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Flies, by Jean-Paul Sartre

In A Nutshell
Jean-Paul Sartre was a 20th century French philosopher famous as an existentialist thinker. He 

often used his fictional works – like The Flies – as literary laboratories to explore difficult 

philosophical concepts. Sartre first made a splash in the literary world with his debut novel, 

Nausea, in 1938. In it, he explores some of his preliminary ideas about existence, 

consciousness, and freedom. But it was in 1943 that Sartre's ideas became fully developed in 

his famous philosophical treatise, Being and Nothingness, and in his play, The Flies. 

 

In The Flies, Sartre builds off the classic Greek myth of Orestes and Electra, the children of 

King Agamemnon. This myth is one of justice and vengeance, and features the famed Greek 

furies, demonic goddesses who pursue those guilty of crimes against their kin. Sartre, 

however, puts his own spin on the legend. Rather than focusing on justice, he is concerned 

with human freedom. Building off the three prior renderings of the classic Electra myth – 

Sophocles' Electra, Aeschylus's Oresteia, and Euripides's Electra – Sartre makes careful and 

deliberate changes to the characters, themes, plot, and focus of the tale. 

 

Part of the reason for deliberate caution with The Flies has to do with its social and historical 

context. Sartre was writing this play during the Nazi occupation of Paris. Given that The Flies 

is a play about a group of people ideologically enslaved by external forces, this work can be 

interpreted as suggesting that the Nazis have no real power, while encouraging resistance and 

rebellion on the part of the masses. Amazingly, Sartre concealed his message well enough to
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keep the play running – even before the eyes of Nazi audiences.

Visit Shmoop for much more analysis:

• Flies Themes

• Flies Quotes

• Flies Summary

• Also: literary devices, characters, trivia, audio, photos, links, and more

Big Picture Study Questions

1 Given everything you've learned about Sartre's existentialism from reading The Flies and

Shmoop's thoughts on the play, which political system best fits the author's philosophy? (If

it makes you feel any better, know that Sartre himself spent his whole lifetime trying to

answer this question and never actually could.)

2 Spend some time examining the other three works based on the Electra myth – Sophocles'

Electra, Aeschylus's Oresteia, and Euripides's Electra. What changes does Sartre make to

the classic tale, and how do these changes suit his purposes in exploring his existential

ideas?

3 Does it matter that Clytemnestra is killed off stage in Act II? Why don't we get to see her

murder? What effect does this have on the way we interpret her death?

Visit Shmoop for many more Flies Study Questions
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