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This thesis proposes that Sartre's plays are predominantly
life-affirming, and their violence can be explained in
terms of their central theme: conflict between life and
death. Extensive reference is made throughout to Sartre's
non-dramatic writings.

This theme occurs on the literal and metaphorical
planes: characters struggle for llfe, commit violent acts,
and emerge "existentially alive', or 'existentially dead'.
Sartre's theories of life and death are summarised, and
three examples of existential death considered. The theme
is then analysed in each play under the headings 'Myth and
Situation', "Act and Agent'.

Bariona's colonised people eventually escape from
existential death, having contemplated martyrdom, when
Bariona is 1nfluenced by the life-enhancing phllosophy of
Balthazar, and the experience of the Nativity. Argos, also,
is suffused with death: 'Philébe'’'s need to 'feel' his
existence impels him to act definitively, punishing the
regicides, and coming to existential life in his true
identity as Oreste.

In Huis clos, Sartre explores the deadness of lives led
in moral cowardice, and the 1mp1101t message is, ironically,
life-affirming. Morts sans sépulture propounds an argument
for life which prevails, despite the hollow victory of the

'miliciens' La Putain illustrates a triumph for the
mortifying force of essentialist ethics. A seemingly
comparable triumph of death in Les Mains sales is, in fact,
a defeat for Hugo and an implicit victory for the
life-advocate, Hoederer.

Goetz exemplifies existential life perfectly, reaching
it via every kind of moribund moral idealism. Kean
burlesques Oreste's experience, escaping his vacuity through
metaphorical suicide, and individualistically assertlng his -
right to life. Nekrassov's hero parodles Goetz's odyssey,
finally opting for life in the imaginary realm.

Les Sequestrés depicts the triumph of death as man is
crushed by the march of History. Les Troyennes, however,
still advocates hope.

Why did Sartre quit the theatre? Did the 'hero',
through whom life is affirmed, become impossible?
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Conflicts of Life and Death: The Plays of Jean-Paul Sartre.
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This thesis proposes that the thrust of Sartre's theatre is
predominantly life-affirming; moreover, that the violence
which is prominent in several plays can be accounted for in
the light of one common central theme: the conflict between
life and death.

The plays treated include the 'adaptations', but exclude
the screenplays. Wide-ranging reference is made throughout
to Sartre's non-dramatic writings, especially the major
philosophic works; the works of psychology and existential
psychoanalysis (particularly Saint Genet); the
circumstantial essays (in Situations); the autobiographical
documents; and, not least, to the texts on the theatre (in
Un Théédtre de situations, and Les Ecrits de Sartre).

Conflict between life and death is present on the
literal and metaphorical levels in all Sartre's plays
(except Kean). On the literal plane, characters struggle
for life, and risk their lives, in situations of mortal
threat; heroes frequently inflict, or suffer death, and
sometimes both. On the metaphorical plane, the actions of
these 'agents' -or their failure to act, as the case may be-
reveal them as persons who are either existentially living,
or existentially dead -(for short: "alive", having "life";
"dead", in '"death").

To gain a theoretical understanding before applying
these categories to an interpretation of the plays, we
expound briefly Sartre's formal analyses of human life, and
the external event of death. Human existence is
characterised by consciousness: at the heart of which is the
gap which enables reflection ('pour-soi'): this is the
kernel of freedom. Contrasted with this mode of being is
that of things, which are what they are ('en-soi'). These
modes coincide for the human reality in death, which
converts subjectivity into objectivity. Most people, being
in the midst of others to whom they appear objectively
('pour-autrui'), tend towards a modus vivendi which gives
primacy to the public persona over the autonomous self,
becoming 'en-soi/pour-autrui/pour-soi’', or 'un mort-vivant'.

To illustrate this metaphor, we consider three examples
of existential death: Baudelaire, a "suicide" for whom
poetic creativity was both a vicarious living and a
symbolic, premature death; the Jew, "murdered" by the
anti-Semite, whose contradictory aim is to impose
objectivity without literally destroying subjectivity;
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Genet, a "martyr'" who compounds an orlglnal 'murder" by a
self- w1lled "suicide'" in testimony to life's impossibility.

This theme is studied in four principal, and closely
related, aspects of Sartre's drama: myth and 31tuatlon, act
and agent. Death is foremost among the 'myths' (real and
universal, but intangible, elements of the human condition)
which the playwrlght 'forges'. The threat of death
constitutes a 'situation- 11m1te and it is in such extreme
situations that Sartre's dramatlc figures are usually
located: their circumstances require them to act in
significant and sometimes violent ways. Their acts, and
their response to thelr consequences, define the characters'
status as agents since it is axiomatic that we are what
we do.

Bariona is an ideal introduction to this theme. Death
pervades the situation of the colonised, for the coloniser
wants his victims simultaneously ""dead" and alive. Bariona
understands this well, and proposes slow self-extinction in
order to convert that "murder" into a "martyrdom'. This
tactic is a genuine but flawed act of resistance because of
its essential passivity. He is prompted to make a more
active response by his meeting with Balthazar, and his
experience of the Nativity. The decision to take up arms
marks an accession to '"life'", symbolised also by his
acceptance of Sarah's pregnancy. In one of Sartre's most
life-affirming plays, Bariona emerges as the closest
relative to the archetypal hero, Goetz.

The crucial problem of Les Mouches is Oreste's
matricide. The Argives' situation is imbued with death to
the point where they have abandoned all semblance of
ordinary life: they are fixated on the past, and petrified
in remorse. Oreste freely enters this situatiogn. HlS
decision to stay and act is explained less by Electre's
influence, or by altruism, than by the ontological need to
feel his hitherto vacuous existence. Only Action can
confer Being, and finding circumstances which call for and
sanction a definitive act =-natural justice demands
punlshment of the regicides- Oreste quits the cocoon of
"Phildbe' in performing an act which, however terrible,
paradoxically affirms "life". Though his failure to draw
out the consequences in some collectlvely beneficial way can
be criticised retrospectively, Oreste's individualistic
assertion of the right to "life" nevertheless sounds the
dominant note in Sartre's drama.

Huis clos is a metaphor in which Sartre explores the
"deadness" of existences lived in perpetual flight from
freedom. Though not concerned with death per se, Sartre
shows us three deceased characters in order to examine, a
posteriori, the quality of their acts (since the individual
'is' in death what he 'has done' in life). We learn that
the impotence which Garcin, In&s, and Estelle experience in
'hell' is the inevitable legacy of their moral cowardice in
life: instead of acting to change the world, each had




(iv)
LONG ABSTRACT

invested his freedom in constructing an image 'pour-autrui'.
Thus, they were existentially dead, and their punishment is
fitting, for they are condemned to be dead as though alive,
'morts conscients'. The oft-held view that Huis clos is a
radically pessimistic statement on the human condition, is
refuted by emphasising the salutary lesson implicit in this
'cautionary tale'.

Morts sans sépulture marks Sartre's début in the
realistic theatre, which however does not preclude the
evocation of 'myths'. The resistance fighters are in an
extreme situation: they must choose between life and death.
Their dilemma 1is more complex than that of Bariona or
Oreste, because the option of saving their own lives implies
the near-certain death of dozens of comrades in consequence.
They have intially, therefore, to persuade themselves that
their deaths can assert the value of life -'Elut3t la mort
que...'- even if this implies the 'execution' of one of
their number at their own hands when their situation is
changed by the capture of Jean. His subsequent release
forces the captives to consider more positive resistance:
the need for silence having been removed, the duty to
survive imposes itself. Canoris emerges here as among the
most eloquent and persuasive of Sartre's life-proponents,
prevailing eventually upon his comrades to strike a false
deal which should bring their liberation. Their choice for
life constitutes the 'message' of the play, their subsequent
gratuitous execution notwithstanding.

La Putain respectueuse deals more particularly with the
existential life of the heroine. Her situation is
mortifying in a moral sense, both because she is,
professionally, an object, and because she falls prey to the
essentialist ethic of the white Southerners, who assign
fixed roles and identities to themselves and others
(especially to the sub-class of the Negro). Lizzie's chance
to act lies in defending a mnegro wrongly accused of
assaulting her; the real culprit is a white youth of 'good'
family. Her initial resistance to Fred's cajoling and
threats hints at an escape from her 'objectité', and an
assertion of moral independence. However, she succumbs to
the blandishments of the Senator, and her potential to act
is finally quenched when she becomes a toy in the hands of
Fred. La Putain illustrates the first triumph of "death'" in
Sartre's theatre. Elements in it of cultural conditioning
adumbrate important themes in later plays.

In Les Mains sales we again find a hero whose
existential life is more in question than his physical life,
although there is always the possibility of violent death.
The central question is whether Hugo's interpretation of his
'act' will enable him to embrace life, or whether he will
remain the abstract intellectual (like 'Phil&be'), embracing
(literally, in the end) death. The play's structure permits
us to 're-live' Hugo's situation, and to trace his progress
towards the enigmatic murder of Hoederer. So doing, we see
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that Hoederer's principal attraction is that he offers
"life", which has been withheld from Hugo, first by his
father, then by the Party. Hoederer offers trust,
intellectual and moral independence, integrity; above all, a
practical view of the world as changeable by pragmatic
politics. Gradually, Hugo moves away from his stance of
moribund idealism as the 'reality' of Hoederer fascinates
him, though he remains sceptical about the politics of
compromise. This dichotomy between Hugo's affective
attachment to Hoederer, and his intellectual dissent, is
crucial, for it enables us to understand the assassination
as a 'crime of passion sui generis'. To comprehend the
whole play as, in a sense, 'life-affirming', we must
appreciate that Hugo regresses and fails radically when he
surrenders to the executioners' guns. Hoederer is the
advocate of life, and although he dies gratuitously, his
philosophy survives through the Party. Hugo's suicide is an
infidelity, a self-serving gesture.

The affirmation of life proclaimed loudly from the
mouths of Bariona and Oreste (having fallen ironically
silent in Huis clos and La Putain, and been slightly muted
in Morts sans sépulture and Les Mains sales), is sonorously
reasserted by Goetz in Le Diable et le bon Dieu. He is the
only hero to experience the entire moral spectrum, from
existential death to existential life, rehearsing the
odyssey of his contemporary counterpart, Jean Genet. Death
is the very fabric of Goetz's situation: a bastard by birth,
a social pariah, "murdered" (like Genet) at an early age, he
deals in death as a mercenary warrior. This is his response
to his social condition, to lay claim to the identity others
have foisted on him as though it were his creation, to be
'pour-autrui/pour-soi', and not, as he mistakenly supposes,
"fils de [ses] oeuvres'. Hence "suicide" compounds a
previous "murder". It is in the light of his aspiration to
be as others -and, especially, God- see him, that we
understand the successive phases of Goetz's situation
(malefactor, philanthropist, ascetic), and his consistent
failure to perform 'acts' as distinct from 'gestures'. It
is only when Heinrich attempts to judge him in the name of
the Law, that Goetz perceives the non-existence of the
Absolute Other and draws the logical inference: 'Il n'y a
que des hommes.' He thus enters the world of relativity
which calls forth acts to change it in terms of the concrete
situation: so doing, he becomes tenacious of his life, both
physical and existential. Hence the killings of Heinrich
and an officer: these are acts of 'self-defence', in the
name of the cause and the group, as well as of the
individual. So far from marking a return to 'Evil', Goetz's
acts are affirmations of the people's, and his own, right to
life.

Kean is a burlesque of Les Mouches. Like 'Phil&be',
Kean 'acteur' is plagued by insubstantiality. His situation
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is in a sense of his choosing -he could return to the simple
life of 0ld Bob's troupe- but he feels impelled to assert
himself as a man, and not as a mere 'analogon', in the face
of the aristocratic demi-gods whose plaything he is. Like
Oreste, he yearns for a definitive act to help him emerge
from the realm of the abstract and imaginary, and he
likewise turns to lethal violence. In Kean's case, however,
this takes the form of a metaphorical suicide in which Kean
'acteur' is slain, reviving -after some hesitation, and a
near relapse- as M.Edmond, 'agent'. He abandons the
make-believe of the London stage for the 'real life' of New
York. Like Oreste, his accession to existential life is
individualistic, and his departure changes nothing of the
situation he quits. Unlike Oreste, his beloved accompanies
him to share his new life, as is fitting in a comedy.

The experience of Georges de Valera, in Nekrassov,
parodies that of Goetz. The theme of the life/death
conflict is entirely subverted, as suicide attempts are
gratuitously thwarted, threats of mass-destruction
proliferate, and slapstick violence abounds. The hero's
situation, due in part to his facticity, and in part to his
will, necessitates that he too be 'fils de ses oeuvres'; but
whereas Goetz revelled in real death and destruction, Valera
flees into the imaginary. The identity he adopts is
radically false; like Goetz, he confounds and conflates Good
and Evil, becoming simultaneously an angel of death and the
saviour of the Western World -yet all in a radically ironic
mode. He is an existential non-entity, as '"dead" as if his
suicide bid had succeeded. By contrast with Goetz, the
glimpse he has of 'real' life -which he owes to his
involvement with the only unsatirical character, Véronique-
propels him back into the imaginary domain where he pursues
his subversively comic existence, a life of sorts.

Any humour in Les Séquestrés d'Altona is decidedly
black. The situation is suffused with death: the hero is
publicly and legally 'dead'; he inhabits the past, entombed
in his room. The other characters are equally interred in
the mausoleum of the family home, dominated by the
tyrannical patriarch, von Gerlach, who is dying of cancer
and intends suicide. From him, the threat of death extends
to all members of the family, and Frantz above all. The
degree to which he, Frantz, is already ''dead" can be gauged
by examining, retrospectively, his past 'acts'; and by
considering, prospectively, whether he retains the potential
to 'act'. 'Flashbacks' enable us to witness the episodes of
Frantz's moral development, and to appreciate the impotence
to which his father, and History, had condemned him.
Successive attempts to act freely, merely reinforced,
paradoxically, his existential morbidity. Extending paradox
to its logical conclusion ('qui perd gagne'), Frantz finally
achieves a modicum of moral autonomy in pressing his father
to the very deed which he had intended, though 'not yet'.
Hence, Frantz's sole 'act' -suicide-cum-parricide- is the
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life-denying act par excellence. Les Séquestrés is by far
the bleakest of Sartre's plays, announcing a triumph of
death which contains no whisper of the implications in Huis
clos and La Putain that there is, and must be, an
alternative ethical choice which is viable ('livable').

Though Les Troyennes is also bleak, superficially, -its
characters are caught in an inescapable, life-threatening
situation- it argues strongly for the survival of hope,
which is to assert a belief in a future where action will be
possible. Thus, hope is itself a kind of action, and those
who hold on to and propagate it, resist death and affirm
life. The 'gospel' taught by Hécube to her despairing
companions recalls that preached by Balthazar to Bariona.
There is, then, a continuity of optimism in Sartre's )
theatre, despite the profound pessimism of Les Séquestrés.

The Conclusion considers the standing of Sartre's
theatre in the context of his work as a whole. It is unique
in that it is 'complete', and in that it unifies the realms
of philosophy and literature. Sartre's avowed 'reasons' for
quitting the theatre are critically reviewed, and it is
proposed that the genre became otiose for him once his
conception of the hero appeared no longer possible.
Nevertheless, a re-affirmation of the principal thesis of
this study can be made.
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CONFLICTS OF LIFE AND DEATH: THE PLAYS OF JEAN-PAUL SARTRE

L'action n'apparalt que lorsqu'on prend sa chance. Elle
suppose le risque, donc 1'ignorance. L'idéal n'est pas de
contempler ce qui est fait mais de vivre. Toute morale qui
mutile la vie est suspecte. De méme que 1'époche
phénoménolo&ique selon Husserl n'Gte pas une nuance du
monde, de méme 1'époch® morale ne doit pas &ter une nuance
de la vie humaine.

Cahiers pour une morale; p.96.
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A NOTE ON

(i) REFERENCES, (ii) ABBREVIATIONS, (iii) PRESENTATION

(i)
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(iii)

Full publication details of all titles referred to
will be found in the Bibliography.

First references to essays and interviews by Sartre
include original publication details as well as those
of the book-form reprint (where applicable). Later
references are to the book only (where applicable).
All other references follow the recommendations of the
MHRA Style Book, Third Edition (London, 1981).

Initial-letter abbreviations have been kept to a
minimum, and used only for page references to works
repeatedly cited. The following will be found:

CRD : Critique de la raison dialectique
EN : L'Etre et le néant

ES Les Ecrits de Sartre

SG Saint Genet, comédien et martyr
TS Un Théltre de situations

Typographical conventions are, with a very few minor
exceptions, those recommended in the MHRA Style Book,
Third Edition (London, 1981),.
It is regretted that circumstances have necessitated
the use of two different typewriting machines in the
production of this text.




Chapter 1

Introduction: A Sketeh of the Theoretical Bases

4 e 1/ 4
Ces remarques, on le notera, ne sont pas tirées de la considération

de la mort, mais, au contraire, de celle de la vie.

A
L'Etre et le néant, p.624.
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My purpose in this thesis is twofold: first, to show, from a scrutiny of
the texts, that the tension in Sartre's pleys derives essentially from a
conflict tetween life snd death; second, to show that in the majority of
the plays, the concluding emphasis is upon life.

The contrapuntal theme of life and desth is present in Sartre's
plays on two levels, the literal and the metaphorical. On the first of
these we are presented with characters‘living and dead, confronted with
choices between life and desth; we witness death in 211 its forms, birth
in its purest incarnation, and the after-life at its least exalted. On
the metaphorical level, there is an abundant imagery of life and death:
atmosphere and landscape are evoked in terms of growth and decay, light
and dark, heat and cold, motion and stasis. More interestingly, living
characters are described as dead, and mistake the dead for the living, as
do the dead themselves. It will be my contention that the life/death
metaphor as applied to cheracters in Sartre's thestre is no mere poetic:
cliché, but hss a particuler‘and important signification in<existentia1ist
ontology and morelity. | |

My second aim is & corollary of my first and is not, I think, either
subordinete or less interesting. Certain critics insist that Sartre,
both as philosopher end creestive writer, has & morbid obsession with, even
& predilection for, death. 2 Others are ready to concede Sartre's claim

3

that his insuiry has 1life as its object. Where the plays specifically

are concerned, & number of commentators have put much stress on the

violence in them, so giving the impression that they are all deeply

4

pessimistic descriptions of the human condition. I shall try to
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reintegrate the violence into the action as a whole, and to view it in
the oversll perspective of the life/death duologue.

The two levels of this theme constantly intersect and it would be
unrealistic to separete them. > I intend, therefore, to study it
integrally in each of the plays in four distinct but related aspects:
myth snd situation, act and agent. In the remsinder of this chapter I
shall give a very brief exposition of Sartre's formal anslyses of life and
death; show how these treznslate into a metephor of inauthentic modes of
being; end explain why the &spects giﬁen are appropriate categories for
the study of my chosen theme. The chapters which follow this represent

my enterprise, as a rezder, to 'totalise! Sartre's drematic oeuvre.

Life and Death: the Litersl Plane.

Birth and death are, for Sartre, phenomenz of the same order of contingency:
they are the data of our facticity. 7 Life hes an inherent tendency to
perpetuate its being (EN, p.519,and CRD, p.255), and the inescapable fact
of dezth simply signifies that 1life is a biologically closed system (EN,
p.619).

Human life is characterised by consciousness, the ability to reflect
and to choose, the 'pour-soi' (EN, pp.115-274). This consciousness, in
so far it hes being, is body (EN, p.368), and finds itself, ezgain as given
fact, in the midst of others (EN, pp.275-507). The humen reality is
defined as 'un &tre-pour-soi-pour-autrui'. Every subject is to some

degree object in that it has a being for others.
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The cetegory of being Sertre distinguishes from 'l'étre-pour-soi',
as thet which it negates, is "1'%€tre-en-soi' (EN, pp.30-36, 58-84, 711-20).
This is the reelm of the inanimate, the unconscious. It is characteristic
of objects to be what they are, wherees the humen subjectivity is always a
plethora of projects for future fulfilment, & constant becoming. The
humen reality has its being in action: man is whet he does (Eﬂ, pp.508-
642); '1'etre-en-soi! is what it is. Thus, Sartre describes the 'pour-
soi' as 'being whet it is not and not being what it is' (EN, p.33). The
humen individual stends outside himself, or ex-ists. The gap between the
thetic and non-thetic aspects of consciousness - which Sertre also calls
positional and non-positional 8 _ mirrors the gap in being itself between
the subjective consciousness ('pour-soi') and objective material reality
(ten-soi'). The capacity of consciousness to trsnscend that gap is the
very kernel of human freedom, and yet the disjunction between conscious-
ness £nd immenence is commonly apprehended as a lack (EN, p.1l45) which
men seek to supply by achieving an identity of 'pour-soi! and 'en-soi',
that is, to be the very foundation of their own being (EN, pp.115-27).
It is when he engages in this impossible quest to be, like God, 'ens
ceusa sui' that man is & 'useless passion' (EN, p.703).

Ironically, the ontological status of 'l'€tre-en-soi' comes to the

9

humen reality only through death. In his existence the conscious being
determines himself, defines his essence by his free acts. So doing, he
- secretes and accumulates & past which has an objective reality. While he

lives he can modify the sense of that past by new acts. When he dies,

however, his past is closed and total. At best, the impossible identity
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of 'en-soi-pour-soi' might be said to occur for an infinitesimal moment
tefore death.  Then his life is suddenly thing-like, he has an essence
whose interpretation is wholly et the discretion of others. Thus death
entails & falling out of the world qua subject, but a consecration in the
world oua object. In short, death converts 'pour-soi-pour-autrui' to
'en~soi-pour-autrui!.

Gratuitous and indeterminate, death can never be recuperated as 'un
accord de résolution': it is alweys meaningless. Moreover since by
definition death annihilates consciousness, we can have no experience or
knowledge of it. . This being so, we cannot, Ssrtre argues, regard death
as one of our possibilities. On the contrary, it is that external event
which deprives us of 211 possibility (just as birth is that event which
endows us therewith). This ergument makes of suicide an act sui generis ,
a project which paradoxically refuses the future upon which all projects
depend for their meaning. Thus while suicide is an always available
option, it is self-defeating for it neither eabsolves us from the absurdity
of being, nor frees us from a system of basically antagonistic human
relations (EN, pp. 480-81, 641). Suicide is one mode among others of
being~in-the-world, 'une absurdité qui fait sombrer ma vie dans 1'absurde'
(EN, p.624).

Sartre's refutation of Heidegger's Sein zum Tode lezds him to conclude

not only thet death is not among my possibilities, but, further, that it
cannot therefore impinge upon them. 10 The 'pour-soi' is in its nature
finite and human mortality is en accident which does not delimit freedom.

Sartre asserts that the liberty of the 'pour-soi'! is inviolable except
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in so far as the pfesence of the Other represents the 'hidden death!

of 81l my possibilities in the world (EN, p.323). This effect is,
ceteris paribus, mutuel. But it can occur that one subjectivity
chooses to subjugate, to objectify the other. Such en attempt can take
different forms and vary in degree, but at the extreme it is murder (EN,
p.481). The pursuit of the Other's death is hatred, and is no less
futile & conduct than suicide (EN, pp.483-84). For just as suicide
hestens the moment at which the subject becomes total object for others,
so the death of a fictim stops his judgment upon his assassin and

freezes it irrevocably. There is & sense, then, in which the living are
a prey to the dead, as well as vice-versa.

To sum up: human life, or existence, is 'pour-soi-pour-autrui',
freedom and action in the midst of others. Death transfers the 'pour-
soi' to the realm of the 'en-soi', making the closed life an object |
at the mercy of others. Suicide and murder are two conducts stamped with
futility, for both objectify the agent. Life and death on this plane I

shall call literal or physical.

Life and Death: the Metaphorical Plane.

Life is the province of the subject and doing, death the domain of the
object and being. Yet we are all, to some degree, objects for others.
Are we therefore all, to some degree and in some Sense, dead? Not

necesserily, for the objectification implied in inter-personal relations
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is reciprocal and self-cancelling (EN, p.283). However, there are those
who exaggerate, who are forced to exaggerste, or who allow others to
exaggerate, their status as objects: they conform to & predetermined
pattern or image which they project or which others project upon them.
They refuse to accept the fact of the gep in their being, its not being
whet it is. They yeern for & unitery identity and so flee from their
freedom to take refuge in an imaginary essence (EN, p.96). Such people
are masking the truth from themselves, and are in what Sartre calls
'mauveise foi' (EN, p.37). A very great number of people live in this
attitude, Sartre asserts (EN, p.88), and yet he customarily refers to
those who do, in his theatre and elsewhere, as being 'dead'. H This
apparent desth of the free consciousness I propose to call 'metaphorical’
or 'existential' because, although it is not literally death, it
constitutes a denial, or & circumvention, of the fundzmental defining
characteristic of human ex-istence, teking the form of an attempt by the
subject to achieve the impossible coincidence of subject and object, to be
'en-soi-pour-soi'. 12 This endeavour to totalise oneself while still
living enteils looking at one's life through the eyes of the Other, or -
which is the same thing - from the point of view of death. Clearly that
endeavour can only fail (&N, p. 630). Nevertheless, essentialist thinking
of this kind tends to dominate commonéense philosophy. The existentialist,
by contrast, insists upon the predominance of the 'pour-soi' over the 'en-
soi' and 'pour-autrui'. He accepts the 'gap' in being and &1l that it
entails. Rather then strive vainly for a self-deluding 'identity', he

shoulders the burden of his freedom knowing that he must constantly



1l: Introduction 8

recreate himself with each new act, knowing that he will not, cen not,
be what he is until death mekes of him what he has done. Such & man is

honest, authentic, in good faith., He is existentielly, and not just

13

physically, alive.

Existential death, unlike physicel death, cannot occur by natural causes,
since e degree of complience from the 'pour-soi'! is required. As I have
indicated, that compliance mey vary from total and wilful to partisl and
reluctant. The three menners of metsphoricel death I shell call (after
Sartre) "suicide", "murder", and "martyrdom". A brief loock at selected
case studies which Sartre has made of each of these will help to clarify

the metaphor.

Three exsmples of Existential Death.

Sartre considers Baudelaire a man who converted the temptation to actual
suicide into symbolic suicide which, paradoxiecally, gﬁaranteed his

physiceal life:

Cer lors~u'ill se nie totalement, [Baudelaire] songe & se tuer; or
le suicide, chez lui, n'est pas une aspiration vers le néant absolu;
lorsqu'il se reprééente qu'il va se supprimer, il veut faire
disparaftre en lui l2 nature, qu'il assimile au présent et aux
limbes de la conscience. Il demende & 1'idée de suicide ce léger

secours, cette chiquenaude qui lui permettra de considérer
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sa vie comme irrémédiable et accomplie, c'est-a~dire comme un
destin éternel ou, si 1'on préfére, comme un passé clos. Il voit
surtout, dens 1'acte de mettre fin & ses jours, comme une
récupération ultime de son étre: c'est lui qui tirera le trait,
c'est lui, enfin, qui, en arrétant sa vie, la transformera en une
essence qui sera, a la fois, donnée pour toujours et pour toujours
créée par lui-méme. Ainsi se délivrera-t-il du sentiment
insupportable d'étre de trop dans le monde. Seulement, pour
jouir des résultats de son suicide, il faut de touteévidence qu'il
¥y survive. (C'est pourquoi Baudelaire a choisi de se constituer
en survivant. Et s'il ne se tue pas d'un coup, au moins a-t-il
fait en sorte que chacun de ses actes soit 1'équivalent symbolique
d'une mort qu'il ne peut pas se donner. Frigidité, impuissance,
stérilité, absence de géné}osité, refus de servir, péché: voila

de nouveau, autantd'équivalents du suicide. [...] Et la cfé-
ation poétique, qu'il a préférée a toutes les espéces de l'action,

se rapproche, chez lui, du suicide qu'il ne cesse de ruminer. 14

Baudelaire's evistential suicide is typical: it is the will to be outre-
tombe, to live posthumously, to be as much an object for oneself as one
is for others, in short, to be simultsneously alive and "dead". The
enterprise is futile, as Baudelaire was well aware. But though he
exercised his will in the creation of sublime poetry, he never exorcised
15

the delusion.

Equally futile is existential murder, whereby the subject is forced to
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conform to an objective image of himself. The metaphorical assassin
tries to make of his victim en 'en-soi-pour-autrui(-pour-soi)!', to object~
ify end dehumanise him without actuslly killing him. This is the
démarche of the sadist, for instance, and (as we shall see in chapter

two) of the colonialist. But given the reciprocity of human relations,
existential murder cannot succeed unless the victim acquiesces (in which
case it is no longer "murder"), or the effort to objectify the victim
culminstes in the physical abolition of the 'pour-soi!, in which case
metaphoricel murder becomes literal murder. In Réflexions sur la

question juive Sertre gives a chilling enslysis of hatred: the

abortive pursuit of the death of the victim's free consciousness,

culmineting in physical murder:

Destructeur par fonction, éadique au coeur pur, 1tantisémite est,
au plus profond de son coeur, un criminel. Ce qu'il souhaite, ce
qu'il prépere, c'est 1ls mort du Juif. Certes, tous les

ennemis du Juif ne réclament pes sa mort au grand jour, mais les
mesures qu'ils proposent et qui, toutes, visent & son abaissement,
sont des succédanés de cet assessinat qu'ils méditent en eux-
mémes: ce sont des meurtres symboliques. L...] Ainsi 1'anti-
sémite s'est choisi criminel, et criminel blanc: ici encore il
fuit les responsabilités, il a censuré ses instincts de meurtre,

16

3 . / * .
mais il & trouve moyen de les assouvir sans se les avouer.
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The Jew is Jew because others take him to be so. And whether he revolts,
acquiesces, or complies with his persecutors, he cannot but take account
of the fact thet prejudice exists, and that he is seen, willy-nilly, to

conform to a certain image:

Les antisémites ont raison de dire que le Juif msnge, boit, 1lit,
dort et meurt comme un Juif. Que pourrait-il faire d'autre?
Ils ont subtilement empoisonné sa nourriture, son sommeil et
jusqu'é sa mort: comment ne serait-il pas a chaque minute

contraint de prendre position en face de cet empoisonnement? 17

Existentiel murder and suicide are conflated in the phenomenon of

"martyrdom". In Saint Genet, comédien et martyr Sartre describes

this complex process. He tells us that, as a child, Genet was

"killed" by the 'mot vertigineux' uttered by the grown-ups, 'Voleur!' .
Genet's "assassins" precipitated in him a change similar to that wrought
by death itself. 18 His response was collaboration: he chose to be
'en-soi-pour-autrui-pour-soi!, affirming 'la priorité de 1'objet sur le
sujet; de ce qu'on est pour les autres sur ce au'on est pour soi! (§g,
p.15). It is this "suicide" compounding an original "murder" which makes
of Genet 2 "martyr". He will be what others have made him so as to bear
witness to the impossibility of a life which is already "death" (SG,
p.71). At first, criminality and homosexuality presented themselves

as ideal essences to adopt (SG, pp.117, 129). But the contradiction

inherent in living one's death requires a constant compromise between
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the ethical categories of 'Being' (including 'mort, évanouissement') on
the one hand, and 'Doing' (including 'vie, volonté de vivre') on the other
(SG, p.77). This system of 'tourniquets', as Sartre calls it, can never

solve the paradox of the 'mort vivante!:

Nous avons vu, plus haut, Genet s'acharner a vouloir ses échecs
pour les transformer en victoires et nous l'avons surpris tentant
de prendre le point de vue des autres sur ses propres aventures:
. 7.3 .
E..], il est déja par-dela sa mort et c'est un autre qui se
/ 3
renche avec amour sur son lamentable naufrage pour y decouvrir
N / - o . . 3 . N
une secrete reussite. Comme si la victime expiatoire qu'on mene
L d 1.3 - g l - , »
au lieu du sacrifice tentait d'emprunter la memoire eblouie de la

. . . /
foule qui lui survivra pour se rememorer sa mort future. Cet

effort constant de transfiguration ne paie pas: il demeure

verbel et abstrsit. (SG, pp.306-07)

Genet chose poetry as a2 way out of this vicious circle, 'un moyen de
salut. L...J une maniére de vivre. [...J effort pour devenir cet Autre
qu'il est aux yeux d'autrui' (SG, p.337), but now assuming total respons-

ibility for his "death". Like Baudelaire, his art became at once a

symbolic suicide, and an affirmetion of his survival:

En voulent dissoudre 1'étre dans le non-é%re, Genet reconquiert
le non-étre pour le compte de 1'étre; il 1'enferme dans ses livres

comme le Diable dans une bouteille. Ses ouvrages sont par un
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N, / - . / o '3
cote des sulcides recommencés et par un autre l'affirmation
/ - ] ° L]
renouveleée de la grandeur humaine. Nous retrouvons ici le jeu

de qui perd gagne. (SG, p.616)

Unlike Beudelaire, but like Sartre himself, Genet finally recovers from
his suicidal delusion and is reborn to a new existential life: 'Le vrai
c'est zu'un certain Genet vient de mourir et que Jean Genet m'a prié de

prononcer son orsison funébre: [...] : il faut tenter de vivre. [... ]

Le Pocte avait enterré le Saint; 2 présent, 1'homme enterre le Foete.'
(SG, p.635) 19 We shall find examples of the "martyr" in Sartre's
plays, though Genet's entire existential evolution - "murder/suicide/
martyrdom/re-birth" - is matched by the experience of only one character,

end he is Goetz.

Myth.

In a lecture given in New York in 1946, Sartre counted death as first
among the 'myths forged by the young pleywrights of France': !'Pourtant,
si nous rejetons le théatre de symboles, nous voulons cepenaant que le
ndtre soit un thédtre de mythes; nous voulons tenter de montrer au public
les grands mythes de la mort, de 1l'exil, de 1l'amour.' 20 A myth in this
'sense is en abstract but resl constituent of universzl experience (TS,
pp.61-63). Death is the myth par excellence, being not only a char-
acteristic datum of the humen condition, but an alwesys possible - though

an always deceptive - issue from any situation. Moreover, in an age when,
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according to Freud, 'at bottom nobody believes in his own death', 21 war

has brought men face to face with '1'exil, la captivité, la mort surtout,

22

que l'on masque habilement dans les époques heureuses.! The

playwright does the same through his mythification: 'on n'atteint pas la
mort par degrés, on est soudainement confronté & elle’ (IS, p.63).
In another lecture on the theatre, given twenty years later, Sartre

explained the modern dramatists!' refusal of realism as follows:

[... 11es termes essentiels de l'aventure humaine ne sont plus

7 o s 2 / '
realistes, parce que nous ne pouvons plus les saisir réellement.
Nous ne pouvons pas saisir une mort, nous sommes toujours
incapables de penser la mort, méme si par ailleurs nous sommes
parfaeitement convaincus, comme je le suis, qu'il stagit d'un

. . A . .
processus d'un ordre purement biologique, car, méme ainsi,
la brusque absence, le dialogue interrompu, c'est une chose qui
n'est pas réalisable. En conséquence, quand on veut parler de la
vie, ce n'est pas en réaliste qu'on peut en parler. Et si on
veut parler de la naisssnce, de notre naissance, chose que
nous n'avons jamais vécue, et qui cependant nous a faits ce que
\ / » . o e .

nous sommes, la encore le réalisme ne signifie rien car nous ne

23

/ . o
pouvons pas realiser notre naissance.

Sartre was still of the opinion that modern theatre had to be a kind of
sublimating process if it would treat convincingly the great and

fundamental theme: man, and the poles of his facticity.
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The modern mythifier's démarche is akin to that of the classical models,
viz. to establish, over a certain theztrical distance,an empathic relation
of spectator to hero (far profounder than the bourgeois pleasure of

24

'participation'). 'Faut-il donc penser que nous allons rester
impassibles sur nos siéges pendant qu'on crie, qu'on torture, et qu'on tue
sur la scene? Non, puisque ces assassins, ces victimes; ces bourreaux ne
sont autres que nous.' 2 The effect of this empathy is twofold and
ambiguous. On the one hand, the theatrical distance demands & suspension
of disbelief (TS, p.175), while impressing upon the spectator his im-

potence: 'l'univers présenté [...J est hors d'atteinte, on ne peut pas

L 3 - L3 - , \ L L4
agir sur lui, le faire cesser. Du coup, il nous révéle notre impuissance

%6 0n the other hand, the spectator's identification

par rapport a lui.!
with the universal mythic aspect of the drama invests him with a total

responsibility. The cheracters, after all, are non-existent:

Cn nous montre nos amours, nos jelousies, nos réves de meurtre
et on nous les montre & froid, séparés de nous, inaccessibles

et terribles, d'eutant plus étranges que ce sont les n6tres,

que nous croyons les gouverner, et qu'ils se développent hors de
notre atteinte, avec une impitoyable rigueur que nous découvrons

et reconnaissons tout & la fois. (TS, p.83)

The dramatic creation of 'myth', evoking an ambivalent, transcendent

response from his audience - such is the 'forger's' endeavour to bring about

a2 prise de conscience, a real-isation of the myth:
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Le monologue d'Hemlet, [... ], devrait, pour etre exact, se
murmurer: voix monotone, blanche, sans intonation; c'est qu'il
dit ses passions; il a pris la distence réflexive. Et ses

soucis sont les nltres: 1la vie, la mort, l'action, le suicide.
Tout est généralité: étre ou ne pas etre?  Qui pose la question?
N'importe qui, si 1l'on n'en juge que par les mots. Donc

27

* / - I l
moi, dans ma realité presente.

I propose to show that Sartre's theatre poses and re-poses, frames and

re-frames Hamlet's question.

Situation.

Living men is not an essence, but an embodied being in & concrete
situation. 1In the brosdest sense he is situated in the world. and among
others, 'confronté a la nécessité de travailler et de mourir, d'etre jeté
dans un monde qui est déja la et qui est pourtant sa propre entreprise et
dans lenuel il ne peut jameis reprendre son coup' (TS, p.57). It is

the thestre's peculiar faculty so to represent him: 'Mais s'il est vrai
que l'homme est libre dans une situation donnée et qu'il se choisit dens
et par cette situation, alors il faut montrer au théatre des situations

L] * / - L >
simples et humaines et des libertés qui se choisissent dans ces

situations.' 28

If the theatre is to be truly dramatic, the situationsit depicts
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should be critical, situations-limites; that is to say, dilemmas

demanding a choice between absolutes:

Ce que le théatre peut montrer de plus émouvant est un caractére
en train de se faire, le moment du choix, de la libre décision qui
engage unemorale et toute une vie. L& situation est un appel;
elle nous cerne; elle nous propose des solutions, & nous de
décider. Et pour que la déeision soit profondément humaine,
pour qu'elle met en jeu la totalité de 1t'homme, a chaque fois il
faut porter sur la scene des situations-limites, clest-a-dire qui
présentent des alternatives donf la mort est 1l'un des termes.
Ainsi, la liberté se découvre a son plus haut degré puisqu'elle
accepte de se perdre pour pouvoir s'affirmer. Et comme il n'y a
de théstre que si 1'on réalise 1'unité de tous les spectateurs,
il feut trouver des situstions si générales qu'elles soient
communes & tous. Plongez des hommes dans ces situations
universelles et extrémes qui ne leur laissent qu'un couple
d'issues, faites qu'en choisissant l'issue ils se choisissent

eux-mémes: vous avez gagné, la piéce est bonne. (TS, p.20) 29

These words support my assertion that Sartre the dramatist, so far from

leading us, as Garaudy says, 'into a dead-end', Seeks on the contrary to

30

propagate what Gaulupeau calls 'une métaphysique de la vie'. If, in

his terms, his plays are to be 'good!, his heroes must find ways out of

their situations leading not to death but to life, existential as well as
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merely physical.

Of all situations-limites, none is more extreme than death itself.

Sartre does not believe that we survive or even experience death, so we
can never be in death, Nevertheless, there are those who live as
though, to all intents and purposes, desd - Frantz, for example, in

/ I [
Les Sequestres d'Altone - and those who are presented as conscious

in death - for instance, the characters of Huis clos and of the screen-

play Les Jeux sont feits - whose experience teaches us something about

life. Sartre translates the term 'Grenz-Situstion'from Jaspers.
Death, qua situation, is indeed the most constricted, the most limited
situation conceivable, for it is elways its own sole 'exit', which is
to say that the characters of Huis clos could only escape their living

death if they could, paradoxicelly, teke refuge in death itself:

[...] les limites externes de ls situations deviennent situation-

limite, c'est-a8-dire qu'elles sont incorporées a la situation

de l'intérieur, avec la caractéristique 'irréalisable' comme
'irréalisables a réaliser', comme envers.choisi et fuyant de mon
choix, elles deviennent un sens de mon effort pour éggg bien qu!
elles soient situées a priori par-dela cet effort, exactement
comme la mort -~ autre type d'irréalisable que nous n'avons pas

3 considérer pour l'instant - devieht situation-limite & la condit-
ion qu'elle soit prise pour un evenement de ls vie, encore qu'elle
indique vers un monde ou me présence et ma vie ne se réalisent

plus, clest-s~dire vers un au-dela de la vie. (EN, pp.613-14)
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In his later thought, Sartre saw deeth as an integral feature of the
human situation in so far as the danger of it is inherent in the
scarcity of matter. Death is therefore present also as the point of
articulation of interpersonal relationships in the mode of threat: as

32 Every individual

such, it is a determinant feature of man's praxis.
is located in such a place at such a time, his personal situation more or
less constrained and circumscribed by historical circumstances: this is
the essence of the 'grand théme fondamental de la théatralité qui est au
fond, l'homme comme é%énement, 1'homme comme Histoire dans 1'événement!
(IS, p.192). Freedom appears increasingly to be conditioned and hemmed
in by external forces. As a consequence, the onus of responsibility and
the necessity for action begin to shift their focus from the subject qua
isolated individual, to the subject qua member of a group. Man
transcends his solitude and escapes his seriality by combining with his
fellows in such & way that 'chacun éprouve, en effet, soﬁ aliénetion comme
vie (comme vie d'un autre a travers sa propre vie) au lieu de 1'éprouver
comme une mort (comme réification de toutes ses relations)' (CRD, p.603).
The constriction of individual liberty by historical circumstances is a
dominant theme in Sartre's last two plays. And it is interesting to
note that -~ as we shall see ~ the theme of the group as a response to

externel conditions is a powerful and importent one in his earliest plays

- notebly Bariona, but also, to & lesser extent, Morts sans sépulﬁgre -

plays which thereby anticipate his theoretical discussion of this mode

of human organisation in Critique de la raison dialectique. 33
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Act.

The premise of Sartre's philosophy is that man's existence precedes his
essence. He therefore creates his being by what he does. 3 m
individuel is not a mere collection of psychological traits, nor a copy
from the mould of human nature, but the sum of his acts, and thus he
should appear: 'Nous ne rejetons pas la psychologie, ce qui serait
absurde: nous intégrons la vie.' (1S, p.60) It is pre—eminently the

role of the theatre, Sartre believes, to reveal men to himself in action:

Une piéce de théatre [;..] c'est la forme la plus appropriée
aujourd'hui pour montrer 1'homme en acte (c'est-a~dire 1'homme,
tout simplement). Et la philosophie, d'un autre point de vue,
c'est de cet homme-1a qu'elle prétend s'occuper. C'est pour
cela que le théftre est philosophique et que la philosophie est
35

dramatique.

Dramatic humen action flows from and includes 'la libre décision qui
engage une morale et toute une vie' (IS, p.20). When the theatre
depicts individuals acting in given situations, it reflects men

collectively in the world at large:

Ainsi le thégtre prééente ltaction de 1'homme aux hommes

spectateurs et, & travers cette action, le monde oh il vit et la

ersonne qui fait l'action. Cela ne veut pas dire volontarisme
P q P ’
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cela veut dire que tout, méme l'échec, 1'impuissance, et la mort,

doit se manifester comme la signification des actes. (TS, p.87)

Has action from which proceed failure and even death, any rightful place
in dramas whose final stress falls, as I intend to show, more usually on
life than on death?

Critics of Sartre's theatre have tended to regard the violence in it -
of which, admittedly, there is an abundance (though this is by no means
exceptional in modern French drama) - as per se significant; 36 whereas,
for Sartre, violence is simply one kind of action (whose 'meaning' may be
'failure, impotence, death'). Violent acts are, like all acts, means to
an end, not ends in themselves. (Witness Goetz's failure to practise
'le Mal pour le Mal'.) Moreover, the theatre is very apt to portray
violence, which is intrinsically dynemic and dramatic. But violence is
not indispensable. Speech too is dramatic inasmuch as it articulates
action: 'Le geste le plus clair, c'est-a~dire la représentation la plus
claire de 1l'acte, c'est la parole. Mais il faut comprendre: la parole
au théadtre est nécessairement la présentation d'un acte.' (TS, p.88)

(we may, however, with some justification wonder whether Sartre's
dialogue alweys lives up to this axiom.) -

I will argue that little, if any, of the violence in Sartre's plays is
gratuitous, and that in most cases it menifestly flows from free decisions
lucidly made. Thus when Sorbier or Hugo commit suicide, each is con-

o, 37

sciously choosing: tupyutdt- la mort qUE e When Bariona

decrees the slow self-extinction of his people, he is opting



1: Introduction 22

en connaissance de cause for a kind of martyrdom, a positive act of
defiance. Or, when Oreste sleys his mother, he is not merely indulging
an adolescent phantasy (though that is part of it), he is satisfying a
profoundly felt lack in his self-consciousness. (As Howells has pointed
out, Sartre can 'accept the findings of Freudian psychoanalysis as pro-
cesses but not as explicetive categories'.) 38 And when Goetz kills
Heinrich and le Chef, he does so in self-defence. Furthermore, I shall
show that.e number of the problematic aspirations to, and acts of,
violence are nuite intelligible in ontological terms: Hugo, for instance,
wants to kill Hoederer in order to be a man of action, a killer,

objectively, that i for others and hence for himself. And so we come

to the question 6f the agent.

Agent.

It is axiomatic in Sartre's philosophy that men define their essence by
their free acts. What they do is not determined by innate characterist-
ics. Essentlalist concepts of character, personality, temperament,
circumstances, as limitations of freedom are anathema to existentizlist
ﬁhinking. Sertre's theatre of situations aims to replace the stereo-

types of the bourgeois 'thestre of character' by truly free agents:

L'homme libre dans les limites de sa propre situation, [...] -

voila 1le sujet de nos piéces. Pour remplacer le théltre de
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caracteres nous voulons un théftre de situations; [...] Les
personnages de nos piéces différeront les uns des autres non pas
comme un lache différe d'un avare ou un avare d'un homme cour-
ageux, mais plutgt comme les actes divergent ou se heurtent,

comme le droit peut entrer en conflit avec le droit. (IS, pp.58-59)

The term 'agent', therefore, should not be construed as 'character' in any
conventional or traditional sense (as it is understood in the context of
the nineteenth century novel, for example): ‘'nous n'éprouvons pas besoin
de détailler 1'évolution imperceptible d'un caractere' (TS, p.63).
Rather, the agent is the individual encountered through his zcts.
Essentialist character is anterior to action, existentialist tharacter!
is posterior to it: 'L'action au théZtre révele le sentiment. La haine,
la jalousie, 1'amour désespéré d'Hermione paraissent dans l'acte qui lui
fait envoyer Oreste tuer Pyrrhus. [...] Le thédtre est donc une prés—
entation de 1'homme aux hommes éitravers des actions imaginaires.' (TS, p.88)
As 'zct' is the main province of the literal plene of the life/death
theme, so is 'agent' of the metaphorical plane, for, according to what
acts reveal, we judge whether the agent is fleeing from or assuming his
freedom; whether he is in bad or good faith; whether he is %dead" or
alive". Thus we shall be able to say that Oreste, who defies Jupiter,
accedes to "life", while électre, who capitulates, succumbs to “death';
that Inés, Estelle, and Garcin were "dead" in life; that Franz is "deadn®
before he takes his own life; and so on. It is, then, under this last

heading thet I shall be concerned with the metaphor of life and death in its
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ontologico-moral (and specifically Sartrean) sense.

As a 'forger of myths', Sertre the dramatist confronts men with the real
but intangible aspects of their lives, not the least of which is deszth.
His theatre is one of 'extreme situations' which demand that his heroes
choose between life and death. In responding, they frequently do
violence to themselves or to others. Their acts create them as agents,

and reveal them as existentially alive or existentially dead.



Chapter 2

e/ 4 /7 N\ A R
Le quietisme, pousse a l'extreme, ce serait la mort.

oSaint Genet, comédien et martyr, p.293.

25
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Sartre's first play, Bariona, ou le Fils du tonnerre, is an ideal

overture to this present study, for it not only raises centrally questions
about suicide, murder, and abortion, but it does so in the context of the
most celebrated of all legends of life and death, that of Christ's
incarnation. Ostensibly a nativity play, a celebration of birth,

Bariona in fact queries the purpose and value of life, asking whether
there are not certain conditions in which premature and collective death

is its»only possible outcome. Essentially a resistance pley, Bariona con-
cludes by asserting the positive meening of life lived in the shadow of,

bubt in revolt against, desth.

Myth and Situztion.

All three of the great myths - death, exile, love ~ which the modern
playwright 'forges' are present in Bariona. Love is explicit in the
bond between Bariona and his people, implicit in the incredible gesture
of God made man. Exile defines the Jewish éondition: separated from God
by sin and apostasy; divorced from unity and tradition by faction and
internecine dissension - (Bariona's brother-in-law has been unjustly
crucified by a 'tribunal juif!') 1 above all, the Jews have been
colonised by the Romans, made strangers in their own land.

At the centre of the Jewish exile is the myth of death, embodied in
a constant threat: 'ils n'ont plus rien 2 eSpérer, depuis leur enfance.

Ils n'ont plus rien a espérer sauf la mort.' (p.579) Colonialism is an
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essentially murderous system '[quiZlveut 2 la fois la mort et la

multiplication de ses victimes!'; 2 a system whose aim is to dehumanise
the colonised in the fullest sense, to sustain them 'entre la vie et la
mort - toujours plus prés de la mort que de la vie - [...] a considérer

des hommes comme des b8tes qui parlent'. 3 The coloniser would commit

existential murder, killing his victim without taking his life: 'On
laissera vivre les corps mais on tuera 1l'esprit.’ 4 This 'perfect crime'
- whose weapons are the !'lourde machine!, the 'idéologie pétrifiée' of
the colonialist mentality > _ though ultimately unrealisable, neverthe-
less installs an interim régime of stasis. By suppressing opposition,
such a system bottles up the resentment of the indigenous people until,

in due time, the pressure explodes in a bloody revolt: the institution-

alised violence of the colonisateur is reproduced as the counter-

° * / - ) - -
violence of the 2219n1ﬁ§;6 until then, it is interiorised and causes the

disunities which plague an oppressed people:

g *» L3 \
dans le temps de leur impuissance, la folie meurtriere est
'Y ) /7
1'inconscient collectif des colonises.
3 [ 3 /
Cette furie contenue ...] ravage les opprimes
A er 7 . . >
eux-memes. Pour s'en liberer, ils viennent a se massacrer
entre eux: 1les tribus se battent les unes. contre les autres

faute de pouvoir affronter 1'ennemi véritable - [_.._.] 7

However, though the inadvertent absorption of the coloniser's aggression

is in the short term destructive, in the long term it is that which
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restores the expropriated humesnity of the colonised: 'par leur désir
permenent de nous tuer, par la contracture permanente de muscles
puissants qui ont peur de se dénouer, [les colonisés] sont hommes:

par le colon,qui les veut hommes de peine, et contre lui.' 8 Bariona
traces the evolution of a leader and his people from the toleration of
colonialist stasis - the mortifying tyranny of exis -~ to the re-
assertion of human action - the revivifying victory of praxis.

If the general situation in Bariona is one of constriction and
alienation, the particular dilemma of the people is a gituation-
limite par excellence. Iflius's demand for an increased capitation
levy confronts Bariona with two options, both of which seem to spell
death. On the one hand, payment will literally bleed the village to

death: 'nous ne pouvons pas payer cet impot. Nos bras sont trop

faibles, nos bétes crevent' (p.578). On the other hand, failure to

comply with Rome's orders would provoke violent retribution, resulting

still in the loss of their livelihood (p.575), and perhaps of their very

lives: 'Tu veux te révolter, [...] tu nous ferais tous massacrer.!(p.578)
As is often the case in Sartre's plays, the physical environment

reflects and symbolises the situation~limite of Bariona. The atmo-

sphere is stony cold (p.5¢8). The village is repeatedly described as
a dying body or rotting corpse. Nobt only is 'la natalité [,..] faible!
(p.571), but ironicelly it is principally to Bethlehem that Béthaur is
losing its young blood (pp.574-75). Bariona sees the village in its
death throes, and knows too well that colonisation is to blame: 'Depuis

. &4 .« s / . \ /
que nos colons romains ont cree les scieries mecaniques a Bethleem,



2: Bariona 29

nbtre plus jeune sang coule en hémorragie et cascade de rocher en
rocher, comme une source chaude jusqu'aux basses terres qu'il arrose.'’
(p.575) The sawmills incernate the 'lourde machine' of colonial
repression, which maintains the population at the level of starvation so
that they turn ageinst themselves. Bariona's 'beasu-frere', Simon, has
been a victim of & typical outbreak of inverted violence. Reflecting
on Simon's fate, Bariona goes on to depict Béthaur as an already
deceying corpse: 'Ce village agonise [...] Dans cent ans il ne
restera plus trace de notre hameau, ni sur cette terre, ni dans la
mémoire des hommes.! (p.575) Envisaging old men and women crawling
like maggots through the carrion of their putrefying villege, Bariona
sees their future as that of the forgotten dead.

The people themselves, who both constitute and inhabit Bariona's
situation, take scarcely more optimistic a view of their lives than he

does. The Choeur des Anciens echoes the refrain 'Notre village

agonise'!, adding the image of a bird of prey circling above it (p.576).
TNotre coeur est en cendres', they chant (p.576) - ashes to ashes amidst
the dust of their decaying dwellings (p.574), set in the pitiless,
chilling landscape so fearfully évoked by Iélius (pp.567-68) - while
their heads sre filled with 'des pensées d'impuissance' (p.577), im-
potence being a principal effect (and cause) of death itself. A

death, moreover, to which many of them are resigned, huddled in holes in
the ground not as the savages they are in the colonists' eyes (p.568),
nor even just as beasts (the status of the colonised), but 'comme des

betes malades' (p.577). Again, they echo Bariona in their only prayer:
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- 'Qu'on nous laisse crever en paix! (p.577) They have nothing to hope
for but death (p.579).

It is against this mortifying and moribund background - the bleak-
ness and gterility of the land are repeatedly stressed (pp.583, 587,
588) ~ that the oppressed will be offered the new life of Christ's
birth. Appropriately, the good news announces itself in extraordinary
physical signs, reported initially to the shepherds by le Passant whom
Sartre ironically names Pierre: 'stone', the archetypal symbol of the
en-soi, is chosen for the harbinger of life. 10 The first super-
natural manifestation is 'une odeur épaisse comme un brouillard [...]
Plut6t bonne {;.;] on aurait dit qu'elle était vivante, [...:lcomme
une compagnie de perdrix ou plutSt corme ces gros nuages de pollen
qui courent sur la terre féconde des plaines au printémps' (p.587).
This sweet and living perfume countervails the putrid stench of Béthaur;
the air is filled with the breath of fecundity. Spring, the season of
re-creation, seems to oust the infertile winter, and sounds too of new
growth challenge the eery silence of the village: ¢a craquait, c¢a
chantonnait, ¢a bruissait tout partout, {...] 3 on aurait dit que des
bourgeons poussaient a des arbres invisibles , on aurait dit que la
nature avait choisi ces plateaux déserts et glacés pour se donner & elle
seule, pendant une nuit d'hiver, la féte magnifique du printemps.'(p.588)

Though the old man is disturbed by the omens he has witnessed, the
shepherds are sceptical until the evidence of their own senses begins

to confirm his account (pp.590-91). They see the heavens stretched out

on the earth like a lover on his mistress in sexual congress: 'Il1 y a
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des nuits comme celle-la. On eroit qu'elles vont accoucher de quelque
chose' (p.591). Indeed, the union of earth and sky will bear fruit,
though paradoxically the shepherds' speculations about the auguries tend
rather toward death than life. Simon, for example, predicts 'la mort
d'un roi pour le moins! (p.591), and wishes kings could keep such news
to themselves: 'Les morts des rois, c'est des histoires pour occuper les
oisifs dans les villes. Mais nous n'avons pas besoin de ga ici.!
(p.591) How wrong he is on both counts: first, it is the birth of a
king which the strange events foretell; second, it is precisely for the
likes of Simon - the poor, the humble; the shepherds, the fishermen -
that Christ has come into the world. God chooses another of them,
Caiphe, to interpret their experience more accuretely: 'Je suis transi
jusqu'aux moelles par une vie qui n'est pas la mienne et que je ne
connais pas. Je suis perdu au fond d'une autre vie comme au fonds d'un
puits, j'étouffe, je suis noyé de parfum' (p.592). The new life is
Christ's, in which the faithful share through the rejuvenating waters of
baptism, here evoked by the image of the well and of the sea a few lines
before (compare Chalem's speech on page 621.l11 The annunciation to
the shepherds concludes with the angel charging them to spread the news
to men of good will, and especially to Bariona 'dont le coeur est plein
de fiel' (p.595).

In the scene of the first evangelists, Sartre sustains the
established 1life/death duclogue of images: Calphe describes the night
as 'féconde comme un ventre de femme' (p.596) - renewal and renaissance

are his themes. But Chalem compleins of having been dragged from his
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bed: 'Ne savez-vous pas avec quelle impatience nous attendons chaque
jour le sommeil, nous autres de Béthaur, le sommeil qui ressemble a la
mort?' (p.597) Likewise, Simon's excited 'cris de jole' meet a
churlish rebuke from le Publicain (p597). But at last the sepulchral
silence of Béthaur has been broken by the word of life.

However, the shepherds' joy is shortlived, for Bariona pours scorn
on their expectations of a heaven on earth (pp.598-99). Such an event
would require the inversion of the world order, 'l'univers d'un fou'
(p.601). Bariona's insistence that 'ce monde est une chute interminable!
(p.601) locates his philosophy firmly in the Genesis tradition. Were
it not for the intervention of Balthazér, who completely undermines his
authority (pp.604-05), this gloomy view would prevail. As it is, he is
abandoned, 'délaissé sur cette roche stérile', even by his wife, Sarah:
'Mon village est mort' (p.6C6). More than ever, then, he is convinced
that the earth is a dead planet and the men on it a sub-human species,
'ces vermines-la' (p.607). 12

In the empty village, resembling the 'théatre vide' Bariona had
eerlier called it (p.579), he and Lélius debate the probability of the
Messiah's coming before hearing le Sorcier's prediction of Christ's
life. This is uncannily accurate, from the slaughter of the Innocents
(p.611) to Christ's last words on the Cross (p.613). The crucial point
for Bariona, though, is that le Sorcier foresees no alleviation of the
colonial situationr(p.élA), but indeed rather an aggravation of it:
'Vous ne voyez donc pas qu'il s'agit de l'assassinat du peuple juif?!
(p.613) In the light of the inevitable deterioration of the Jewish

situation, Bariona resolves to slay the Christ (p.615).
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Dissuaded by the angel Marc (pp.619-20), Bariona's intention
dissolves utterly during the long soliloquy on pages 622-23, which
articulates his crisis of faith, and in which, again, the material
world seems to reflect supernatural events. For instance, Bsriona
speaks of a new silence, 'pas pareil & celui de nos montagnes', a
quietness suggestive of growth, movement and life by contrast with
the moribund muteness of Béthaur. Light too has a place in Bariona's
imagery: the profound and starless obscurity of the night, matched by
the dsrkness of Bariona's hesrt, is now punctuated by the brilliant
new dewn in this humble cattle-shed: 'Dans cette étable un matin se
léve ... Dans cette éteble il fait metin. [...] , le premier matin du

monde.' (pp.622-23) Though Bariona cannot yet believe it, it is this

very light - lumen Christi - which will illumine the whole face of the

earth. 13
I have tried to show that death is inherent in the colonialist

system which oppresses the Jews; that it is implicit in both poles

of the situastion-limite of Bariona and his people; that the death
theme is echoed in the hearts and minds bf the ﬁillagers, as well

as in the decadence of the physical environment; and, not least,

that the natural world, imagistically evoked, sustains a whispering,
background duologue of life and death. Let us now look more closely

at the characters in this situation.
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Act and Agent.

Action - if it is understood to include 'acts' - is conspicuous by its
absence from Bariona. The occurrence of events is excluded from the
stage and introduced through reports. The action consists in the
meking of choices; in the affirming or revising of projects formed under
extreme pressures; in the hero's visible struggle to reconcile conflict-
ing intellectual and emotional reactions. In this respect,and certain

others, Bariona shares in the quasi-classical purity of Les Troyennes,

and has more in common structurally with the sparest of Racine's trag-
edies (for example, Bérénice), than with ary other of Sartre's plays. L4
What manner of agent emerges from this neo-classical drama?

Lélius's message about the capitation tax is the catalyst of the

action, it creates the situetion-limite. Bariona fails to move

Lélius with his oratory and calls a meeting of the elders, apparently to
debate what action should be teken, but in fact to decree the course he
has already chosen, and at which he had ambigucusly hinted in his reply
to Lélius: 'Je souhaite que le procurateur se rappelle longtemps notre
docilité.' (p.575) The 'docility' Bariona has in mind is of a radical
and subversive kind. Lélius is right to be suspicious of his
'obéissénce subite' (p.576).

Rome's new tex is a veritable sentence of death, an ultimatum which,
as I have noted, calls uron the Jews to choose between a slow and
lingering death by exploitation (i.e. compliance), or a swift death in

the repression of a revolt (i.e. resistance). In either case, death is
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inevitable, yet the logic of violence demands that some way be found to
affirm the value of life: 'quand un peuple n'a d'autre ressource que de
choisir son genre de mort, quand il n'a regu de ses oppresseurs qu'un

seul cadeau, le déseSpoir, qu'est-ce qui lui reste 4 perdre? C'est son

15

malheur qui deviendra son courage'. Thus while the elders argue the
pros and cons of submission and rebellion, Bariona proposes a middle
way which, paradoxicelly, promises both to submit and rebel: 'nous
paierons cet impdt. (Un temps.) Mais personne, aprés noﬁs, ne paiera
plus d'implts dans ce villagel' (p.579)

Bariona prepares the ground carefully before delivering his con-
sidered but controversial judgment. He reminds his fellows of the
general misery of a fallen world, and of their particular wretchedness
as a subject people. He expounds a deeply pessimistic, even
fatalistic world-view: 'la vie est une défaite, personne n'est
victorieux et tout le monde est vaincu' (p.580). His gospel is one of
despair, and I use the English word advisedly in order not to confuse it
with the tdéseSpoir' of Oreste, from which it differs importantly.
Oreste'!s !'désespoir! is the abandonment of a false hope that there are
higher powers to relieve us of our responsibility. Bariona's despair,
on the other hand, is the defeatist renunciation of the hope that men

can ever acquire responsibility. Oreste goes beyond his 'déseSpoir',

Bariona remeins embroiled in his -~ for the time being:

La dignité de 1l'homme est dans son déseSpoir. Voici ma

/
décision: nous ne nous revolterons point - un vieux chien
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galewx qui se révolte, on le renvoie d'un coup de pied & sa
niche. Nous paierons l'impSt pour que nos femmes ne souffrent
point. Mais le village va s'ensevelir de ses propres mains.

Nous ne ferons plus d'enfants. J'ai dit. (p.580)

Bariona's decree does indeed appear desperate and life-denying.
But his reasoning is sound: if the villagers do not satisfy Lélius's
demands, retribution will be swift and terrible; if, alternatively, they
offer armed resistance, they can have no hope of success. Bariona sees
this drastic measure as the only way to end 'l'interminable agonie du
monde' (p.581). By sparing their unborn children the slavery which
awaits them, Bariona will both rob the Romans of their dominion - since
one cannot be a master without slaves - and clarify their guilt for ﬁhe
"blood of the Jews: 'que notre sang retombe sur leurs tetes! (p.581).
By this shift of responsibility ffom himself to his colonialist masters,
Barione is proposing not 'national suicide', as Quinn calls it, but
rather nationgl martyrdom. 17 He exhorts his people to abjure
procreation so as to bear witness to their suffering, and to give an
example to the whole of Judée.

Critical opinion is divided over Barionz's unique revolt by

continence. 18 Quinn esks:

what could possibly cause Bariona to decree national suicide?
To deprive the Romans of manpower is one thing, but to rob man

of any future whatsoever is the height of absurdity. Is it
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Bariona's fear of an open future - with limited possibilities to
be sure - that prompts him to negate life instead of trying to
-invent ways of affirming it as a primary value? [...] he displays
a desire that is characteristic of a number of Sartre's person-
ages; that is, flight from freedom epitomised by an attempt to

19

immerse oneself in the objectified existence of the en-soi .
Quinn here charges Bariona with asttempting existential suicide, and

Mohanty takes much the same line, though stressing the physical aspect of

the suffering Bariona envisages:

One way of eluding the power of le regard and thus the
judgment of others is to retreat into'objectivity'via an empha-
sis upon the suffering of the body.{...] Balthazar compares Bar-
iona's attitude to the petrification of a rock,[f..]'When he
declares that 'les jeux sont faits d'avance', Bariona signs his

own death certificate.

My estimation of Bariona's strategy is not so harsh as these, and closer
to Laraque's point of view. He takeé it as self-evident that 'le droit
a la vie [:est 1'un des ] thémes fondamentaux du drame', and considers
further that, given Bariona's dilemma, 'la seule solution consiste 8
éteindre la source de vie'.

I think Quinn is wrong to interpret Bariona's policy as being

entirely a negation of life. On the contrary, in order to find a
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third way between two impossible options, Bariona will spare the lives
of all his people for as long as may be, perhaps 'un quart de siecle!
(p.580). By their endurance the villagers will not only demonstrate,
albeit mutely, their own right to live, but they will also assert the
right of future generations.to a 1ife which offers more to hope for than
death. Talk of 'national suicide' is misleading, for although the
village 'va s'ensevelir de ses propres mains' (p.580), the death prior
to interment will be that of a martyr, whose purpose will be, precisely,
to affirm life as a 'primary value'.

| The first part of Mohanty's comment flies in the face of the text,
Certainly Bariona prescribes that they should 'use up their lives in the
contemplation of evil, injustice, and suffering'. But we should not
infer that he views this prospect with any relish. 1In fact, he sees
his scheme as the least painful way of putting an end to suffering:
'Nous ne voulons plus perpétuer la vie, ni prolonger les souffrances de
notre race.! (p.580) Life is a defeat and synonymous - above all for
the Jews = with wretchedness, The next generation in Béthaur is
awaited by a destiny which, whatever exact form it takes, hides the
seeds of death in its heart: 'Quel destin souhaitez-~vous pour vos
enfants futurs?' (p.581) One could argue, with Laraque, that Bariona
makes the only possible response to his own realistic analysis of the
situetion, unwittingly anticipating the first phase of the disintegrat-
ion of the colonialist System, what Sartre has called '[ié] temps de la
déflagration': ‘'que la montée des naissances accroisse la disette, que

- \ »
les nouveaux venus aient a redouter de vivre un peu plus que de mourir,
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le torrent de la violence emporte toutes les barrisres.' 22 Bariona
sees no point in creating children for whom life is not worth living,
nor in precipitating the flood of violence which would sweep his people
away.

Nevertheless, there is perhaps some justification in the charge of
'suicide'. In this first movement, Bariona stalls at the point of what
Laraque calls 'revolt! as distinet from 'revolution', a reaction
characterised by its retrospection and orientation towards death.23
Though his motives are of the highest order, he clearly regards the future
as immutable, closed and entire: this is tantamount to treating the
future as the past, or (which is the same thing) to considering life
 from the point of view of death. While the pre-ordination of the
future would objectify men by nullifying their freedom, the future can-
not be preordained so long as men live. Bariona's despair, therefore,
could be said to approximete to suicide and to 'la résignation [qui] est
indigne d'un homme' (p.580), which, paradoxically, he resists. However,
I hgve argued above that the Jews, as a colonised people, are already,
to some degree at least, existentially dead. Moreover, I observed in
ny first chapter that, in certain caseé, when “suicide" is added to an

24

accomplished "murder", existential martyrdom results. Just as Genet
opted to be the voleur after the "murder" of the little boy, so Bariona
decrees that the Jews shall be what the Romans have made of them: "dead"
men. 25 It is not a matter of 'depriving the Romans of manpower'; that
is how Lélius sees it. Bariona is out to strike a deeper and subtler

blow at the very jdentity of the Romans. He is saying in effect: !'You
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want us "dead"; but what becomes of your will once we are dead?' 26
This "mertyrdom" is neither a soft option, nor a failure to protest
practically against Roman tyrenny. Because they believe this, the
people are ready, if reluctant, to take the unnatural oeth of sexual
abstinence. 27 Only the timely entrance of Bariona's wife Sarah saves
them from & vow which, in time, they would not be willing to keep.

Sarah's announcement of her pregnancy brings home the terrible
reality of this oath: 'tu voues notre enfent & la mort! (p.582).
Bariona's strategy makes its first move from passive to active when,
stressing thet this is for the child's sake (p.582), hekproposes
abortion to his wife. This raises a peculiarly modern controversy,
springing from the equally modern conviction that men is 'maftre de 1la
vie et de la mort' (p.582). There is some truth in that claim: as

leader of the groupe assermenté he is trying to found, Bariona would

indeed have the power of 1ife and death as the sovereign executor of the
general will. <8 ~However, nothing could be more contrary to the 0l1d
Testament ethos: God alone decreed the fertility or berrenness of the
people; He alone could sanction the destruction of this or that erring
tribe; and He it was, Sarah tells us, who has given her a child (p.582).
Her protests and assurances of love for the child are met by Bariona's
insistence that they heve no right to inflict a wretched existence upon
him: 'Personne ne pourra souffrir pour lui ses souffrances; pour
souffrir, pour mourir, on est toujours seul.! (p.582) Their argument

opposing the misery of the world to its beauty is curtailed by Bariona's

impatient outburst: ‘'Tais-toi. [,..] Les jeux sont faits d'avance. La
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misére, le désespoir, la mort 1l'attendent au carrefour.’ (p.583) His
authoritarianism leaves him open to Sarah's charge of 'orgueil' and

(] / * Y . [
'mauvaise volonte'. But is he also in meauvaise foi?

Lélius's exposition of the Roman viewpoint is a disarmingly candid,
not to say profoundly cynical, lesson in the economics of exploitation.
Whether at war or in peace, Rome needs the Jewish offspring for cannon-
fodder or factory-fodder, particularly at present when the demand for
manpower is oubtstripping supply. Though Lélius congratulates himself on
his intervention, it has in fact the opposite of its desired effect,
making us wonder at his nalvety. 29 nis speech highlights the polit-
ical good sense of Bariona's plan, much to Sarah's embarrassment (p.584).
Needless to say, her attitude is not remotely political, but partly
religious, partly ethical, and predominantly instinctive (maternal). 30

It is suitable, therefore, that Bariona's final appeal to Sarah should be

couched in moral terms:

L] » [ / * \ o -
Pewx-tu prendre sur toi de dire: si ce monde éetait a refaire je
le referais juste comme il est? Laisse, ma douce Sarah, laisse.
[ \ *
L'existence est une lepre affreuse qui nous ronge tous et nos
Y4 .

parents ont ete coupables. Garde tes mains pures, Sarah, et

. . . . . \
puisses-tu dire au jour de ta mort: 2 ne laisse personne apres

moi pouf perpétuer la souffrance humaine. (p.585)

It is interesting to contrast the metaphor of 'clean hands' with the

sense it has in the later play, Les Mains gmles. Hoederer will teach
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that political action requires a readiness to dirty one's hands;
Bariona, by contrast, contends that a dubious moral blamelessness based
upon metaphysical considerations of the human condition is a proper
basis for political defience. It is ironic that Bariona should speak
of pure hands while advocating abortion. His words prefigure those of
the cowsrdly Pontius Pilate, who would likewise consign Jewry, in the
person of Christ, to a deadly fete at its own hands.

Bariona's dictate of non-procreation, and its corollary of abortion,
have raised questions in some minds as to Sertre's own attitudes on the .
subject. Stenstr®m wonders if 'Bariona's refusal to engender children,
as a protest against the world order, is not an idea which has haunted
Sartre himself', L But he is overlooking three things. First, the
plan for national sterility is abandoned once shown to be a self-
defeating form of protest. Second, Balthazer, who converts Bariona,
was played by Sartre himself and is much more likely to be his mouth-
piece. Indeed, this probability is virtually confirmed by Sartre's
remark that he was expressing 'des idées existentialistes en refusant &
Bariona le droit de se suicider et en le décidant a combattre’ 32
Third, a rare mention of abortion in Sartre's work - in the Critique -
implies, by its tone and context, a strong condemnation of the practice. 33
Mohanty has made much the same mistake as Stenstrtm for much the
same reason. 4 The fact is that Bariona very much wants a child (pp.
572, 582) and is decidedly reluctant to abort him. This is a personal

sacrifice on his pert, and the very difficulty of it makes him a quasi-~

heroic figure. Mohanty is mistaken too to speak of Sartre's 'rejection
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of the physical aspect of existence' and of his 'disapproval of the

35

propagation of new matter'. It is clear from the very speech she

cites that Bariona is repulsed rather by the Fecreation of conscious-

ness, which, as he puts it, endorses the world by printing a new

edition of it: !'Tu vas recréer le monde, il va se former comme une
crolte épaisse et noire autour d'une petite conscience scandalisee’ (p.
584) .

Only a sign from God himself - which Bariona seeks (pp.585-86) -
can move the people from their course of self-imposed sterility: the
birth of Christ.

The Nativity is announced by God's angel - 'comme Lazare le res-
suscité permi les vivants' (p.586), 'pale comme la mort' (p.593)- to the
initially incredulous shepherds on a night of 'prophesying with accents

36 They transmit the news to the villagers, only to be

terrible’'.
greeted by complaints and, from Bariona, by a profound scepticism bord-
ering on contempt. His long and important speech of haughty defiance -
'je veux me dresser contre le ciel; je mourrai seul et irréconcilié! (p.
599) - adumbrates a number of central themes in the theatre as a whole,

prefiguring in particuler the humanitarien politics of Hoederer, the

blasphemous arrogance of Goetz, and the philosophic enlightenment of

37

Oreste. However, Bariona's eloquent harangue does not disillusion

those who glimpse at last an end to their bondage. He therefore con-
structs a rational refutation of the shepherds' claim, and holds their
credulity up to ridicule, carrying the crowd with him.

When for the third time Bariona's pessimism seems to have prevailed,
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the Magi enter and tip the scales in favour of the shepherds. Their air
of confidence and natural authority begins to win the people over so

that they turn and denounce Bariona as '[le] mauvais berger' (p.603). 38
His obdurate insistence that 'la dignité de 1'homme est dans son dés-
espoir' (p.603) evokes from Balthazar & lengthy and reasoned reproach
which amounts to a description of Bariona's present existential death.
He is wilfully insensible and has the immobility of a statue,l'l'une de
ces idoles tragiques et sanglantes qu'adorent les peuples p&iens'

(p.603). Unlike the fulfilled being of the angel on the one hand, and the
dense, unconscious matter of the stone on the other, man, Balthazar
teaches, has been so fashioned that hope is an integral part of his
make-up, his very nature indeed. He elaborates his lesson in ontology

in terms which presage the famous theorem of L'ﬁtre et le néant, namely

that man is what he is not and is not what he is (EN, p.33):

Mais lorsque Dieu a fa?onné la nature de 1l'homme, il a fondé
ensemble 1'espoir et le souci. Car 1'homme, vois-tu, est
toujours beaucoup plus que ce qu'il est. Tu vois cet homme-ci,
tout alourdi par sa chair, enraciné sur la place par ses deux
grands pieds et tu dis, étendant la main pour le toucher: il
est 12. Et cela n'est pas vrai: ou que soit un homme,

Bariona, il est toujours ailleurs. (p.604)

Bariona's refusal to hope for change reduces him and his people to mere

beasts, which is precisely their status in the eyes of the colonising
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39

Romans. Worse than that, in his despair he exchanges his humanity,

the fluidity of the 'pour-soi! for the petrification of the 'en-soi':
'tu ne seras qu'une pierre dure et noire sur la route' (p.605).

Bariona remains deaf to the wise king's teaching, and to his warnings

of ostracism (p.605) (which prefigure the lot of Oreste). Not so the
villagers, however, who - to judge by Simon's apologia pro vita (p.589)-
are much more favourably predisposed to the king's message of hope and

life than their leader: contrast Simon's simple non-seguitur, 'Eh bien,

si je n'étais pas né, moi, je le regretterais' (p.589), with Bariona's
embittered reproach to God: !'Je veux vivre longtemps sur cette roche
stérile, moi qui n'ai jamais demendé 8 naltre et je veux etre ton
remords' (p.606). 40

His authority undermined, Bariona's isolation begins as his people
abandon him, including Sarah who naturally sees in the holy birth 'la
permission de mettre mon enfant au monde' (p.606). Clesrly, if Christ
has chosen this moment to come to his people, it cannot be God's will
that they should erase themselves from the earth. On the contrary,
Christ's coming saves Sarah's child as the symbol of all future
generations. With that joyful conviction, Sarah leaves her husband to
utter his futile threats to God in an access of hubris which only the
early Goetz will equal.

In the pivotal scene of le Sorcier's predictions, Sartre is at his
dramatic best. The witty and rapid dialogue, larded with potent
symbols and significant allusions builds to a climax in which the

superbly angry Bariona impetuously takes his scond major decision, even
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more controversial than his first: he decides to kill the Christ.
This extension of his existing stance invites close scrutiny of his

motives, of which Laraque has to dste offered the most satisfactory

account :

Sa révolte exacerbée par la haine et la solitude le conduisent
inévitablement 3 1'extreme point de la négation: 1'acte
négateur. Puisque le Christ préchera la résignation et
1'acceptation de la mort au lieu de la révolte et de 1'insou-
mission, puisque sa naissance signifiera trente-trois ans sinon
de collaboration du moins d'acceptation, il faut avancer
l'événement, tuer le Christ a sa naissance.[;.J Cette
naissance n'est pas simplement en contradiction avec sa
politique de l'enfantement-zéro, elle en signifie 1l'anéantisse-

41

ment. Une seule solution s'impose: 1la mort du Christ.

I can add little to the above. But this scene is crucial to the con-
flict of 1ife and death in the play, and so merits our attention.
Christ's very arrival, says le Sorcier, will occasion 'beaucoup de
mortalité infantile parmi les Juifs' (p.611), i.e. the massacre of the
Innocents. And in his ministry Christ will not preach revolt. For
Bariona this is the conduct of a collaborationist, and cannot be com-
pensated by the revival of the dead (Lazarus), or the enunciation of
paradoxes such as: 'MCelui qui veut gagner sa vie la perdra"' (p.612).

(The familiar Sartrean theme of 'qui perd gagne! makes its first
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appearance in his theatre in the form of this famous Christian enigma.)
Unable ~ or unwilling - to understand that Christ's death will vouchsafe
not only his new life, but the life of the Resurrection for all men,
Bariona becomes increasingly scornful as he listens to the prediction of
Christ's life of poverty and suffering, culminating in the humiliation
of the Cross. But his scorn turns to anger when he hears that it is
Christ's 'mort ignominieuse' rather than his 'vie ratée! (p.613) which
will inspire his followers to spread the word. He pours forth a stream
of indignant exclamations in which the word 'mort!' recurs like a refrain
(p.613). He sees the life's work of this alleged Messiah as nothing
less than '1'assassinat du peuple juif' (p.613). It is ironic that
whereas he had decreed the slow extinction of his people, Bariona should
now be scandalised by the prospect of their virtual genocide. The
reason is that his strategy of radical passivity would be compromised by
the supervention of an actively subversive element - 'la foule adoptera
sa doctrine' (p.614) - whose effect would be not only Sion's death, but
its ignominy also: 'O Jérusalem humiliée!! (p.614). Far from
delivering the Jews out of bondage, thé boy Méssiah will, it seems,
endorse their slavery: 'nous attendions un soldat et on nous envoie un
agneau.mystique qui nous pféche la résignation et qui nous dit:

"Faites comme moi, mourez sur votre croix, [..1w (pp.614~15)
Resignation is not the same as passive revolt: ultimately it would make
of Bariona's people suicides, not martyrs - 'une nation de crucifiés
consentants' (p.615). Bariona's mistake, of course, is to regard

Jesus's life in an exclusively political perspective, which is too
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narrow to encompass the Christian ethos. Nevertheless, within those
limits his decision to kill the alleged Messiah is, as Laraque has
explained, quite logical. The real irony is that he is obliged to

act in order to preserve passivity. When he announces his intention
to 'tordre le cou fréle d'un enfant, ft-il le Roi des Juifs!' (p.615),
he tekes a significant step away from the realm of exis towards that of
praxis. The political logic of Bariona's project is outweighed by the
philosophic illogicelity of assimilating action to passivity. His
decision to kill Rome's accomplice marks Bariona's coming to existential
life.

Arriving in Bethléem with Lélius, Bariona justifies the deed he is
determined to perform by the argument that he is merely precipitating an
inevitable event, as if Christ's life were not an essential prologue to
his death. Like Pilate, Lélius washes his hands of the affair. It is
important that Bariona believes this infanticide is a necessary adjunct
to his chosen method of resistance, but his speech on page 618 suggests
that he is still a slave to pride, the self-styled 'master of life and
death!'. Hence the importance of his encounter with the angel Marc, who
enjoins him to 'pense[r] au regard de Joseph! (p.620). It is the im-
pact of that look - a look of tenderness, above all of hope - on the
hitherto dormant paternal instinct of Bariona that causes him finally to
renounce his project (p.620). His feelings for Joseph are not sympathy
but empathy. He sees Jesus both in Joseph's eyes and through Joseph's

eyes. Bariona is that formerly childless father, and Jesus is, in ef-

fect, his son.
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Bariona's soliloquy on pages 622-23 evinces a mixture of conflicting
emotions. On the one hand, he regrets his rediscovered tenderness and
rebukes his inconstancy and the 'softening up' of his pride. On the
other hand, he envies his fellows' faith and is pained by his exclusion
from their joy. As before, Balthazar introduces some order into this
mental confusion. His speech on pages 624-26 is simultaneously an
exegesis of Christ's ambiguous message of suffering and redemption (i.e.
death in life and life in death), and a lesson in modernised Cartesian
dualism.

Mind and body, transcendence and immanence are distinct, says
Balthazar. The static and self-indulgent contemplation of one's own
suffering is futile and death-like (being an extreme céncession to
matter). Christ's way with suffering is neither to dwell on it, nor to
rride oneself on it, nor to fesign oneself to it., His good news is
that man is not his suffering because he transcends it by virtue of his
responsibility for it (p.625). Using a metaphor common to Christianity
and Sartrean existentialism, Balthazar contrasts Bariona's 'pesanteur!
with the levity which, as a man in God's image, his freedom guarantees
him: 'Ah si tu savais combien 1'homme est léger. Et si tu acceptes ta
part de douleur comme ton pain quotidien, alors tu es par-delé.' He
who, in full consciousness, shoulders his burden - generally, his cross;
specifically, his suffering under oppression - will find it is allevi-
ated: in Christian terms, by Christ; in existential terms, by the cog-
nizance of his freedom, the knowledge that man is a perpetual recreztion

of himself: 'tu es & toi-méme un don perpétuellement gratuit' (p.625).
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The corollary of this truth is thst ezch new freedom constitutes both a
challenge to and a pact with God, an assertion of the human right to
suffer, and a triumph over suffering: 'Le Christ est né pour tous les
enfants du monde, Bariona, et chaque fois qu'un enfant va naftre, le
Christ paitra en lui et par lui' (p.626). It follows therefore that
the Jews in general must not 's'abstenir de faire des enfants', and that
Bariona in particular must 'laisser [son] enfant naftre' (p.626).

It is not at once evident that Bariona is persuaded by Balthazar to
repeal his original decree. That critical change of hesrt is brought
about by an unforeseen development, namely the publication of Herod's
intention to slaughter the Innocents. This new horror causes a desert-
ion of the ineffectual Messiah, and a general return to the Barionan
stance - on the part of all except Bariona. Addressed as Christ
addresses his Father, Bariona replies as Christ to his disciples (p.629),
giving orders to assure the escape of the Holy Family, and exhorting his
men to armed uprising, the risk - or certeinty - of death notwithstand-
ing: 'Préférez-vous mourir de misére et de vieillesse?' (p.630) These
speeches mark Beriona's complete transition from passivity to action,
his accession to new "life": 'Vive Barional' (p.631).

In the final scenes, the play's themes of life and death modulate,
conflict, and combine in a crescendo of ambiguity and equivocation which
resumes the inscrutable Christian message, and spells out the conditions

in which the colonised man has to seek his freedom:

cet homme neuf [i-e. tle combattént' :]commence sa vie
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d'homme par la fin; il se tient pour un mort en puissance. Il
sera tué: ce n'est pas seulement qu'il en accepte le risque,
c'est qu'il en a la certitude; ce mort en puissance a perdu sa
femme, ses fils; il a vu tant d'agonies qu'il veut vaincre
plut8t que survivre; d'autres profiteront de la victoire, pes
lui: il est trop las. Mais cette fatigue du coeur est &
1l'origine d'un incroyable courage. Nous trouvons notre human-
ité en degé de la mort et du dééespoir, il la trouve au-deld des

supplices et de la mort. 42

Nowhere more effectively than in the following exchange has Sartre
formulated and juxtaposed the enigma of Christianity - 'whoever would
save his 1life shall lose it' - and the comparable paradox of political

resistance - 'only a cause worth living for is worth dying for' - :

SARAH: Est-ce que tu veux vraiment mourir ...? Le Christ ex-
ige au contraire que l'on vive ...

BARIONA: Je ne veux pas mourir. Je n'ai aucune envie de
mourir., J'aimerais vivre et jouir de ce monde qui m'est dé-
couvert et t'aider & élever notre enfant. Mais je veux
empécher qu'on ne tue notre Messie et je crois bien que je n'ai
pas le choix: je ne puis le défendre qu'en donnant ma vie.

(p.631)

Barionats conversion, which Stenstrdm finds unconvincing, has been
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rationalised by Laraque as consistent with his automatic opposition to
the Romans: ! [Barionaj]a choisi de défendre le Christ seulement lorsqu'il

43 While

a su que les Romains avaient décrété la mort de celui-ci,’
there is no doubt some truth here, I believe there is a broader, more
spiritual aspect to Bariona's existential re-birth, and that in fact it
is & kind of religious experience. Listen to the tone of fanaticism in
this exhortation: !Je veux que vous mouriez dans la joie. Le Christ
est né, 8 mes hommes, et vous allez accomplir votre destin. Vous allez
mourir en guerriers comme vous le réviez '« . votre jeunesse et vous
allez mourir pour Dieu.' (p.632). 44 Religious conviction authorises
the first political blows of counter-violence. 45 Whether Bariona's
conversion actually is religious is hard to say, and in a sense im-
material. His final soliloquy sugzests he has found faith in man
befcre God} 'Je serai libre, libre. Libre contre Dieu et pour Dieu,
contre moi-méme et pour moi-méme ...' (p.627) What, in any event, is
clear from his closing speech is that 'espoir itself becomes the locus
around which men are called upon to die, not in some senseless suicidal
gesture, but in a courageous assertion of the primacy of life and

46

freedom!'.

I have devoted considerable space to a play which has had only a tardy
and limited publication, has never been publicly performed, and has
attracted very little critical attention. I hope to have shown,

however, that it is a tense drama which richly rewards attention,
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Bariona

especially from the point of view of my chosen theme. Bariona is a
minor mesterpiece and an essential introduction to the conflict of

1life and death as a theme in Sartre's theatre.

53
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Chapter 3.

Les Mouches

Mais il est & remerguer que la collectivité opprimée aspire & cet
état de pur équilibre indifférencié comme 1'individu entrainé dans
un mouvement déchirent et trop brusque aspire & la mort comme pur

8tre indifférencié et total équilibre. |...]  Aussi 1'individu
satisfait ou en partie satisfait de son mouvement, c'est-s-dire qui -
décide lui-méme de la nature et du coBfficient d'adversité des ob-

sfacles, juge cet idéal comme pur idéal mortel: il propose la vie,

c'est-a-dire 1'acte de surmonter perpétuellement.

Cehiers pour une morale, p.l108.
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Whereas in Bariona the action consists of a series of unrealised

resolutions, the action of Les Mouches is a single momentous event

preceded by a crucial decision. There have been various interpret-
ations of that decision and consequent act, and I shall offer my own

once 1 have sketched the situation, which is redolent with the odour

of death.

Myth and Situation.

The Atrides are a mythical Greek dynasty whose congenital disease is
internecine violence. Atrée himself 'égorgea lachement ses neveux'. L
Agamemnon sacrificed Clytemnestre's daughter, Iphigénie, and in turn
died at the hands of his wife's lover, égisthe. The Argos to which
Oreste comes is one where 'l'assassin regne! (p.18); a city 'oppressed,
dominated by flies, envoys of the dead!; 2 a pseudo-theocratic dictaﬁ-
orship in which 'the religion of the state is a religion of mortifie-
ation and repentance'. 3 égisthe‘s régime is 'not rooted in a future

4

living order, but in a past petrified in death'. The Argives connive
almost wholly at their own exploitation because they are accomplices of
Agamemnon's murder: 'Les gens d'ici non rien dit parce qu'ils s'ennuy-
aient et qu'ils voulaient voir une mort violente.' (p.18) They are
'tous coupables de régicide', > and in order less to expunge their

guilt than to wallow in it, the people go permanently in mourning - 'le

costume d'Argos' (p.l9) - make regular libations to Jupiter, the god of
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death; and annually celebrate the macabre 'Féte des Morts'. At this
ritual, awaited with dread (p.49), the living invoke their predecessors
with self-deprecating incantations whose refrain is: !'Pardonnez-nous de
vivre alors que vous étes morts' (pp.54, 55). The living have over the
dead the advantage that they can still assign meanings to what they do.
However, sheme incapacitates that vital function. 6 The Argives live
by the very opposite of Christ'!'s injunetion to 'let the dead bury their
dead': they are constantly exhuming and re-burying their dead in their
effort to inter themselves. 1In self-mortification, the nearer they
come to fixity, the more they resemble their forebears, and the less
they offend them and Jupiter (p.30). 'Je suis une charogne immonde'
(p.50), cries one penitent: the Argives are the carrion on which the
flies grow fat. And once a year they become 'les grasses proies
vivantes' (p.53) of the spirits of the deéd themselves.

As in Bariona, the socio-political situation is reflected in the
physical world. Argos impresses 2ll the senses with its ghostly
atmosphere: the steamy heat of the sun beats down on the 'rues
désertes' and 'cours bien closes' (p.l4), drawing off 'une odeur de
boucherie' (p.21); the sepulchral silence of this 'charogne de ville!
(p.22) is punctuated only by the 'eris insupportables' of the repentant
reople beating their breasts behind the 'murs barbouillés de sang' of
their miserable dwellings (p.21). Contrasted with this oppressive
setting are the tantalising images of Corinth with its 'places ombragées
[...:loﬁ l'on se proméne le soir' (p.34), where the sounds are of music,

singing, and laughter.
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Dominating Argos physicelly and morally is the statue of Jupiter,

the god of death: 'Yeux blancs, face barbouillée de sang' (p.13) is

how Sartre sees him, juxtaposing red and white as ambivalent but
complementary symbols of life and death. 7 This 'face d'assassin'

is a constant reminder of the slain Agaememnon; and the immobility and
coldness of the statue locate it in the mineral realm of petrification
and death.

The situation-limite is not so readily discernible in Les Mouches

as in Bariona. 1Indeed, at no point are any of the characters con-
fronted with an uncompromising choice between 1life and death. Oreste
and Electre can alweys just go away; eand the Argives are under no press-
ure to risk their lives in revolt. On the contrary, all pressure is
for the maintenance of the status quo. On the other hand, one could
say that since the status quo is existential death, the Argives are

already in the situation-limite par excellence. Nevertheless, in the

literal sense of the term, only £lectre risks her life by her defiance
at the 'Féte des Morts' - Oreste warns her: 'Ils vont te tuer.' (p.63)
How Electre copes with her situstion, and how ultimately she saves her

physical life only to lose her existential life, we shall soon see.

Act and Agent.

Of the characters in Les Mouches, only Oreste and Electre are, to any

degree, existentially alive. The remainder are either existentially
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dead, or unreal.

Le Pédagogue is the advocate of a futile and self-deluding liberal
humanism, 'la liberté d'esprit! (pe24), an intellectual, solipsistic
ethos akin to the Gidean lust for knowledge and experience - 'libre
pour tous les engagements et sachant qu'il ne faut jamais s'engager!'
(pe.26). 8 His dualistiec precepts, disdeining the real world and
aspiring to the refinement of being as pure intelligence, result not
in superior man but in a totally negative moral destitution: non-
existent man - hence the lightweightness and vacuity of which Oreste
complains (comparable to Mathieu's futile freedom at the end of L'Age

e raison). Though he is right to insist that 'il n'y a que des

hommes! (p.24), his conception of them as purely cerebral beings has
done Oreste a grave disservice.

It matters little whether we regard Jupiter chiefly as the
embodiment of a certain religious superstition, a figment of the
Argives' imagination; as the chimerical representative of all illusory
godheads; or as the allegorical figure for Nazi power in occupation of
France/Argos: to some degree, he is all these things. What is
important, from our point of view, is that he is the god of death: as
such, he is both unreal (a mere image), and immortal (as long as men
believe in him) (p.85); and that,‘in person or in effigy, he and his
mortifying influence are ubiquitous. Hence he poses a powerful, if
latent, threat of '"death".

Though human, Egisthe and Clytemnestre share the divine Jupiter's

being-as-image: 'Bgisthe, ma créature et mon frére mortel' (p.86).
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Their act is fifteen years past. In that time they have devoted
themselves to being the sum of that act: they are the assassins of
Agamemnon. This is the identity they have acquired, nurtured,
projected, and which annually they ritually refurbish. They have
distilled their own essence, are neither more nor less than what others
take them to be, like Genet's Querelle, 'des suicidés moraux': 'Un mort
c'est un €tre qui n'existe plus jemais pour soi-méme mais seulement en
soi, c'est-d-dire par l'opinion que les autres ont de lui. On tue pour
pouvoir parler de soi & la troisidme personne: [...] 7 Their phys-
ical appearance betrays their existential death: ﬁgisthe is 'gras et
péle' (pp.62-63) and still has 'du seng séché sous les ongles! (p.36);
Clytemnestre, 'la plus coupable' (p.38), has ‘[desj yeux morts' set in
her 'visege mort' (pp.36, 62).

The significant difference between Egisthe and Clytemnestre is that
he is ready to avow his bad faith whereas she is anxious to sustain her
public image even in private. Egisthe admits, 'je joue la comédie
[...] tous mes actes et tous mes paroles visent a composer mon image'
(pp.84—85).. His lucidity makes him perceive that he is, in his own
words, 'plus mort qu'Agamemnon' (p.79), and is responsible for his
lassitude, the loss of will to prolong this living death (pp.80-81).

Their different attitudes to their equally necrotic existences
explain the contrast between ﬁgisthe's and Clytemnestre's responses to
death. The latter 'demandait grace' (p.109), defending herself
frantically so that Oreste killed her 'trés malproprement, [...] en s'y

reprenant & plusieurs fois' (p.102). Clytemnestre had no wish to die.
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Her bond of hate with Electre (p.40) tended towards the eventual death
of one at the other's hands. 1In the interim, it sustained them both.
Moreover, Clytemnestire had not yet begun to tire of her thing-like
existence: she took comfort in her identity and pleasure in the
degradation of her daughter. By contrast, égisthe welcomed his
assassin 'comme un veau' (p.81), and died submissively. égisthe's
death relieves his 'weeriness' and consecrates him eternally as the
'real tyrant' he sought to be. 10 But above all it satisfies his lust

for order:

C'est pour 1l'ordre que j'ai séduit Clytemnestre, pour 1'ordre
que j'ai tué mon roi; je voulais que 1l'ordre régne et qu'il

by » o / 7 .
regne par moi. J'ai vecu sens désir, sans amour, sans espoir:

jtai fait de 1'ordre. O terrible et divine passion! (p.86)

To establish the reign of inertis, ﬁgisthe murdered Agamemnon: 1in the
name of Order. And if he yields unresisting to Oreste, 'C'est dans
1'ordre, qu'y puis-je?' (p.81). Conversely, if he chcoses to fight
Oreste, it will be because 'cet ordre que nous servons tous dewx' is
threatened. Simone de Beauvoir has remerked that 'ce sont les
fascistes qui attachent plus d'importance & la fagon de mourir qu'aux
actes'. 1 égisthe's application of his mania for order is nothing if
not fascist, that is to say, the attempt at a practical translation of
an impossible aesthetic vision of human perfectibility. If we regard

the following as a description of ﬁgisthe's ethics and kingdom, we
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should better understand the manner of his death:

I1 y a2 une morale de la Beauté; elle exige de nous une sorte de
stolcisme démiurgique: optimisme sans espoir, acceptation du
Mael comme condition de 1'unité totale, affirmation de la réalité
humaine, créatrice par-dela ses échecs, d'un univers qui
1'écrase, assomption par la liberté des souffrances, des fautes
et de la mort; il nous faut vouloir 1'é&tre comme si nous
l'avions fait., [...] Je 1'ai dit, il y a un optimisme stoique
et salaud de la beauté: elle nous demsnde d'accepter les
douleurs et la mort pour l'amour de 1l'ordre, de 1'harmonie,

de 1'unité. 2

Egisthe accepts his violent death under the same imperative - of which
he is the author - as the Argives accept their living death of remorse.
His last words suggest that he dies consoled by the belief - at once
right and wrong ~ that the totalitarian régime he has founded will
survive unchanged: 'Tout n'est pas fini.' (p.88) ELgisthe's death is
satisfying dramatically, aesthetically and morally. In death, Egisthe
achieves an ethical integrity which renders him more sympathetic than
Clytemnestre. As with the Thene of Cawdor, 'mothing in his 1life
became him like the leaving it'. 13
The sole glimmer of vitality in the obscure necropolis of Argos is

to be found in Electre. When she first appears to make her disrespect-

ful offerings to Jupiter, she rubs her body in a semi-obscene gesture
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against the cold white wood of the statue, with the taunt: 'Sens mon
odeur de chair fraiche. Je suis jeune, moi, je suis vivante, ¢a doit
te faire horreur.! (p.30) Her youth and vivacity radiate from her

face, as Oreste remarks, and she does not resemble the Argives (p.31).

Nor does she identify with their sole raison d'étre, remorse: 'Ce sont

leurs morts, non les miens.' (p.42) At the solemn 'Féte des Morts!
she scandalises the assembly by her gaiety: !'je danse pour la joie,
je danse pour la paix des hommes, je danse pour le bonheur et pour la
vie.! (p.59) Electre's liveliness implies a propensity to action, and
she alone seems to set Fajre above ﬁggg_in the scale of values. She
alone has visions of overthrowing the usurpers and liberating Argos.
How then does she come at the end of the play to give to Jupiter this
"suicidal" undertaking: 'Je consacrerai ma vie entiére & l'expiation.'
(p.116) 2 What curious process of "mortification" does Electre
undergo in the course of the pley? The answer lies in her relations
with Oreste, and in the reality of his act as compared with her visions:
'La démarche d'Electre est trés exactement opposé a celle de son frére:
elle passe de la fermeté au refus alors qu'il va du non-engagement &
1'acceptation; leurs trajectoires se croisent au point d'intersection
marqué par lé meurtre.' L

Oreste returns to his 'ville nstale' (p.67), the town where he was
born and will be "re-born". He is a mere tourist, a visiting exile
(pp.14,16,27) going under the ironicel alias of Philebe, 'lover of
youth! (p.22). His steps are dogged by the god of death using the

15

equally ironical pseudonym Démétrios (p.16). The victim of his
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preceptor's humanist upbringing, Philebe is no more existent than le

Pédagogue: 'J'existe a peine [...J j'ignore les denses passions des

vivants.' (p.67) Unlike his teacher, however, he is impatient with his
abstractness: 'je vis en 1'eir.! (p.26) Owning nothing (p.25) and
having no reason to act (pp.24,27), Oreste feels devoid of being: 'kt
quelle superbe absence que mon fme,! (p.27) He will attempt to accede
to Eggg via Faire and Avoir.

Originelly Oreste is not "dead" as the Argives and their tyrants
are, though he is believed dead (p.21) and therefore is, for all
practical purposes - which is why an elias is apt. The 'absence! of
which Phileébe complains does not characterise the dead, but is rather

the stamp of utter non-being, of l'existence en sursis. 16 Philébe

complains of lightweightness and vécuity because he is as near to pure
consciousness, i.e. nothingness, as it is possible to be. Signific-
antly, it is only since he learned recently of his birth (p.28) that
Oreste has had this heightened awareness of his ontological status: he

is "unborn'. I would endorse Royle's view that 'if Les Mouches does

have an ontological as well as a morsl meaning, what we must understand
is that we are witnessing, on this level, nothing less than the birth

of Oreste!. 17

There‘is ample evidence in the text for this con-
struction of the play. I propose to affirm it, and to re-interpret
in the light of it what is perhaps the most controversial act in all
Sartre's theatre: Oreste's matricide.

The frustrsted youth who repudiates his teacher's conception of a

rarefied intellectual liberty is very much disposed to act. Aware of
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his non-entity, and as it were intuitively knowing that 'la réalité
humaine n'est pas d'sbord pour agir. Mais étre pour elle, c'est agir

et cesser d'agir, c'est cesser d'étre’, 18

Oreste is anxious to commit
that act which will 'combler le vide de mon coeur' (p.29): by taking
possession of the memories, hopes and fears of the Argives, who,
rightfully, should be both his fellow-citizens and his subjects, he
hopes to acquire being.’ That he imagines so momentous an act might be
'un crime' is neither accidental nor the mere detail of rhetoric. As
many critics have noted, there is a tendency among Sartre's characters
to prefer violent action, since that alone - especially in the extreme
of murder - ensures that a definitive»change will be wrought in the

19

world. Criminal action is additionally attractive because of the
opprobrium that goes with it: the grester is the disapproval of an act,
the greeter is the attention fixed upon the agent, thereby conferring
Being the more emphatically upon him. 20 It is not surprising,
therefore, that Oreste should consider his mother's murder - 'dussé-je
tuer ma propre mére' (p.29) - for it is the idezlly justified crime
(revenge and retribution), and the act most likely to effect his
belated advent in the world. Though he may be criminal in the eyes of
others, Creste need have no qualms.

Clytemnestre is Oreste's natural (in every sense of the word) enemy.
Not only did she conspire to kill his father, she has also ruined the
life of his sister, whom he finds attractive and admirable. More

importantly, she is to blame for his own exile (or death, as she

believes), which is the one crime for which she seems to feel some
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remorse (p.39). Compounding these accomplished wrongs is
Clytemnestre's hostility towards the young stranger (pp.41,42)- In
short, she is responsible for COreste's lack of being - the fact that he
is only Philébe - and seems to went to perpetuate his non-existence.
Mothers should give life: Clytemnestre betrayed Oreste's in order to
safeguard her own living death. Mythically, the logic of destiny
compels Oreste to kill his mother - 'il a le crime et le malheur dans le.
sang' (p.64). Existentially, the logic of being compels him, for she
is the sole obstacle between him and his existence. It stands to
reason that Oreste should kill Clytemnestre. 21 The process by which
his predisposition is trznslated into fact depends on Oreste's
relationship with the single life force he finds in the morgue of Argos,
namely Electre.

| Oreste is first of all struck by Electre's show of contempt for the
statue of the tyrannical god of death (pp.29-31). Having rid himself
of the moderate, rational and detached supervision of Le Pédagogue,
Oreste at once falls under the vital influence of Electre: she pours
her vituperation in his ear and he utters just the briefest occasional
interjection (pp.31-33). His reserve is marked too in his reply to
the supposedly hypothetical question from Electre as to how 'un gars de
Corinthe' would react faced with the situation as it is in Argos (p.35).
Since he is the 'gars de Corinthe' Oreste's hesitant 'Je ne sais pas'
is understandable: he has not yet made up his mind to act, though in
theory it seems evidently right to do so. Electre is unwittingly

applying tremendous moral pressure, and though he remains non-committal,
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Oreste has already progressed from his earlier stance, 'Ce sont des
songes. Partons.! (p.29) Thus his first encounter with Electre begins
to turn him in the direction of his act.

The penultimate scene of Act I, shot through with the dramatic irony
of cross-purposes and mistaken identity, merks another vital stage for
Oreste. Clytemnestre's indiscreet questions about Phildbe's parentage
precede a violent skirmish with Electre culminating in Electre's plea
that he stey and Clytemnestre's that he leave. Oreste's 'Je ne pars
plus' (p.43) is the capital decision prerequisite to his act. There-
after a kind of fatality, both mythological and existential, makes the
assassinations inevitable. Again we note the impact of Electre's
influence on Creste's early’development. We shall see that, like Lady
Macbeth, she exhausts her own courage in supplying the impetus for the
agent. From hence her strength will steedily diminish as Oreste's grows.

At the grim 'Féte des Morts', the priest conjures the dead (p.52),
Egisthe lectures the Argives on the ruthlessness of their deceased (p.54),
and the innocent children of the living dead apologise for their lives:
'Nous n'avons pas fait éxprés de naitre, [...;],‘nous vivons & peine!’
(p.55). ﬁgisthe focuses the general attention upon himself with the
boast: 'le plus grand des‘morts va paraftre, celui que j'ai tué de mes

mains, Agamemnon', to which Oreste reacts violently, 'tirant son épde!

(p.55). This is the first sign of an impulse on his part to avenge his
father, the first spontaneous revelation that he is Oreste and not
Phildbe. Jupiter hears and understands his outburst, and were it not

for the fact that he restrains Oreste, we might see there and then a
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hot-blooded and more readily understandable killing than later takes
place. So Jupiter snuffs by force the first spsrks of autonomous
"1life" shown by Oreste.

For several minutes Electre dominates the stage by her long,
heretical speeches, her scandalous gestures, and her very presence,
clothed as she is in sacrilegious white. Her daring apostrophe to
Iphigénie and Agamemnon (p.59) impresses the crowd, and Oreste among
them: 'Chere Electrei' (p.60). Again Jupiter intervenes to quench the
spark of rebellion as soon as it threatens to fire Oreste, who must be
prevented from fulfilling his potential for existential life. The
little party trick that Jupiter then performs has the desired effect
upon the crowd who at once turn against Electre. Were it not for
Egisthe‘s re-establishing order, they would execute rough justice on
Electre, who is surprisingly phlegmetic about her failure, almost as if
she had not expected or even hoped for success... ﬁgisthe's ultimatum,
'banishment or death', evidently encourages Oreste's growing sympathy

for Electre,-so thet, for the first time, he admits his true identity teo

his self-appointed mentor (p.6l). Jupiter is only too well aware that
Phil®be is gradually tzking on the identity to which he has just laid
claim, and that he, Jupiter, is unable to halt that progress for gocd.
Perhaps thet is why he 'shrugs his shoulders' (p.61) as he exits.

That gradual chenging of identity is completed in the next long and
crucial scene between Llectre and Oreste. It is tracesble notably
through Electre's alternating use of Oreste's two names: she begins by

calling him Philébe (p.62) and ends by acknowledging that he is her
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frére afné' (p.73). Let us see how Philébe becomes Oreste.
Philebe has to understand two things: first, hatred of Egisthe and

Clytemnestre is Electre's raison d'étre; second, only violence can cure

the sickness of the Argives, 'car on ne peut vaincre le mal que par un
autre mal! (p.63). These facts seem to rule out the intervention of
the gentle Phildbe. Actually, they must arouse the still dormant
Oreste, an Atride with violence in his blood. He wonders therefore why
Electre refuses his help (p.53). The reason is that Philébe does not
at all resemble the brother she has in mind (p.64). His tentative
suggestion that Oreste may not match her preconception of him is met
with contempt, and the ironic prophecy that he would commit the crime in
spite of himself.  Intending to persuade Electre otherwise, Oreste at
last names himself and so shatters the most valuable of her illusions:
'Tu mens! ... Oreste ... Ahl jlaurais préféré que tu restes Philébe
et que mon frdre £t mort.' (p.65) What clearer indication could there
be that Electre prefers fantasy to reality? ‘'Je me sentais moins seule
quand je ne te connaissais pas encore: jtattendais 1l'autre. Je ne
pensais qu'3 sa force et jemais & ma fsiblesse.! (p.65) Deprived of
her dreams, Electre is alone; 'l'autre! does not and never did exist;
ner 'faiblesse! is a refusal to face reality. Her life force is ebbing
from her. Or is it that the signs of "life" we noted above were just
the histrionics of her playing the 'self-assigned role of tragic heroine
with theatrical passion'? 22 Certainly her excuse takes a particularly

23

cowardly form of bad faith: determinism. She clings to her 'fate',

refusing to acknowledge Philébe as Creste, and afraid to contemplate
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flight from the only situation she knows (pp.65-66). It is no
coincidence that Jupiter, from whose surveillance the scene had been
momentarily free, re-enters at this point as if to claim Klectre for
himself. Henceforth her will to resist Jupiter weakens as Oreste's
gets stronger.

Electre continues to insist that Oreste is dead and that she and
Phildbe are, practically speaking, strangers since they have no shared
»experience: '"Tu avais confiance dans les gens, [...] : dans la vie
[...t] Moi, 3 six ans, j'étais servante et je me méfieis de tout.' (p.66)
Her persistent rejection of him as Oreste exacerbates his already
acute sense of non-being. In his complaint of non-existence, Oreste
sees himself as a ghost (p.67). Substance is above all what he
lacks, and Argos seems likely to provide the stuff of it: 'Je veux mes
souvenirs, mon sol, ma place au milieu des hommes d'Argos.' (p.68) He
ignores Electre's plea that he should leave and thrice declares, 'Je ne
m'en irai éas', as though to convince himself that here is his one
chance to be 'un homme parmi les hommes' (p.68). £lectre remains
sceptical and Oreste turns to Jupiter for a sign. This is a moment
of suspense when we wonder whether Oreste is about to abnegate the
freedom he is on the verge of discovering. The delighted Jupiter, to
judge by his rubbing of hands, evidently thinks so (p.69), but in fact
the following Freudian slip rather confirms Oreste's predisposition to
criminal action: 'Est-ce 1& ta volonté? Je ne puis le croire. Et
cependant... cependant tu as défendu de verser le sang... Ahl qui parle

de verser le sang, je ne sais plus ce que je dis...' (p.69) His need
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to act in a definitive way, his affection for ﬁlectre, and his sense of
exile from Argos, all orientate Oreste towards the 'criminal' deed he
almost subconsciously contemplates, and which is liable to become an end
in itself, action for action's sake. 24
To Electre's alarm, Oreste ignores the signs of the gods. Like
Bariona before him, he seeks guidance in order to assert himself against
it: 'Elle n'est pas pour moi, cette lumiere; et personne ne peut plus

me donner d'ordre & présent.' (p.70) The divergence of Creste and

Electre is at its most marked as Phildbe at last makes way for Creste:

ORESTE: Comme tu es loin de moi, tout & coup..., comme tout
est changé! Il y avait autour de moi quelque chose de vivant
et de chaud. Quelque chose qui vient de mourir.[... ],
qu'est-ce donc qui vient de mourir?

ELECTRE: Phildbe...

ORESTE: Je te dis qu'il y a un autre chemin..., mon chemin,.

(p.70)

1Glest effectivement Phildbe qui vient de mourir, pour laisser place &
Oreste.! 25 Oreste breaks out of his lightweight cocoon of abstract-
ness to claim Argos as his town and £lectre as his sister (p.71). But
there has been a double "death": Flectre's will has ebbed away and the
truth of Oreste's identity frightens her for it threatens to rob her of
her dreams (pp.71-72). Her regret at Philébe's passing, and anxiety

for the events which must inevitably follow, prepare us for Electre's
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eventual capitulation to Jupiter. Meanwhile she has, however
reluctantly, to acknowledge that Phildbe is indeed Oreste (p.73).

By forcing his own trensformetion from youthful intellectual to
avenging son and brother, Creste assumes responsibility for his destiny,
and for the act which thet destiny puts in his way: !'la responsabilité
d'un criminel n'est ras donnée dans 1'instant ou il tue, mais dans
1'instant ou il se décide 3 entrer evec ls victime dans un systeéme de
relstions qui le conduit plus ou moins irrévccablement au meurtre.! 26
By teking on his true identity, Oreste has freely entered into such a
system of relations with égisthe and Clytemnestre. It seems to me,
then, neither that Creste is in any sense forced to teke the action he
takes, 'acculé au meurtre', as Rabi asserts; nor, at the other extrenme,
that his matricide is !'deliberately gratuitous', as Dickinson would have
it. 27 Rather, he freely dons the mantle of avenger because it suits

him tc do so: the role of Oreste is the 'chemin' he has been seeking,

and on its wey lies the act of assassination:

Oreste '43 [sicJ vient, certes, 2 Argos dans le projet

de venger la mort de son pére, mais il ne le sait pas encore,
car ce qu'il poursuit, ce n'est pas la vengeance pure, c'est
le geste, l'acte qui puisse lui 'donner droit de cité parmi
son peuple'. [...] Quand il implore Zeus de lul indiquer son

chemin, [...] son choix en vérité est déja fait. 28

Oreste indeed seeks 'a justification of his own individual existence!,
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and he makes no secret of that fact. 29 Interpretations of his act
which overlook its introverted ontological significance are therefore

30

incomplete.

Oreste clearly believes his killing of ﬁgisthe is 'juste' (pp.87-
88), and since Clytemnestre is as guilty as he, her punishment should
not pose any special moral problems. But do we, as Dickinson argues,

31

have 'taboos against matricide' as we do 'egainst incest!'? And can

Sartre justify this act in a mythic context only, because 'it is this
which is hard to make credible, let alone palatable, to an audience'? 32

Sartre does not seem to have had any such misgivings:

Son geste est celui d'un justicier puisque c'est pour venger le
roi son pre, assassiné par un usurpateur, qu'il tue 3 son tour
ce dernier. Mais il étend le chitiment a sa propre mére, la
reine, qu'il sacrifie parce qu'elle fut la complice du crime
initial. 2> |
Nevertheless, in company with some other critics, I feel that this
explenetion does not wholly account for the matricide committed by
Sartre's Oreste, however satisfying it may be in terms of the original
legend. 34
Having urged Oreste to strike Egisthe (p.87), flectre then tries to
dissuade him from extending his wrath to Clytemnestre. He is

determined, however, eand goes alone to the chamber while Electre

discovers that her hatred - her raison d!'étre - has died with her
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enemies. The reality of the tyrant's death corresponds no more
closely to her dreams of revenge than did Phildbe to her image of
Oreste. As Oreste returns she is already prey to remorse, and an
ominous derkness begins to obscure her vision, whereas the unrepentant

Oreste senses a new dawn, a new "life'":

I1 ne fait pas nuit: c'est le point du jour. Nous sommes
libres Electre. Il me semble que je t'ai fait naltre et que
je viens de naitre avec toi; je t'aime et tu m'appartiens.
[...} Le sang nous unit doublement, car nous sommes de méme

sang et nous avons versé le sang. (p.91)

Electre recoils from the "life" she is offered while Oreste grasps it
with both hands: this is revealed in their opposed attitudes to the
matricide. For Electre it is a millstone which threatens to anchor
them in the past: !'Peux-tu empécher que nous soyons pour toujours les
assassins de notre mére?' (p.91). For Oreste it is a blessed burden
which at last sets his feet firmly on hig path leading to his future:
1Jtai fait mon acte, Klectre, et cet acte était bon. [...]‘ Dieu sait
oti il méne: mais c'est mon chemin.! (pp.91-92) 3

What Morin has written of the murder in modern tragedy is doubly
true of Oreste's matricide: !'Le meurtre a une significaticn de
véritable naissance virile: il esf 1'initiation elle-méme, qui
comporte mort et renaissance, mais au lieu de mourir soi-méme, c'est

36

autrui qui est sacrifié’. Oreste's decision to kill had marked the



3: Les Mouches 74

"death" of Phildbe; his remorseless slaying of his mother - note that
he struck at her belly (p.102) - consummates the "birth" of Oreste.
By taking the life of her who had withheld "life" from him, Oreste
enters the world at last. Clytemnestre dies in a metaphorical
childbirth, and childbirth is invarisbly a bloody affair. 37

Once they have chosen their respective attitudes to the result of
their consﬁiracy, it is as certain that Oreste will remain invulnerable
to the frinnyes as it is that Electre will fell prey to them.
ﬁlectre‘s decline to a total collusion with Jupiter - marked physically
by her growing resemblance to Clytemnestre (p.10l) - is the reverse
image of Oreste's ascent to individual autonomy, what McCall has dubbed

'the symbolic murder of Jupiter'. 38

The language used in the final
Act strongly suggests that Sartre wants us to see Oreste's apotheosis
as a coming to "life", and flectre's capitulation as a surrender to
"death".

Taunted by the érinnyes, Electre begins to question more anxiously
whether she wanted this crime she had only dreamt of (p.102). For
Oreste the_deed brought an awakening to a new dawn, but dreams
evaporate when we wake. Realisetion destroys the dreams with which
Electre 'vivait tranquille' (p.101). But had she truly "lived"?
Oreste dates their new "1ife" from the moment of the murders: 'Je viens
de naitre avec toi' (p.91); 'qu'as-tu donc vécu que je n'aie vécu?'
(p.103), Before, says Oreste, they were both 'trop 1égers' (p.115), but

whereas he welcomes his burden as a warrant of substance, Klectre allows

it to meke of her an object for others - 'petite poupée' (p.103) for the



3: Les Mouches 75

ﬁrinnyes - and for herself: 'tu as besoin de souffrir dans ton corps
pour oublier les souffrances de ton &me.' (p.104) Flectre's
sufferings are of her own making (p.lOS), and the more she succumbs to
them, the more thing-like she becomes (and the more closely she
resembles Clytemnestre (p.108)). Oreste, by contrast, increasingly
observes his independence of the world of objects, and of their god,
'le roi des pierres' (p.111), who warns him that 'les choses t'accusent
de leurs voix pétrifiées' (p.110). But Oreste need not fear the
mineral realm: he has no need of it to sustain him as it susﬁained the
tyrants and will sustain électré. He no longer needs an excuse to
exist (p.112), for he has emerged into the exile of his freedom and his
confident hope is of conscious human life. Tempting though remorse
and sleep (p.113) ('desth's counterfeit!') 39 might be, Oreste aspires
to show the Argives, in spite of Jupiter and in spite of themselves,
1leur obscéne et fade existence qui leur est donnée pour rien' (p.114).
Cnly when they confront thet truth and abandon false hopes can they
learn, as Oreste has done, that 'la vie humeaine commence de 1l'autre
cb8té du désespoir' (p.114). The ironic echo of Oreste's triumphant
assertion is EFlectre's abject vow of servitude - 'je consacrerai me vie
entiére 3 1l'expiation' (p.116) - an abnegation of humenity and of life
jtself which expresses the attitude of the Argives as a whole. How
apposite that these slaves of the god of death should seek to stone
their would-be saviour (p.119). And how understandable that Oreste,
in the face of this hostility, should make at last his postponed

departure from the city.
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It has been argued that Oreste's quitting Argos is a hollow,
mock-heroic gesture veiling an underlying cowardice or lack of
commitment. Plzusible as this view seems in the light of Sartre's
later development, the text lends it little support. Oreste's final
speech, unmistekably couched in the vocabulary of life, complements and

concludes the dominant metaphor of the play:

Mon crime [...:]est ma raison de vivre et mon orgueil, [...]
c'est pour vous que j'ai tué [...J je prends tout sur moi.

[...] Adieu, mes hommes, tentez de vivre: tout est neuf ici,
tout est & commencer. ©Pour moi aussi la vie commence. Une

étrange vie. (p.120)

It seems to me from Sartre!s earliest remarks about Les Mouches that

he believed he had shown, in allegory, the prise de conscience of an

40

essentially free man, not of one politically or socially committed.
Perhaps Oreste can be taxed with 'mythifying' himself. 4l But let us
not forget that Sartre had not yet really come to grips with the

question of the individual caught up in 2 common cause - a problem he

would touch on in Morts sans sépulture, and concentrate on in Les Mains
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transition from what he has called his pre-war period of metaphysics,

moralism and individualism. 42 Charges of 'inauthenticity', therefore,

sre anachronistic if not invalid. Furthermore, we should bezr in mind

that Sartre had to circumvent Nazi censorship if he was to reach an
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audience at all, and that too overt - or successful- an exhortation to
resistance might have proved self-defeating. I would agree with
Royle, then, thet 'there is no question of a betreyal' in Oreste's
departure. 43 He is not to be blamed for hoping that his example of

existential life might serve to awaken the existentially dead.

In so far as Les Mouches dramatises the "birth" of a free man, it is,

like Bariona, a nativity play. By contrast with both, Huis clos

is an ironic funeral oration.



Chapter 4

Huis clos

La nature en moi c'est moi-méme en tant qu'objectivité
transcendée pour 1l'autre. I1 va de s0i que Jje ne peux
jamais vivre ma nature. Ainsi l'autre me transforme en
objectivité en m'opprimant et ma situation premiére est
d'avoir un destin-nature et d'étre devant des valeurs
objectivées. I1 va de soi qu'une conversion est possible
mais elle impliquera non seulement un changement intérieur
de moi mais un changement réel de 1l'autre. En l'absence
de ce changement historique, il n'y a pas de conversion

morale absolue.

Cahiers pour une morale, p.l6.

78
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Huis clos is one of the best known of Sartre's plays. 1 Since its

first performance in May 1944 it has had frequent revivals and has

been widely read and discussed. Regerded as a chef-d'oceuvre by many

critics, it has been the subject of many articles and longer essays.
The consensus of critical opinion is that this most abstract of

Sartre's plays illustrates certain ideas set forth in L'ftre et le

néant, mainly apropos of interpersonal relations, but also of action
in relation to essence, and of the nature and conseguences of death.
kach of these aspects has its rartisans, each supported by the oft-
quoted (and oft-zbused) appropriate maxims from the text, viz (resp-
ectively): ‘'1'Enfer c'est les Autres';r'Tu n'es rien dtautre que ta
vie'; 'Je suis tombé dans le domzine public.' “  Critics vary as to
where the emphasis should be put, but on the whole there is consider-
able agreement as to the principal themes of Huis clos and how they
should be interpreted. 3 Nevertheless, I approach a new reading of
this very rich play, proposing not merely to repeat existing critical
opinion, but to endorse some of it, to question some of it, and above

all to add to it.

Myth and Situation.

It is convenient to begin with one of Sartre's own comments on Huis

clos, which succinctly indicates the orientation of this chapter:
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Les trois personnes que vous entendrez dans Huis clos ne nous res-
semblent pas en ceci que nous sommes vivants et qu'ils sont morts.
Bien entendu, ici, 'morts' symbolise quelque chose. Ce que j'ai
voulu indiquer, c'est précisément que beaucoup de gens sont en-
crottés dens une série d'habitudes, de coutumes, qu'ils ont sur
eux des jugements dont ils souffrent mais qu'ils ne cherchent méme
pas a changer. Et que ces gens-1% sont comme morts. En ce sens
qu'ils ne peuvent briser le cadre de leurs soucis, de leurs pré-
occupations et de leurs coutumes; et qu'ils restent ainsi victimes
souvent des jugements qu'on a portés sur eux. A partir de 1% il
est bien évident qu'ils sont lAches ou méchants, par exemple.
S'ils ont commencé & étre laches, rien ne vient changer le fait
qu'ils étaient l4ches. C'est pour cela qu'ils sont morts, c'est
pour cela, c'est une maniére de dire que c'est une mort vivante
que d'étre entouréd par le souci perpétuel de jugements et dlactions
qu'on ne veut pas changer. De sorte que, en vérité, comme nous
sommes vivants, j'ai voulu montrer par l'absurde 1l'importance chez
nous de la liberté, c'est-ad-dire 1'importance de changer les actes
par d'autres actes. Quel que soit le cercle d'enfer dans lequel
nous vivons, je pense que nous sommes tous libres de le briser.

Et si les gens ne le brisent pas, c'est encore librement qu'ils y

4

restent. De sorte qu'ils se mettent librement en enfer.

Certain critics have expanded usefully upon this text of capital



4: Huis clos 81

5

importance. On the one hsnd, by stressing that the play is a
metaphor, Sartre invalidates all literal-minded criticism inclined to
see it as a bizarre, imaginary evocation of the after-life: since
there is no after-life for Sartre, any such speculation is misguided.
Moreover, it is clear that he is not concerned to examine the nature
or gualities of the external phenomenon Death, since we know from
LLEEEQ et le néant that Death is a thing of which we have no knowledge
and which is not per se a proper subject for philosophic inquiry,
whether in formal discourse or dramatic thesis. 6 On the other hand,
by asserting the difference between "dead" characters and "living"
audience, Sartre contradicts those who hold that Huis ¢clos is neither
more nor less than 'une image de la vie telle qu'elle est décrite dans
L'ftre et le ndant. 7 Sartre is not saying, 'all human beings are
like this, therefore all human relationships are fruitless', but rather,

'some human beings are like this and we all have a tendency to be the

same'., Huis clos is, then, a cautionary tale. Five years before

the statement quoted above, Sartre had, in an interview given to Der

Spiegel on Les Séquestrés d'Altona, made clear in passing the partial

nature of the metaphor of Huis clos:

SARTRE: Dans Huis clos il n'y a pas d'alternative. Et c'est

pourquoi j'ai comparé ma nouvelle piédce [Les Séquestrés

d'Altona | avec Huis clos; il s'agit en effet plut8t d'une

piéce descriptive.



DER SPIEGEL: Les héros sont morts.

SARTRE: Oui, dans les deux cas ils sont morts et dans les
deux cas c'est, si vous voulez, notre partie morte qui est

représentée, ©

Huis clos is indeed a metaphor, but it is neither wholly nor solely

that; and it is certainly a play of ideas, though not therefore e
thesis play. I share Royle's view that Sartre's 1965 commentary,
though it sets us in the right direction, does not account for the
work as a whole. Huis clos is first and foremost an accomplished
piece of theatre.

Contat has noted that 'on a souvent négligé de voir que les

personnages de Huis clos sont des consciences mortes et que leur

> . 9 £ L]
existence est avant tout une existence théatrale'. This is 2 most

important remark. Sartre presents in Huis clos, as immediately as

possible, that most fascinating and inconceivable of myths, that most
intangible and inescapable of human truths: death. He does so in
the medium of the theatre, itself a convention of the fictive, the
imaginary. Moreover, the play in question, so far from being

naturalistic as Sartre's next three were to be, is (as a number of

critics have noted) no less mythological than Bariona and Les Mouches:
the characters are in a Second Empire hell! Like Racine with

Bajazet, Sartre makes remoteness of place compensate for proximity of

time. T0 It is as if he intended by a Hegelian negation (mybhific-

ation) of a negation (death) to make real the unrealisable. 1
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We are asked to believe (in so far as we believe any fiction) that
Garcin, Inés, and Estelle have lived on earth, died, and now find
themselves in hell, not resurrected in any sense, but dead. Hence
they experience all the consequences of death: they learn that they
are the total accumulation of their past, closed, thing-like beings;
they suffer their complete objectification in the minds and mouths of
others still living on earth; they discover their utter loss of
subjectivity through their inability to effect any change either in
themselves or in the world about them. But how is all this so? How
can Sartre envisege a place whose existence he doubts, and of which
none can conceive, and there locate dead people capable of 'learning,
suffering, discovering) when the annihilation of consciousness is the
definition of death? Such is the achievement of the theatricel

illusion which Huis clos is, that Sartre has rendered dramatically

convincing a representation of the paradox 'conscience morte!'. And he
has done so, as Jeanson has emphasised, not in order to depict 'la mort
proprement dite!, but rather, by a graphic illustration of the

principal effects of death as described in L'fitre et le néant,

to tell us something about human life. 12 No less than his formal

remarks on 'Ma Mort', Sartre's drama of the dead derives 'pas [...) de

13

la considération de la mort, mais, au contraire, de celle de la vie!'.

Nevertheless, 'les personnages de Huis clos sont [,,,] dans une

14

situation morte', and doubly so. First, in absolute terms: death

is the ultimate sgituation-limite , and the fact that the characters

are dead is a datum of their situation; deprived of all future, of all



possibility, it follows that any situation in which the dead find
themselves - whether in heaven or hell, or even on earth as the dead

characters of Les Jeux sont faits discover - must necessarily be

'une situation morte!. Secondly, in relative terms: that is to say,
within the internal frame of reference of their given situation; for
not only are they 'sans aucune ressource sur le plan de 1l'action',

but also their triangular arrangement obliges them constantly to

objectify (i.e. mortify) one another by their unblinking look. Boros

writes:

C'est qu'en réalité, nous sommes en présence d'une situation-
limite, la Mort, constituant 1'accomplissement ultime de le
menace infligée par autrui & notre liberté: ‘'l'existence
méme de la mort nous alidne tout entier dans notre propre vie,
au profit dtautrui' (EN, p.628). [...] 1e regard d'autrui
engendre en quelque sorte une mort ontologique. Tout comme
la mort, il nous fige dans une attitude arbitraire, anéantit

notre projet d'étre, entrave notre Liberté.

In other words, the dead characters of Huis ¢clos incessantly renew
one another's death through their very presence, by imposing their
otherness upon one another - 'l'enfer c'est les autres'. 15

As in the previous plays, the situation~-limite of the characters

of Huis clos is concretised by the surroundings in which they are set.

Boros has elaborated the association between incarceration and death,
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and Issacharoff has stressed the significance of place and spatiality
in this regard. 16 Ints, Estelle, and Garcin one by one lose touch
with the world, and the space to which they are reduced is confined
and claustrophobic: the door cannot be opened from the inside at will,
there are no windows, and no artefacts of illusory space, e.g.

pictures or mirrors. As Lorris has nobed, the scene is dominated by
the heavy, impassive, and immovable statue on the mantlepiece:

'L'homme échoue devant le bronze, massif, inerte, 1'étre-en-soi de la

philosophie sartrienne qui tient dans Huis clos le réle dévolu 3 la
17

statue de Jupiter dans Les Mouches.' Other objects in the room

have an alarming coefficient of adversity: there is no switch for the
electric light; the bell to summon le gggggg sounds only when he is
alreedy present; the seemingly ordinary canapés are too heavy to be
moved; there are no books in the room although there is a paper-knife
which cannot even be used as a weapon. So this ‘'salon style Second
Empire' is doubly a 'situation fausse' (pp. 127-28), as Garcin calls
it. First, it is anachronistic, both in the sense that it is out-of-
date and that it has no temporal dimension as we know it. Secondly,
it is intrinsically inconsistent in that none of the objects it con-
tains either corresponds to one's preconceptions, or relates con-
ventionally to the other objects. Finally, enveloping all is an in-
tolerable heat which, instead of emanating from the fireplace, seems
to blow in through the open door as one expects a cold draught to do.
The perversion or suppression of the normal functions of phenomena

extends to the bodies of the characters themselves. Garcin first
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realises that 'on ne dort jamais' (p.122); that way of escape is closed
to them, as is its waking equivalent, blinking - 'quatres milles
petites évasions' (p.130). Their bodies are unable to express
emotion: 'Ici les lermes ne coulent pas'. (p.160) (Note the em-
phasis on the eyes, the instrument of the look.) And we can infer
that they will not experience through their senses any of the usual
human pleasures or pains. Thus they can neither suffer physical harm,
nor illness, nor - least of all - death: !'nous sommes ensemble pour
toujours.' (p.182) 1Inds, Garcin and Estelle are consigned to the
'situation fausse' of 'la vie sans coupure' (p.13C), and its cardinal

falsity is this: it is not life, but deszth:

GARCIN: Tré&s bien. Alors, il faut vivre les yeux ouverts...
LE GAR?ON, ircnique: Vivre...

GARCIN: Vous n'allez pas me chicaner pour une question de

vocabulaire. (pp.131-32)

Why are the characters of Huis clos condemned to live their death?

Act and Agent.

It may seem paradoxical to propose to discuss acts and agents in a play
of which we agree that 'le développement de 1l'action prend la forme

d'une immobilisation progressive de l'action', and that 'la donnée de
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18 Yet, as I intend

base E.;] est que les personnages sont morts!.
to show, the fact that the characters are dead gives an added interest
to our inquiry. For we can consider those of our subjects' acts
committed in the world, and those we see attempted in hell, and make,
so to speak, a stereoscopic assessment of their characters.

Being dead, Inés, Garcin, and Estelle are what they have done, the

19

sun of their acts: 'Wesen ist was gewesen ist.! They have, in

life, defined their essence. It follows that whatever they do, or try
to do, in hell will be determined by that essence. Their behaviour

in hell, therefore, necessarily conforms to their behaviour on earth.
Which is to say that we can deduce with absolute certainty what Garcin,
Ines, and Estelle are. And, unlike the opinion of their earthly
acquaintances, our judgment upon them is not open to question: such

is the chilling privilege of watching the dead "live".

The damned of Huis clos are all, more or less directly, responsible
for the death of someone who loved them. Estelle is the most obvious-
ly guilty: not only did she murder her own baby, but by so doing she
provoked her lover's suicide. Inés similarly drove her lover to des-
pairing suicide having already ruined her cousin's life. Garcin too,
though he predeceases his wife, has to answer for her death, 'morte
[...] de chagrin' (p.173), which he reports in the course of the play.
Inés is right to say: 'Il y a des gens qui ont souffert pour nous
jusqu'2 la mort et cela nous amusait beaucoup.' (p.146) What
splendid credentials each has to be 'le bourreau,[:...:]pour les deux

autres' (p.1l47), and how apt that their talents should be exploited in
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& triangular relationship which reflects the relationships they creat-

ed and destroyed in life: Garcin/ sa femme/ la mulstresse; Inés/

Florence/ son cousin; Estelle/ son mari/ Pierre. They are indeed

'entre assassins! (p.146). But does that alone account for their
presence in hell as Inds seems to suggest (p.146)? Certainly it sat-
isfies a central concept of natural justice - equal retribution, lex
talionis - that those who inflict death should themselves suffer it.
But if the ideal is that the punishment should fit the crime, we
might say that in this case the penalty is excessive sin;e Garcin,
Inds, and Estelle are condemned to suffer death eternally. The
answer I shall propose is that the particular acts of malice to which
the three confess are only the symptoms of an underlying world-view or
mode of being, freely chosen and revealed through their conduct, for
which these three have been damned.

Within moments of his admission to hell, Garcin makes a telling
confession: !'je vivais toujours dans des [...] situations fausses;
jtadorais ga.!' (p.127) Here is the key to his character, and to that
of his cell-mates. Once he has been assured of the falseness of the
present situation, his 'human dignity' returns to him, as le Garcon
cuttingly remarks, and he insists on his determination to face facts
(p.128, 129, 130). Garcin's harping on this theme now, and his sub-
sequent occasional reiteration of it, incline us to think that he
'doth protest too much', and that he is above all anxious to persuade
himself that reality has to be faced. This impression is soon re-

inforced by his obvious alarm at the prospect of 'la vie sans coupure!
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(p.130), and his unashamed nostalgia for 'le sommeil douillet' and his
self-induced 'réves simples' (p.131). As the horror of living 'with
eyes open' begins to be disclosed, Garcin's true apprehensiveness re-
asserts itself, culminating in a panicky loss of dignity as he hammers
on the door to recall the waiter (p.133).

Poor Garcin is afraid, and - which is worse - he is afraid to admit
it. When le Garcon returns, he denies that he called him, anxious to
save face before Inés. She, notable for her frank and perceptive in-
sights, soon suggests that he has 'l'air d'avoir peur' (p.1l35), a
charge he promptly and pompously denies. Nevertheless his uncontrol-
lable nervous tic betrays him, and when Inés complains, he as good as
confesses: 'Vous n'avez pas peur, vous?' (p.136) This is as close
as Garcin will come to acknowledging what he js: a coward. La peur
is the outward sign of his inward state, his essence, 'la licheté’. <0

Hereafter, all he says and does will strengthen the initial impression

of his cowardice, confirming a posteriori that, however he may re-

interpret his action in life, he was a coward then since he is a
coward now.

The first to refer to himself as 'un mort! (p.lAO) when he brags of
his violent death, Garcin is nevertheless not slow to adopt Estelle's
euphemism 'absent', and persists in the delusion that he can '[mettre
sa] vie en ordre' (pp.135-36, 141). Disregarding Inds's incisive
derision - 'Elle est en ordre, ma vie! (p.lAl) - Garcin indulges in
reminiscence of his nights on the paper, unwittingly revealing more of

his taste for 'situations fausses', for role-playing: !'J'aimais vivre
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au milieu d'hommes en bras de chemise.' (p.l41) It is a cruel irony
that he should be locked up then with two women who will not let him
remove his jacket! Bubt Garcin prefers to put that down to 'le hasard’
(p.142) than to see any significance in it. Again, Inds scoffs at
his attempt to explain away their situation, and her caustic tongue
threatens to strip away another layer of the heroic image behind which
Garcin seeks to dissemble his cowardly essence.

Though it is he who advocates an investigation of their lives,
Garcin allows Estelle to speak first as though to gauge the reaction
of the jury (In®s). Having absolved Estelle without a moment's
reflection he proceeds to state his own case, prefacing it with this
prejudicial rhetoric: 'Et vous, trouvez-vous que c'est une faute de
vivre selon ses principes?' (p.145) His tough, staccato delivery
draws the desired response from Estelle, but only further contempt
from Inés. Her ruthless perspicacity upsets their game of mutual re-
assurance and reminds Garcin of his suffering wife: this is another,
related aspect of his life of which we have yet to learn the truth.
Rather than allow that truth to emerge, Garcin threatens to silence
Inés by striking her.  Thus she‘realises the more general truth which
explains and encapsulates their situation: 'Le bourreau, c'est chacun
de nous pour les deux autres.' (p.l47) As we should expect from a
coward, Garcin recoils from this unpalatable fact and proposes a tri-
partite retreat into silence as their only hope.

This attempt at mutual oblivion fails first because Ines cannot

satisfy Estelle's need to be wanted by a man, secondly because,
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however much they may pretend, they can never efface their very pres-
ence to one another (p.153). Reluctantly, Garcin suggests another
and more revealing round of confessions, but again his courage in so
doing is only apparent for he invites Estelle to begin. When she
pleads ignorance, he uses her diffidence as an example against which
to offset his own alleged candour: 'Mais je me connais'. (p.154)
Garcin's self-deprecation -~ 'Je ne suis pas trés joli' (p.154) - is
another rhetorical trick intended to win sympathy. Our suspicion
that what follows will be a truth that suits him is confirmed by his
impatient dismissal of Inés's typically astute accusation of desert-
ion: 'Laissez ¢a. Ne parlez jamais de ¢ca. Je suis ici parce que
j'ai torturé ma femme. C'est tout.' (p.155) His obvious anxiety in
insisting that he knows his crime reminds us of Clytemnestre's denials

21 He, like her, endeavours to

of Electre's charges of play-acting.
sustain himself in a false situation, to construct an alternative
truth, or half-truth, which is both plausible and, from his point of
view, tolerable because it conforms with his comic-boock conception of
manliness:

As Lorris has noted, Garcin's cruelty to his wife - of which he is
more or less proud - is not in itself a form of behaviour which de-
fines Garcin, but rather indicates a deeper, constant attitude, his
essence or truth: cowardice. 22 Like the typical bully, he made his
wife suffer 'parce que c'était facile' (p.155). She was a natural

victim not only because her exaggerated respect for him made her vul-

nerable, but alsobecause her stoic endurance of adversity (p.140)
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constituted a challenge, even an affront to his own want of
courage. His efforts to upset her emotional balance
(p.155), though they were always frustrated, culminated in
his installing & mistress in the house as the ultimate insult
to his long-suffering wife. He is able to present +this
outrage as the last word in male boorishness, and claims it
as the sole cause of his demnation (p.156). Twice Garcin
has purportedly confessed; twice he has fought shy of the
truth.

The cowardly cruelty of which he was guilty on
earth, Garcin displays again in his ruthless
interrogation of Estelle. Ganging up with Inés, he eggs her
on to a full avowal of her particuler crime, the most heinous
of them all: infanticide. So obvious a pleasure does
he take in Estelle's discomfiture, that Ines has to 'call him
off' (p.160). He then sketches a plan of mutual aid which
excludes Estelle, minimises his own vulnerability, and casts
him in the most favourable role as the voice of reason and
pity. As before, Inés sees through and deflates his
delusions (p.143), and bribes him with a promise not to harm
him so thet he promptly abandons Estelle to the wiles of Ines.

When Garcin next participates it is in the hope
thet he and Estelle might form a mutually bene-
ficiel sexuel bond of the sort 1Inés had tried,

and failed, to establish. Approprietely, his physical
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violence against Inds (p.169) is his last gesture of machismo before
the hitherto concealed truth of his life begins to filter through via
his glimpses of the society he had known. In his first contact, he
denounces Gomez as 'un beau salaud' (p.170) rather than report what he
is saying about him. His anxiety'to have Estelle's confidence, how-
ever, indicates that he must have committed 'un bien mauvais coup'’
(p.171). Gercin begins to disclose the details of his case, justify-
ing himself the while: 'Je voulais témoigner, [...] Je comptais y
ouvrir un journal pacifiste' (p.171). Estelle, quite incapable of
understanding Garcin's concern, indiscreetly describes, in the crudest
terms, his conduct as she sees it: 'Tu as bien fait puisque tu ne
voulais pas te battre.!' (p.171) No wonder Garcin winces. This is
far too close to the truth and not, as Inds remarks, what he wants to
hear. At last we learn why -~ if we had not already concluded from
his actions in hell - Garcin is so keen to set his life in order:
'Estelle, est-ce que je suis un 1l4che?' (p.171)

Once Garcin has pronounced the word which describes what he ig, it
recurs thereafter like a leitmotif, dinning his essence into him.
His mistaken supposition that the manner of his death could prove to
him that he was not a coward (p.172) in any case backfired since he
did not die 'cleanly' as he had hoped. 23 Once that avowal has been
made, Inés classifies Garcin - 'Et toi, Estelle? aimes-tu les
14ches?' (p.173) - and Estelle gives up any pretence at 'confiance!':
tLache ou non, [...] '(p.173). The judgment made of him on earth -

tGarcin est un l8che' - tekes on the authority of a definitive truth
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since neither Inés nor Estelle will contest it, and he (being dead)
cannot: 'j2 leur ai laissé ma vie entre les mains. [...J, et ils ont
reison puisyue je suis mort. [...] Je suis tombé dans le domaine
public.' (p.174) Garcin has learnt that when the pour-soi dies, it
dies utterly que subjectivity, only to persist qua object en proie
aux sut-s. The faith of one 'soul! could redeem Garcin from that
universal condemnation, but his final effort to find that support in
Estelle is scotched by the ever-vigilant Inés: 'Si tu savais ce qu'elle
s'en moque !} ! (p.175) As usual she is right, and Estella's tired
concession - 'Méme i tu étais un l8che, je t'aimerais, 1a' (p.l1l75) -
cannot t z2in to satisfy Garcin's need to be believed in.

45 he had fled in his earthly life, so Garcin tries to flee in
hell from the companions who know him for what he is (p.176). At the
same time he pleads for physical torture, which is another f rm of
flight, into the bbjectification of the body. 24 It is ironic, then,
that when the door opens Garcin should bte too timid to step through it,
for even if he is forgobten on earth, he is still a prey %o the judgment
of Estelle and Inés. VThe latter especially knows what a coward is
(we shall see why shortly): 'Et si tu dis que je suis un Z&che, c'est
en connaissance de cause, hein? [...] Je ne pouvais pas te laisser
ici, triomphante, avec toutes ces pensées dans ta téte; toutes ces
pens-es qui me concernent.! (p.1l78) It would be an act of bravery
for Gercin to walk out into the steamy corric rs of hell, careless of

the reputation he left behind. But cowards are incapable of bravery,

L L] \ .
and so far from winning Ines's confidence, he merely learns from her
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the hard lesson that one is not 'ce qu'on veut', but rather one's acts,
'rien d'autre que ta vie' (p.179). In a last desperate effort to
conceal from himself the unpalatable truth, Garcin seeks consolation,
and revenge on Inés, by associating with Estelle: 'Ha! lache! léche!
Val Va te faire consoler par les femmes.' (p.180) Lovemaking, how-
ever, can neither blot out Inés's all-seeing gaze, nor silence her
taunts: 'Lache! Léche! Liche! Léche! En vain tu me fuis, je ne te
1£cherai pas.' (p.181) Willy-nilly, Garcin is condemned to be what
he was: a coward, 'Pour toujoursi' (p.182).

Through this critical exposition of Huis clos, I have been con-
cerned to show that Garcin's behaviour in hell conforms wholly to the
essence which he defined in life: he is what he was: 'ldche'. %
By a similar analysis of the conduct of Inés and Estelle, we could
show that in death they now are what they made of themselves in life,
the sum of their acts. Estelle is monstrously egocentric, even
narcissistic. Inés is callous, even sadistic. Indeed, Lecher-
bonnier has convincingly claimed that each character is instantly
classifiable at the moment of his or her entrance. 26 I agree fully

with Lorris when he writes: 'Huis clos met en scéne trois personnes

condamnées & &tre ce qu'elles ont été; leur peine réside, en somme,
dans 1'éternité de leur passé.! 21 However, one perplexing question
remains: if it is not chance which has brought this trio together,
what is it in their acts which makes them deserving of the same hell?
Or, what is the common denominator in the respective 'morts vivantes'

led by these characters in the world? 1 believe the answer we find
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in the text is this: moral cowardice, a form of mauvaise foi.

In our investigation of Garcin we saw that his undoubted physical
cowardice was accompanied and, as it were, complemented by an equal
moral cowardice. In life, so consuming was his urge to be 'un homme,
un dur' that he had allowed himself 'mille petites faiblesses parce
que tout est permis aux héros' (p.179). Never had he tried to rectify
those weaknesses which inexorably defined him. They were among
'toutes les saletés qu'on cache' (p.172) in the hope of deceiving

others, and oneself, about oneself: self-deceit is the very definition

of mauvaise foi. 28 In death, therefore, Garcin necessarily persists
in his cdelusions, and we have seen how he repeatedly shies away from,
distorts, and finelly tries, by a process of spurious self-justific-
ation, to wriggle out of the uncomfortable truth about himself':
'18che’.

Estelle, though less obviously so, is equally reluctant to face
the truth about herself and her situation. She it is who baulks at
the word 'mort' and suggests the euphemism 'absent' (p.140). She is
the last to avow her worldly crimes, finally confessing fully only
under savage interrogation from her companions, after which she ex-
claims: 'Je suis l4che! Je suis lhche! ' (p.160) 1Indeed she is
and was, for she, no less than Garcin, had in life tried to conform to
an image, that of ideal femininity. And she, like him, had become
entirely dependent upon the judgment of others to feel her being.

Prima facie it is less easy to make out a case of mauvaise foi.

against Inés. She alone of the three seems to square up uncompromis-
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ingly to the essence which her acts have made for her. She alone
seems to have no illusions that she can be other than what she was
(p.141). However, if we consider closely her words and deeds in hell,
we shall find that her lucidity is due not to moral honesty, but to
her essential cruelty. She insists upon the irremediability of their
situation because it distresses Garcin. Likewise she plays upon
Estelle's vanity because it is the easiest way to tcrment her: 'Moci,
je suis méchante: cela veut dire que j'ai besoin de la souffrance des

autres pour exister.' (p.157) Inés's mauvaise foi is typical of the

sadist: morally, she is as cowardly as Garcin. She, like her com-
panions, needed, and so needs, to be objectified by others as
'bourreau'! (p.135), a self-assigned identity which testified to the
 same fundamental conduct of flight. Consider her terror at the pros-
pect of being cast out of this company in which she can revel in the
role of executioner, and the telling exchange with Garcin which fol-
lows it, in which she agrees that she knows what it is to be a coward
(p.178). Inés, Garcin, and Estelle are three of a kind: cowards who

fear and flee from their freedom in mauvaise foi; people who strive to

conform to idealised, objective images of themselves; people who, in

29

short, live as though already dead. We can now look again, with a

new lucidity, at Sartre's preface:

St'ils ont commencé a &tre l4ches, rien ne vient changer le fait
qu'ils étaient ldches. C'est pour cela qu'ils sont morts,

c'est pour cela, c'est une maniere de dire que c'est une mort
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vivante que d'étre entouré par le souci perpétuel de jugements

30

et d'actions qu'on ne veut pas changer.

And we can appreciate the chillingly simple logic of this hell:
having lived as though dead, Inés, Garcin, and Estelle are fittingly

condemned to be dead as though alive. That is the profound sense of

their having to be what they were: "dead". Ironically, it is
Estelle, the least perceptive of them, who unwittingly pinpoints their
failure in earthly life: 'Peut-étre n'avons-nous jamais été si
vivants.! (p.140) Exactly.

There is a further aspect to the infernal suffering of Sartre's
damned, and it is this: their passage to oblivion, or the death of
their memory in the world. The self-willed, and relatively independ-
ent Inés soon has thoughts of a pact with Garcin when she senses this
second death (p.161). Estelle, toco, turns quickly to Garcin for con-
solation (p.166-67). 'Vie tombée dans 1'oubli' is one attitude among
many which the living may take towards the dead. 31 But from the
point of view of the dead - should they have one, as ﬁhese three do -
to witness one's own consignment ﬁo obliﬁion is not only humiliating
(Inés and Estelle see themselves physically replaced) but positively
painful, especially when one has led a life given over to the image
others have of one. In the case of these three, then, the passage to
oblivion makes them all the more dependent on one another. This comes
through most strongly in Garcin's ambivalent account of his memory's

death. At first he envies Inés and Estelle being forgotten in the
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world because he sees himself being immortalised as the proverbial
coward by his colleagues: 'lache comme Garcin' (p.173). A moment
later in infernal chronology - months, perhaps years ~ he is relieved
to have 'entered history', yet he seems distressed to have died again.
The living must also die, says Estelle; but others will come to im-
mortalise the coward, fears Garcin (p.174). For a moment he does not
know whether he would rather be forgotten entirely or remembered as a
coward. Yet when that oblivion comes he understands that its effect
is to make him wholly dependent on the companions whose very presence
is a torment (p.178). There is little hope of salvation through the
faith of Inds or Estelle, and we see how the mutual dependence of this
trio has been aggravated by the death of their terrestrial memories:
'Ha! ec'est & mourir de rire! Nous sommes inséparables.! (p.177)
Beczuse these characters are irremediably what they were, and because
'la mort, dans cette piece, est attente figée dans le présent', there
is no imaginable end to the self-service hell of Huis clos: 'Eh bien,

continuons.! (p.182) 32

In Huis clos Sartire has provided a powerful metaphorical framework for

the dramatic conflict of life and death. As the characters reflect

upon the punishment for their lives, we the reader gradually come to

an understanding of it with them: those who lead la vie d'un mort

will be condemned to just that.
Huis clos is usually taken to be thoroughly pessimistic. Bub is

Sartre's claim that he sought to 'montrer par 1l'absurde 1l'importance
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chez nous de la liberté' really far-fetched? I think not. For

while it is almost inevitable that Huis clos by its very conception -

three dead characters justifiably damned - should have an aura of the
macabre and the lugubrious, it does not follow that Sartre is making a
statement about the hopelessness of the humzn condition. On the
contrary, Huis c¢los can surely be interpreted as a kind of moral tale
or parable whose imzge of terrible retribution is intended to have a
salutary effect on all who pey heed. The sririt of death may seem

to dominete Huis clos, but it is therefore life -~ physical, and above

all existential - which is implicitly asserted as the opposing,

positive value.
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Chapter 5

Morts sans sépulture

Car le secret d'un homme, ce n'est pas son complexe d'Oedipe
ou d'infériorité, c'est la limite méme de sa liberté, c'est

-

. /. - . .
son pouvoir de résistance aux supplices et & la mort.

'Le République du silence', Let:res francaises (1944),

in Situations III, 11 - 14 (p.13).

i |
[..91: ce qui est terrible, ce n'est pas de souffrir ni de

mourir, meis de souffrir, meis de mourir en vain.

'Paris sous 1'occupation!, France libre (London 1945),

in Situations III, 15 = 42 (p.31).
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Writing his first post-war play, Sartre, freed from Nazi censorship,
quit the mythical mode for the realistic. Wishing to confront his
audience with the great conflicting issues which had for five years
been the stuff of their daily lives, he produced the first of his only

two plays to be set in contemporary France. Oddly, Morts sans sépulture

was, because of its very immediscy, a critical and commercial fail-
ure. Sertre observed that it was 'trop violent' and called it 'une

i3
piéce manquée'.1 This is regretteble, for though it may be unconvincing

on stage, Morts sans sépulture conveys 211 the tension of high drama

when resd (especially aloud). 2 Perhaps this is due to the relative
unobbtrusiveness of the violence on the written page. But no doubt it
also has to do with the fact thst the dialogue treats, explicitly,
highly chzrged questions about the velue cf life and the meaning of
deeth. It does so, moreover, in the context of irony which attains

almost to the tragic.

Myth and Situation.

In occupied France death ceased, in one important sense, to be myth:
while still an unknowable truth of the human condition, it was not re-
mote or hidden.l On the contrary, it wes daily an imminent possibility.
Of those who lived through the occupztion, there were broedly two cat-
egories, the resistants and the survivors. It was perhaps.inevitable

that the latter, especielly, should bsulk at Sartre's re-presentation
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of the crimes committed in the name of their survival. The return of
'happy times' renders to men their belief in immortality, of which they

3

have no wish to be disabused. The resistants differed from their
compatriots in making an active response to their cocndition as an

‘occupied people':

Tout le monde connaft ces malades qu'on nomme 'dépersonnalisés'
et qui s'avisent soudain que ‘tous les hommes sont morts' parce
qu'ils ont cessé de projeter leur avenir au-deld d'eux-mémes et
parce que, du méme coup, ils ont cessé de sentir 1l'avenir des
autres. Ce qu'il y avait peut-&tre de plus pénible, c'est que
tous les Parisiens étaient dépersonnalisés. L... ] Nous nous
regerdions et il semblait que nous voyions des morts. Cette
déshumanisation, cette pétrification de 1l'homme €taient si
intolérables que beaucoup, pour y échapper, pour recouvrer un
avenir se sont jetés dans la Résistance. ftrange avenir,
barré par les supplices, la prison, la mort, mais que du moins

4

nous produisions de nos propres mains.

Paradoxically, resistants opt to risk death rather than live the
"death" of a petrified future to which the occupier condemns them.
So far from 'dying twice'!, as the collaborator supposes he does, the
resistant lives, physically and morally, and if he dies, he dies once

in an affirmation of his life, whose 'secret' he has learned in the

face of death. 5
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The meguisards of Morts sans gépulture, having made this choice, are

now face to face with 'les supplices, la prison, la mort'. Theirs is a

situation~limite - %alk or die' - yet one whose limits seem to vary in

the course of the play, modified first by the capture, then by the
release of Jean. There are, then, three phases of the situation: (i)
before Jean's capture; (ii) during his ceptivity; (iii) after his

release, I shall consider ezch in turn.

(i) In this phase, the resistants have to choose not between life and
death so much as between attitudes towards death, which they take to be
inevitable. Lucie's roﬁantic quietism is balanced by Canoris's
practical analysis which asserts that they 'died when they ceased to be
useful'. 6 The question is whether, in the little time remaining to
them, they can impart a meaning to their lives.

Lucie counsels dignified submission (p.194), drawing strength from
her reflexions upon life in general (p.195) and the life of Jean in
particular, whose survival means the survival also of the cause (p.191).
But Lucie loves Jean, and the zffective aspect of her moral fortitude
makes it suspect for the others and later colours her response to the
changed situation.

Canoris, however, is truly philosophical: since they have no
information to trade for their lives (p.193), their situstion is
greatly simplified: 'Que chacun se débrouille pour ne pas trop

souffrir.' (p.197) Saving one's life does not come into it: 'Je

vivais pour la . cause et j'ai toujours prévu que j'aurais une mort
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comme celle-ci.! (p.202) Having freely chosen the risk of death, it
matters little how one regards the eventual fact: 'Espere ou désesplre:
il n'en sortira rien'. (p.202)

For Sorbier and Henri, by contrast, the manner and meaning of their
deaths is of great importance. Sorbier, tormented by vivid recollect-
ions of the three hundred innocent victims who died as a result of the
failure of their mission (pp.188-89), is obsessed by the question 'how?',
whereas Henri is preoccupied by the question, 'why?! 7 Both are con-
vinced of the certainty of their deaths, but neither takes any comfort
from the fact that they have nothing to hide (pp.198,203). On the
contrary, they see this as defriving their deaths of any purpose: 'Mais
je suis volé: je vais souffrir pour rien, je mourrsi sans savoir ce que
- je vaux.'(Sorbier, p.198)

Henri's anxiety is more intellectual than Sorbier's. He rejects
Lucie's idea that Jean's survival will justify them. Though he con-
cedes that he would like to have someone to remember him (p.2C3), he
asserts that Jean thinks of her only because he loves her, and reminds
her how quickly dead comrades sre generally forgotten (pp.203-04). His
despair is more acute ﬁhan Sorbier's, for the guilt he feels is not just
a response to the failure of their expedition, it is a permanent state
of his moral conscience, an existential experience of contingency. A
purposeful death would, he had hoped, retrospectively justify his life.
The death in prospect being decidedly pointless, he fears the reverse
will be true: 'Ma vie n'a été qu'une erreur.!' (p.201) Henri had

sought to salvage his life: only a death for the cause could do that -
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raison de mourir equals raison de vivre. But this is far from being
the case as he sees it: ‘'notre mort n'est utile & personne. [,.. ] A
présent nous allons mourir et nous ferons des morts injustifiables.!
(p.202)

Of the five prisoners, young Frangois is radically set apart. He

alone refuses to believe that death is a fait accompli, protests his

innocence, and makes a plea for his life when life does not appear to be
an option in the situation. He wonders why they should shed tears for
the three hundred victims and shed none for themselves: he was not, un-
like his comrades, prerared for death (p.189). He rejects notions of
guilt, and of consolation in Jeen's survival. 1In short, he leaves his
companions in no doubt that he would welcome some secret, not as a
reason to die, but as a berter for his life (p.196).

As in previous plays, the sensible effect of the set reflects the

situation-limite of the characters. They are handcuffed and incarcer-

ated within four walls (p.202) where the passing of time is indetermin-
ate (pp.198-99). Cutside in the village, 'il n'y a plus que des
miliciens, des morts et des pierres' (p.190). 1Inside, a deathly

silence had hung over the still figures surrounded by dead and useless
objects: 'I1 y a donc homozénéité entre 1l'humain et 1'inhumain.'

The cheracters themselves are immobile - Lucie is 'morte et calme'(p.190),
Henri 1is asleep - =211 except for Frangois, whose agitation trans-
lates Lis will to live. The errival of Jean injects new life into this.

moribund scene.
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(1i) Jean's capture affects the situation of his comrades significant-
ly in that it gives them an option on life, however slight and however
morally complex. ?

Lucie will not entertain the possibility of betraying Jean to save
her own life. She knows that the lives of sixty comrades depend upon
Jeen's return, and, in any case, she does not want life at any price
(p.239). There is nothing to gain and everything to lose by a confess-
ion, especially in ethical terms: 'Je ne veux pas de cette vie', says
Lucie (p.239). But there is 2lso an emotional dimension to Lucie's re-
jection of this slim option on life. Her romantic musings upon Jean's
free life (p.206) are suddenly dispelled by his appearance in their
midst, and, like Electre before her, Lucie despairs as her dreams evap-
orate: '3 présent tout est fini' (p.208). In time, however, she re-
converts that despondency into & reason to suffer for Jean's safely:

'tu emporteras dans tes yeux mon dernier visage vivant, tu seras le
seul au moﬁde & le conneftre. Il ne faudra pas l'oublier. Mol c'est
toi. Si tu vis, je vivrai.' (p.213) So Jean's capture changes the
situation for Lucie by introducing an alternative of vicarious life
only.

For Canoris the situation remains practically unchanged: the cause
is still parambunt, and the essential point is that the miliciens should
not discover Jean's true identity (p.208). His attempts to encourage
Sorbier, his own steadfastness, and his insistence that, in any case,

they will not be spared (p.239), all confirm that, for Canoris, there is

no question of Jean's becoming a barter for their lives.
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The same is not so for Sorbier. He is the first to be tortured and
he is convinced that he would divulge any information he had (p.209).
Hence, when he knows of Jeank whereabouts, he wishes he were dead (p.210).
Wracked by the contradiction between his will to die for a reason and
his proven cowardice, Sorbier is confronted in this second phase with a
horrible choice: his life or Jeen's. The possible consequences of his
'eracking' might be scarcely less terrible than the torture of the
miliciens, which he knows he cannot endure. If Jean's capture brings a
faint possibility of survival for Sorbier, it does so at the price of
moral bankruptcy. We are beginning to glimpse the reason for his
suicide.

For Henri, by contrast, the fact of hsving something to hide is a
source almost of joy (p.209). Though at first subtly resentful of
Jean, who is his rivel for the affecticns of Lucie, Henri is chiefly re-
lieved that Jean's capture answers his guestion 'pourquoi?': !'je pour-
rai peut-étre me dire que je ne meurs pas pour rien' (p.213). - Henri
construes the change in their situation as giving him access to a mean-
ingful 1life through a purposeful death. 10

As before, Frangois's attitude separates him radically from his
fellows. He regards Jean as a threat to his relationship with his
sister Lucie, which is particularly close, and his resentment is ex-
plicit (p.212). Jean's presence, therefore, weakens Francois's will to

resist and reinforces his will to live. The sight of Sorbier's broken

body (p.232), and then of Lucie after her humiliation by the miliciens

(p.237), both contribute to his sense of injustice that they should
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have to suffer for Jean. And when he threatens to denounce Jean (p.238),
he 1is -ready to trade moral rectitude for life: 'Je veux de n'im-
porte quelle vie. La honte, ga passe quand la vie est longue.'(p.239)

It is ironic that Frangois, who clings so tenaciously to life, should be
the first to lose it at the hands of others, and that those assassins

should be his comrades.

Jean's capture places him in a situation-limite more complicated

than thet of his comrades. If, on the one hand, he continues to con-
ceal his identity, he will probably be freed, unharmed, as he eventually
is. But his fellows will pay for that freedom by their suffering and,
perhaps, their deaths. (By the time of his release, Sorbier and Fran-
¢ois have both died to save Jean.) 'J'espérais que vous étiez morts'
(p.207), these are Jean's first words because he grasps at once the
moral ramifications of their mutual dependence. If, on the other hand,
he discloses his identity, he will almost certainly forfeit his own
life, and perhaps those of the others too. What seems certain is that
if he does not escape to'pass on the news that their mission has failed,
the other partisans expecting to find a safe villege will be caught like
rats in a trap. Henri twice reminds Jean of his obligation towards the
'soixante qui t'ont fait confiance! (p.240). His unenviable situation
is virtually the reverse of the others': he must choose his life and
the near-certazin death of the five; they must choose their deaths and
the near-certain life of Jean, and the sixty, and the cause itself.

Theirs is the better part, and Jean intends no irony when he complains

that he is the unhappiest of them all (p.238). His impotence to help
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them - recalling an earlier powerlessness to save his wife dying in
childbirth (p.231) - contrasts with their comforting self-righteousness.
His very vitality - 'trop vivant' (p.233) - excludes him from this com-
pany of martyrs. The natural order of things is stood on its head:
Jean, who will live, is somehow inferior to the morituri. They appear
to be masters of their destiny, whereas his autonomy has been neutral-
ised by the impossibility of his situation: 'Vous m'avez exclu, vous
avez décidé de ma vie comme de ma mort: froidement.' (p.242) It is
again ironic that Jezn, who would most willingly give his life, should

be constrained to keep it.

(1ii) Jean's release sigrnals e third phese in the situation of his
three remaining corrades. Impotent though he was, Jean has been able
by a clever subterfuge to offer these three their first real option on
life - that is, an oprortunity to save their own lives without necessar-
ily causing the death of others. The debate between life and death

which takes place in this now classic situation-limite is the main
p

action of the play, for it is in this phase that the characters are
called upon to make 'la libre décision qui engage une morale et toute

une vie'.

Act and Agent

I have made no mention of the miliciens for, as individuals, they
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are of no interest. They are mere stereotypes who conspire in the

single and unambiguous action of torture, purposing to meke objects of

their victims: 'Les miliciens s'acharnent d nier la liberté des résist-

ants; ils veulent réduire leur comportement & de pures réactions phys-
11

iques.' The sadist or torturer aims to assert himself as pure sub-

jectivity - without a pour-autrui dimension for the vietim *° - while

13

annexing the other's freedom to make of him pure object. As we
know, such existentizl murder is an ontologicel impossibility, destined
to resolve itself in the total objectification of<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>