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      Context

      
      Born in 1905, Jean-Paul Sartre studied and taught philosophy throughout most of his life. In 1938 he gained fame with the
         publication of his first novel, Nausea, which attempted to present his philosophical views at the time. The hero of Nausea is an antisocial recluse who, having realized the separation of human consciousness from nature, mocks all political commitment
         and has particular disdain for people who commit themselves to actions. These views were quickly changed when, in 1940, France
         was invaded by the German army and placed under the collaborationist Vichy Government of Marshal Petain. The importance of
         freedom and of political action appeared in Sartre's writings in response to the occupation.
      

      
      While in a German prison camp in 1940, Sartre wrote and produced a play called Bariona, or the Sun of Thunder, which presented Sartre's newfound belief in the importance of free action. In 1943 he continued in the same spirit, writing
         The Flies for a performance by some of his friends. The play is a modern adaptation of Aeschylus's The Libation Bearers, and Sartre makes a number of important philosophical points by changing the details of the original text.
      

      
      Having left the prison camp, Sartre actively involved himself in the French opposition movement called the Resistance. He could not publish anything that attacked Nazi rule directly, since the censors would not allow it. Like several other
         authors of the same time, Sartre chose a Greek play to provide a cover for his anti-fascist beliefs. The censors missed the
         message of the play, but the audiences picked it up; it is clear enough in the writing. The conditions in Argos as Sartre
         describes them closely mirror the state of affairs in France. Aegistheus murders the true king of Argos and takes his place,
         while the queen, Clytemnestra, gladly joins him and supports his every repressive action. Aegistheus clearly stands for the
         German occupation, while Clytemnestra represents the collaborationist Vichy government. The Flies is a call to the French people to recognize their freedom to act and rise up against their oppressors.
      

      
      Resistance politics was not the only driving force behind the play, which is why it still holds an interest for us today. In 1943, the
         same year The Flies was written and performed, Sartre published his major philosophical work, Being and Nothingness. In this book, freedom takes center stage. Human consciousness is not bound by natural laws: it can interpret them and decide
         how to act on them. Sartre explains, in page after page of meticulous detail, the various ways in which human beings may become
         blinded to their freedom. The picture of humanity that results from that is somewhat drastic: human beings are completely
         alone in the world, isolated from each other and their environment, but absolutely free to choose their actions, create their
         meaning, and interpret the world.
      

      
      By this point Sartre had clearly moved beyond the themes in Nausea. Human alienation from the surrounding world is no longer his dominant obsession. Far more important is what this alienation
         gives rise to: freedom. This development in his philosophy gave Sartre a way to combine his philosophical beliefs with his
         political ones, since both aspire towards the same ideal. The Flies is a major attempt to combine philosophy and politics in order to reconcile existentialism and liberalism.
      

      
   
      
      Summary

      
      Orestes and The Tutor arrive in the city of Argos. The Tutor complains that the city is unpleasant and that the Argives are
         unfriendly, but Orestes says that he was born there. Jupiter approaches them disguised as a man and tells them the history
         of Argos: fifteen years ago, Queen Clytemnestra and the present King Aegistheus murdered Agamemnon, the old king and Clytemnestra's
         husband. The Argives all knew what would happen but did not try to prevent it. Instead of punishing them, the gods sent flies
         to torment the city. Since the murder, the Argives have been living in remorse, attempting to atone for their sins.
      

      
      Jupiter mentions that Agamemnon had a son named Orestes, and expresses the hope that if Orestes ever came back to Argos he
         would not interfere with the remorse of its people, since this remorse pleases the gods. When Jupiter departs, Orestes complains
         to his Tutor that he feels he does not belong anywhere. He has no true home and no true family. He wishes he could somehow
         belong to his birthplace, Argos.
      

      
      Electra appears and curses the statue of Jupiter in the square. She expresses her hope that her brother Orestes will one day
         come to avenge his father's death and free Argos. Orestes introduces himself to her as Philebus. She tells him that her mother
         has made her into a servant and that she hates the king and queen. Orestes tells her that outside Argos people can live happily
         without remorse.
      

      
      Queen Clytemnestra appears and tells Electra that she must come to the annual Dead Man's Day ceremony. Electra explains to
         Orestes that on this day the dead are let out of a huge cave so they can torture the city for a whole day, avenging the sins
         that the living have committed. Electra and her mother quarrel, but finally Electra agrees to come to the ceremony. She asks
         Orestes to stay long enough to see it. Clytemnestra asks Orestes to leave Argos because his presence is upsetting Electra
         and threatens to bring disaster. Orestes decides to stay for the ceremony.
      

      
      Accompanied by Jupiter, Orestes comes to the ceremony. The Argives publicly announce their sins and scream in fear about how
         the dead will torture them. Aegistheus tells the guards to find Electra, but they cannot locate her. He begins the ceremony,
         reminding the Argives of their sins. The cave is opened and the dead are set free. Suddenly Electra appears, dressed in white.
         The people rebuke her for disrespecting the dead, but she begins to dance, telling the Argives that people in other towns
         live happily with no remorse, and the dead would prefer to see the living be happy, not remorseful.
      

      
      When the Argives begin to listen to Electra, Jupiter causes a large stone to roll away from the cave. Terrified, the people
         curse Electra for tempting them. Aegistheus orders her to leave Argos forever. Once the others have left, Orestes approaches
         Electra to convince her to leave with him. She tells him that she must stay in Argos because she is waiting for her brother
         to come and she must remain there to help him carry out his revenge. Orestes reveals his identity to her. Electra is shocked
         because she was expecting him to be a warrior.
      

      
      Even though she now knows that Orestes is not a warrior who can help her with her revenge, Electra tells him to leave and
         says that she must stay behind. Orestes asks Zeus for a sign that he really should leave Argos like a coward. Jupiter causes
         light to flash around the stone. Suddenly, Orestes realizes that he must stay and free the people of Argos. He will not obey
         the orders of the gods. Realizing at last that this really is her brother who she thinks has come to help her kill the king
         and queen, Electra agrees to join him.
      

      
      Jupiter enters the palace and orders Aegistheus to arrest Orestes and Electra immediately. Aegistheus refuses, saying that
         he is tired of putting on a false pretense for his subjects and would rather die than go on. Jupiter tells him that Orestes
         is dangerous: he knows he is free, and this could upset the entire order that Aegistheus has been building in Argos. As soon
         as Jupiter leaves, Orestes and Electra spring out from their hiding place and Orestes kills Aegistheus. Electra loses her
         nerve and tries to stop him there, but Orestes brushes her off and goes on to kill Clytemnestra. The siblings decide to hide
         in the shrine of Apollo for the night, but Electra realizes that the flies around them have turned into The Furies, the goddesses
         of remorse.
      

      
      Orestes and Electra wake up in the shrine the next morning, and Electra is horrified at what has happened. She rejects Orestes,
         saying that he has brought guilt on her through his violence. The Furies egg her on, and Electra gives herself over to their
         tortures in order to escape her guilt. Jupiter enters, promising the siblings that he will give them salvation and the throne
         of Argos if they repent of their crime. Orestes refuses.
      

      
      Jupiter tells Orestes that he is completely alone and that he has violated the laws of the gods. Orestes responds that he
         is free and that he can follow only his own laws, even if it means that he must be alone forever. Jupiter departs, saying
         that he pities him even though Orestes threatens his order. Electra spurns Orestes and runs after Jupiter. Completely alone,
         Orestes speaks to the Argives who have gathered outside to kill him. He tells them that he is Orestes, their rightful king,
         and that he has come to free them from the flies and their remorse. He has taken their sins upon himself and they must now
         learn to create their lives in freedom. He leaves the city and the Furies follow him.
      

      
   
      
      Character List

      
      
         Orestes - 
            The protagonist of the play, Orestes wants to belong to Argos, his birthplace, having been raised in Athens and taught never
            to commit himself to anything by The Tutor. When he sees the servile life the Argives are living and meets his sister Electra,
            Orestes decides to disobey the laws of the gods and murder Aegistheus and Clytemnestra to free the city. His strength lies
            in the recognition that he is free and can do what he thinks is right instead of following someone else's moral rules. Because
            he understands that moral values spring from human freedom and only he can judge whether his actions are right or wrong, Orestes
            does not feel remorse and threatens the order of the gods.
            
         

      

      
      
         Jupiter - 
            Jupiter is the king of the gods. Orestes's most important antagonist, Jupiter represents the moral systems imposed on human
            beings by others. Wanting to maintain order, Jupiter has devoted his existence to ensuring that humanity fears him and will
            follow his laws. He supports Aegistheus and Clytemnestra, who maintain control of their city through fear. Jupiter's weakness
            is that he has no power over those who know they are free and do not fear him. Intimidation is his only weapon, and as a result
            he cannot force Orestes to atone for his crime.
            
         

      

      
      
         Electra - 
            Orestes's sister, Electra is both his companion and his foil. Mistreated by her mother Clytemnestra, Electra waits for the
            day when her brother will come to free her and avenge the murder of their father Agamemnon by Aegistheus. Electra spends her
            days in hatred of Clytemnestra and Aegistheus, who constantly punish her for refusing to repent for their crimes like the
            rest of the Argives. Since Electra fantasizes about her revenge, she cannot live with the actual act. Having helped Orestes
            kill Aegistheus and Clytemnestra, Electra turns against him, repents of the murders, and surrenders to Jupiter.
            
         

      

      
      
         Aegistheus - 
            King of Argos, Aegistheus killed Agamemnon fifteen years ago and took his throne. To maintain power, Aegistheus cultivated
            a deep sense of remorse in the people of Argos. Making everyone complicit in Agamemnon's murder because he could not accept
            the guilt by himself, Aegistheus forces his subjects to repent for the crime he committed. In his attempt to hold on to power,
            however, Aegistheus has lost his soul. He sees himself only as his subjects see him and does not know who he is. Agamemnon
            represents the Nazi occupation of France during World War Two.
            
         

      

      
      
         Clytemnestra - 
            Previously Agamemnon's wife and now married to Aegistheus, the queen has helped her husband maintain the atmosphere of remorse.
            She is generally quiet and does not play a major part in the play. Clytemnestra hates her daughter Electra and does not attempt
            to protect her from Aegistheus. In the Greek myth, Orestes's most horrifying crime was the murder of his mother. Sartre is
            less concerned with matricide than he is with free action in general, and he downplays Clytemnestra's presence to show this
            shift in emphasis. In her silent approval of the king's policies and her complicity in his murder of the rightful king, Clytemnestra
            represents the Vichy government of France, which collaborated with the Nazi conquerors.
            
         

      

      
      
         The Tutor - 
            The Tutor raised and educated Orestes. He has taught him to always be skeptical of all morals and irrational beliefs. The
            Tutor believes that he has given Orestes complete freedom by teaching him to avoid commitments and attachments to others.
            Orestes finally rejects this as a false view of freedom. Sartre believes that human beings create themselves and their values
            through free action. The Tutor's notion of freedom is a freedom from action rather than true freedom, which is the freedom
            to act and create. Though The Tutor is instrumental in helping Orestes live for the future rather than remaining stuck in
            the past like the Argives, Orestes has to move beyond this false freedom before he can become a true human being.
            
         

      

      
      
         The Furies - 
            Unlike the Furies of Greek myth who punished crimes against family, Sartre's Furies are the goddesses of repentance. Until
            Orestes and Electra commit their murder, the Furies manifest themselves as flies. They are everywhere in the city, biting
            its inhabitants to punish them for their sins. The Argives welcome the flies and demand to be punished for their crimes. In
            speaking with Electra, the Furies confound love with hatred: they hate sinners and punish them, but they do so out of love
            in order to help the sinners atone for their crimes.
            
         

      

      
      
         The High Priest  - 
            The High Priest helps to maintain the repressive atmosphere of repentance set up by Aegistheus. He is the symbol of religious
            moral authority just as the king represents political moral authority. The High Priest appears only once in the play to lead
            the ceremony of the dead. He calls on the dead to punish the living for all of the suffering they had inflicted. When Jupiter
            causes the stone to move in order to silence Electra, the Priest shouts that this is the vengeance of the dead, and that the
            Argives must repent for having listened to the temptress.
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