bad
faith,” a state where individuals deceive themselves to avoid the anxiety
that comes with true freedom. They accept imposed identities and moral codes
rather than confronting the responsibility of self-definition.

The citizens’ submission to tyranny and their refusal to acknowledge their
complicity illustrate this concept. Sartre condemns this evasion, suggesting
that authentic living requires embracing freedom and the inevitable anguish
it entails.

Existence Precedes Essence

Another key existentialist idea Sartre dramatizes is the concept that
“existence precedes essence.” This means that individuals are not born with a
predetermined nature or purpose; instead, they create their essence through
choices and actions.

Orestes’ refusal to follow the path laid out by the gods or society
illustrates this. He forges his own identity, breaking free from fate and
social expectations. This theme resonates throughout the play, challenging
audiences to reconsider their own assumptions about identity and destiny.

Character Analysis in The Flies

Understanding the characters in "The Flies" provides further insight into
Sartre’s philosophical messages.

Orestes: The Embodiment of Freedom

Orestes is the protagonist who returns to Argos after years of exile. Unlike
the other characters, he refuses to be paralyzed by guilt or fate. His
determination to act freely, even in the face of social condemnation, makes
him the vehicle for Sartre’s existentialist ideals.

Orestes’ internal conflict and eventual decision to murder the tyrants are



not presented as simple acts of revenge but as conscious choices that define
his essence.

Electra: The Voice of Tradition

Electra, Orestes’ sister, represents the conventional moral order and the
weight of inherited guilt. Unlike Orestes, she remains trapped in the past,
haunted by remorse and unable to break free from the symbolic flies.

Her character contrasts with Orestes and highlights the tension between
living authentically and remaining bound by societal expectations.

King Aegisthus and Clytemnestra: Symbols of
Oppression

The tyrannical rulers serve as antagonists who maintain control through fear
and manipulation. Their rule represents the forces that suppress freedom and
perpetuate bad faith among the people.

Their eventual downfall at the hands of Orestes symbolizes the overthrow of
oppressive systems through the assertion of individual freedom.

The Influence and Legacy of Jean Paul Sartre
The Flies

Since its debut, "The Flies" has had a significant impact on both theater and
philosophy. It is frequently studied as a prime example of existentialist
drama and continues to be performed worldwide.

Impact on Theater

Sartre’s innovative use of classical myth to explore modern philosophical
issues helped pave the way for existentialist and absurdist theater. The
play’s blend of tragedy, philosophy, and political allegory makes it a
powerful piece that resonates across different cultures and historical
contexts.

Its themes of freedom and rebellion remain relevant, inspiring countless
adaptations and reinterpretations.



Philosophical Significance

"The Flies" serves as a practical illustration of Sartre’s existential
philosophy. For students and enthusiasts of existentialism, the play offers a
narrative form through which complex ideas can be understood more
intuitively.

It underscores the importance of personal responsibility and the courage to
live authentically, messages that continue to influence philosophical
discourse.

Tips for Readers Approaching Jean Paul Sartre
The Flies

If you’re new to Sartre or existentialist literature, "The Flies" can seem
dense at first. Here are some tips to enhance your understanding and
enjoyment:

Familiarize Yourself with the Myth: Knowing the original story of
Orestes and Electra helps grasp the play’s context and deviations.

Read Sartre’s Philosophical Works: Works like "Being and Nothingness"
provide background on existential concepts portrayed in the play.

Pay Attention to Symbolism: The flies, the setting, and characters are
rich with symbolic meaning related to guilt, freedom, and oppression.

Consider Historical Context: Understanding the political climate of
Nazi-occupied France adds layers to the play’s themes of resistance and
tyranny.

Watch Performances: Seeing the play performed can bring Sartre’s
existential ideas to life through actors’ interpretations.

Why Jean Paul Sartre The Flies Remains Relevant
Today

Despite being written over 70 years ago, the play’s exploration of freedom,
moral responsibility, and the human condition remains strikingly pertinent.
In a world where individuals often face societal pressures and ethical
dilemmas, Sartre’s message encourages critical self-reflection and authentic
living.



The ongoing struggles against oppression, whether political, social, or
psychological, find echoes in the story of Argos. "The Flies" challenges
audiences to confront uncomfortable truths about complicity and the courage
required to choose freedom.

Jean Paul Sartre’s ability to weave philosophy into a gripping narrative
ensures that "The Flies" continues to be a powerful catalyst for discussion
and insight, making it a timeless work for readers and theater lovers alike.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of Jean-Paul Sartre's play
'The Flies'?
The central theme of 'The Flies' is existentialism, focusing on freedom,
responsibility, and the quest for authentic existence amidst guilt and
oppression.

How does Sartre's 'The Flies' reinterpret the myth
of Orestes?
Sartre's 'The Flies' reinterprets the myth of Orestes by emphasizing
individual freedom and moral choice, portraying Orestes as a symbol of
existential rebellion against tyranny and inherited guilt.

What role do the flies symbolize in Sartre's 'The
Flies'?
In 'The Flies,' the flies symbolize guilt, remorse, and the oppressive
collective conscience that haunts the citizens of Argos, representing the
burden of past sins and societal control.

How does Sartre's existential philosophy influence
the characters in 'The Flies'?
Sartre's existential philosophy influences the characters in 'The Flies' by
highlighting their freedom to choose and the responsibility that comes with
it, as seen in Orestes' decision to reject passivity and assert his authentic
self through action.

What is the significance of freedom in 'The Flies'
by Jean-Paul Sartre?
Freedom in 'The Flies' is significant as it represents the possibility of
overcoming past guilt and oppression through conscious choice, illustrating



Sartre's belief that individuals must create their own meaning and values in
an absurd world.

Additional Resources
Jean Paul Sartre The Flies: An Existential Reimagining of Greek Tragedy

jean paul sartre the flies marks a significant contribution to 20th-century
theater, representing a bold reinterpretation of classical Greek tragedy
through the lens of existentialist philosophy. First performed in 1943,
Sartre’s adaptation of Aeschylus’s Oresteia, particularly focusing on the
myth of Orestes and the Furies (the titular "flies"), stands as a powerful
exploration of freedom, responsibility, and human anguish. This article
delves into the thematic depth, philosophical underpinnings, and enduring
relevance of Sartre’s play, while situating it within both its historical
context and the broader landscape of existential drama.

Contextualizing Jean Paul Sartre The Flies

Jean Paul Sartre, a towering figure in existential philosophy and literature,
wrote The Flies (Les Mouches) during the Nazi occupation of France. This
timing is crucial: the play’s exploration of guilt, freedom, and rebellion
resonated deeply with an audience grappling with oppression and moral
compromise. Sartre’s existentialist worldview informs every aspect of the
play, emphasizing individual choice and the rejection of deterministic fate —
a notable departure from the fatalism often inherent in traditional Greek
tragedy.

Unlike Aeschylus’s original, where divine justice and the intervention of
gods shape outcomes, Sartre’s version strips away the metaphysical certainty,
replacing it with existential freedom entwined with ethical responsibility.
The flies themselves symbolize the inescapable guilt and remorse hovering
over the city of Argos, representing the psychological torment inflicted by
oppressive regimes or internalized moral decay.

Philosophical Themes and Existential Elements

At its core, Jean Paul Sartre The Flies is a meditation on existential
freedom. Sartre famously stated that "existence precedes essence," meaning
humans first exist and then define themselves through actions. The play’s
protagonist, Orestes, embodies this philosophy. Torn between inherited guilt
and the possibility of self-definition, Orestes chooses to act and assume
responsibility for his choices, even when those choices lead to violence and
upheaval.



The play explores several key existential themes:

Freedom and Responsibility: Orestes’ journey illustrates the existential
imperative to choose freely, accepting the consequences of those choices
without deferring to external authorities such as gods or societal
norms.

Bad Faith and Authenticity: Sartre critiques the citizens of Argos for
living in bad faith—denying their freedom by surrendering to guilt and
passivity. Orestes’ rebellion is an act of authenticity.

Guilt and Redemption: The incessant presence of the flies symbolizes
collective guilt. Sartre reinterprets guilt not as divine punishment but
as a psychological state that individuals can overcome through conscious
action.

Structural and Dramatic Features of The Flies

Jean Paul Sartre The Flies retains the classical structure of Greek tragedy
but infuses it with modern existential sensibility. The use of chorus, a
staple of Greek drama, is transformed here into a representation of the
oppressed populace, voicing both despair and complicity.

The play’s setting—Argos under tyranny—functions as an allegory for occupied
France, with King Aegisthus personifying collaborationist authority and the
flies serving as a metaphor for guilt and surveillance. Sartre’s dramaturgy
is concise yet powerful, emphasizing psychological tension over elaborate
spectacle.

Character Analysis

Orestes: The protagonist who returns to Argos to confront his mother and
Aegisthus. Orestes’ existential awakening drives the narrative, as he
rejects inherited guilt and chooses freedom through decisive action.

Electra: Orestes’ sister, who remains trapped in mourning and guilt,
representing the passive acceptance of fate.

King Aegisthus: The tyrannical ruler, embodying oppression and moral
corruption.

Jupiter: Unlike traditional gods, Jupiter here is portrayed as absent or
indifferent, underscoring Sartre’s rejection of divine intervention.



The Flies: Both literal insects and symbolic manifestations of guilt and
the omnipresent watchfulness in a totalitarian regime.

Comparisons with Other Existentialist Works and
Greek Tragedy

Jean Paul Sartre’s The Flies can be contrasted with his own other works such
as No Exit (Huis Clos), which similarly interrogates themes of freedom, self-
deception, and the consequences of choice. While No Exit is set in an
abstract afterlife, The Flies grounds existentialism in a mythological past,
using classical form to challenge contemporary issues.

Compared to Aeschylus’s original Oresteia, Sartre’s adaptation shifts the
locus of authority from divine decree to human agency. The traditional theme
of justice administered by gods is replaced by human responsibility for
ethical decisions. This reorientation aligns with Sartre’s broader
existential philosophy that rejects metaphysical absolutes.

Impact and Legacy

The initial reception of Jean Paul Sartre The Flies was intertwined with its
political implications. Premiered at the Théâtre Antoine in Paris during Nazi
occupation, the play was interpreted as a subtle call to resist tyranny. Its
existentialist message reverberated beyond theater, influencing post-war
philosophical and literary thought.

Today, The Flies remains a compelling study in how classical narratives can
be adapted to reflect modern ethical dilemmas. Its themes of freedom, guilt,
and rebellion continue to resonate in discussions about political oppression,
individual agency, and moral responsibility.

Pros and Cons of Sartre’s Adaptation

Pros:

Innovative fusion of classical tragedy with existentialist
philosophy.

Powerful allegory relevant to political resistance and moral
awakening.



Strong character development, especially in portraying Orestes’
internal conflict.

Use of symbolism (flies) effectively conveys psychological and
political themes.

Cons:

Some critics argue the philosophical dialogue can overshadow
dramatic tension.

Its heavy reliance on existentialist jargon may alienate audiences
unfamiliar with the philosophy.

Less emphasis on mythic grandeur compared to the original Oresteia,
potentially reducing the epic scope.

Relevance of Jean Paul Sartre The Flies in
Contemporary Theater and Philosophy

In contemporary theater, Jean Paul Sartre The Flies continues to be staged
and studied as a quintessential example of philosophical drama. Its
exploration of moral ambiguity and human freedom is particularly pertinent in
an age marked by political unrest and ethical complexity. The play serves as
a reminder that human beings are not bound by fate or divine will but are
architects of their own essence through conscious choice.

Philosophically, Sartre’s adaptation challenges audiences to confront
uncomfortable questions about guilt and complicity. It critiques passivity
and encourages active engagement in the face of injustice, a message that
transcends its 1940s origins.

The enduring appeal of The Flies is also due to its ability to bridge ancient
myth and modern existential thought, making it a valuable text for both
theatrical and academic exploration.

---

Jean Paul Sartre The Flies remains a landmark work that redefines classical
tragedy through existentialism. Its intricate blending of myth, philosophy,
and political allegory invites ongoing reflection on the human condition,
freedom, and the price of ethical action. Whether approached as literature,



theater, or philosophy, Sartre’s play offers a profound commentary on the
struggles inherent in choosing one’s path amid the swarm of societal and
internalized “flies.”
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