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The Flies is one of Jean-Paul Sartre's most notable plays, written in 1943,
in the midst of World War II. This existentialist drama weaves together
themes of freedom, responsibility, guilt, and the search for meaning, all
while drawing on classical mythology and modern existential thought. The play
serves as a powerful exploration of human existence and the choices
individuals must confront in an oppressive world.

Background and Context

The Historical Setting

Written during the Nazi occupation of France, The Flies is deeply influenced
by the socio-political climate of the time. Sartre, a prominent figure of
existentialism, used his literary work to comment on the moral dilemmas faced
by individuals under totalitarian regimes. The play is set in Argos, a city
burdened by the weight of its past and the presence of guilt. This setting
reflects the broader themes of oppression and the struggle for personal
autonomy.

Mythological Inspirations

Sartre draws heavily from the myth of Orestes, who returns to Argos to avenge
his father’s murder. The Furies, or "the flies" in this context, represent
the guilt that haunts Orestes after he commits the act of vengeance. This
mythological backdrop serves as a powerful metaphor for Sartre’s existential
themes, particularly the idea of personal responsibility and the consequences
of one’s choices.

Plot Summary

The Flies unfolds in three acts, presenting a narrative that intertwines
personal and collective guilt with the quest for identity and freedom.

Act One: The Return

The play opens with Orestes returning to Argos after years of exile. He is
greeted by the Furies, who embody the guilt and moral complexities of his



past. The citizens of Argos are portrayed as oppressed and fearful, living
under the shadow of the tyrant Aegisthus. Orestes grapples with feelings of
alienation and confusion, as he is caught between his desire for revenge and
the moral implications of his actions.

Act Two: Confrontation and Conflict

As Orestes interacts with the characters, including his mother Clytemnestra
and the Furies, the tension escalates. He is forced to confront his own
motivations and the consequences of his choices. The dialogue is rich with
existential themes, including the nature of freedom, the weight of
responsibility, and the inescapable presence of guilt.

Act Three: Resolution and Transformation

In the final act, Orestes makes his choice. He avenges his father, but this
act of violence does not bring him peace. Instead, he is left with the burden
of his actions, embodying the existential crisis that Sartre seeks to
explore. The play concludes with a powerful statement about the nature of
freedom and the necessity of embracing one's own choices, regardless of their
moral implications.

Thematic Exploration

Sartre’s The Flies is rich with existential themes that resonate throughout
the narrative.

Freedom and Responsibility

Central to the play is the idea of freedom. Sartre posits that individuals
are condemned to be free; they must make choices, and with those choices come
responsibilities. Orestes’ struggle reflects the human condition of grappling
with the weight of freedom and the consequences that arise from it.

- Key Points:
- Freedom is inescapable.
- Every choice carries ethical implications.
- Orestes embodies the struggle of balancing desire and responsibility.

Guilt and Alienation



The presence of the Furies symbolizes the inescapable nature of guilt.
Orestes’ actions lead him to confront his own moral failings, resulting in a
profound sense of alienation. This theme is particularly poignant in a world
where the individual feels disconnected from society and burdened by their
choices.

- Key Points:
- Guilt is a fundamental aspect of the human experience.
- Alienation arises from the conflict between personal desires and societal
expectations.
- The Furies serve as a constant reminder of the consequences of actions.

The Search for Meaning

In a world that often seems chaotic and devoid of inherent meaning, The Flies
explores the search for personal significance. Orestes’ journey is emblematic
of the human quest for identity and purpose in an absurd universe.

- Key Points:
- Individuals must create their own meaning.
- Sartre suggests that meaning is not given but forged through action.
- Orestes’ struggle is a reflection of the broader human condition.

Character Analysis

Understanding the characters in The Flies is crucial to grasping Sartre's
existentialist themes.

Orestes

Orestes is the central figure of the play, a complex character caught in a
web of guilt and desire. His journey from exile to vengeance represents the
existential struggle of making choices in a morally ambiguous world. Orestes
embodies the conflict between freedom and responsibility, as he seeks to
assert his identity while grappling with the consequences of his actions.

Clytemnestra

As Orestes’ mother, Clytemnestra represents the duality of love and betrayal.
Her character is emblematic of the moral complexities of familial
relationships and the burdens of the past. Clytemnestra’s actions and
motivations challenge Orestes to confront his own sense of justice and
revenge.



The Furies

The Furies are not merely vengeful spirits; they symbolize the internal
struggles of guilt and conscience. Their relentless pursuit of Orestes
underscores the theme of inescapable responsibility. They serve as a reminder
that one cannot escape the consequences of their choices, no matter how far
they may run.

Conclusion

The Flies stands as a significant work in the canon of existential
literature, reflecting Jean-Paul Sartre's profound engagement with themes of
freedom, responsibility, and the search for meaning. The play's rich
character dynamics, coupled with its exploration of classical mythology,
create a compelling narrative that resonates with the human experience.
Through Orestes’ journey, Sartre invites audiences to confront their own
choices and the moral dilemmas that accompany the exercise of freedom. In a
world burdened by guilt and alienation, Sartre’s message remains relevant:
individuals must embrace their freedom and the inherent responsibilities that
come with it, forging their own paths in the search for meaning.

In conclusion, The Flies is not just a retelling of an ancient myth; it is a
profound exploration of the human condition that forces us to confront the
complexities of our existence and the choices we make in the face of an
absurd world.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'The Flies' by Jean-Paul
Sartre?
The main theme of 'The Flies' revolves around existentialism, freedom, and
the nature of guilt, exploring how individuals confront their past and the
moral implications of their choices.

How does Sartre use the character of Orestes in 'The
Flies'?
Orestes represents the struggle between the desire for revenge and the quest
for personal freedom, illustrating the tension between individual agency and
societal expectations.



What role do the flies play in the play?
The flies symbolize guilt and the inescapable nature of the past, acting as a
constant reminder of Orestes' actions and the moral consequences that follow.

How does 'The Flies' reflect Sartre's views on
existentialism?
The play reflects Sartre's existentialist views by emphasizing the importance
of personal choice, the burden of responsibility, and the idea that
individuals must create their own meaning in a seemingly indifferent
universe.

In what ways does 'The Flies' explore the concept of
freedom?
The play explores freedom through the characters' struggles to break free
from societal constraints and their past, highlighting the paradox of freedom
as both liberating and burdensome.

What is the significance of the setting in 'The
Flies'?
The setting, which combines elements of ancient Greek mythology with a
contemporary context, serves to emphasize the timelessness of the themes of
guilt, freedom, and existential choice.

How does Sartre portray the character of Zeus in the
play?
Zeus is portrayed as a manipulative figure who represents oppressive
authority and the arbitrary nature of power, contrasting with Orestes' quest
for autonomy and moral integrity.

What philosophical questions does 'The Flies' raise
about morality?
The play raises questions about the nature of morality, such as whether it is
absolute or subjective, and how individuals navigate moral dilemmas in the
face of freedom and personal responsibility.

How does 'The Flies' address the concept of revenge?
The play addresses revenge as a destructive force that complicates the
pursuit of justice, illustrating how the desire for vengeance can lead to a
cycle of guilt and suffering.



What literary techniques does Sartre use in 'The
Flies'?
Sartre employs techniques such as symbolism, dialogue, and dramatic irony to
convey complex philosophical ideas, creating a rich, thought-provoking
narrative that engages with existential themes.
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