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Allan Stoekl

Re ce ntly much de bate  has  turne d around Je an-Paul S artre 's  alle g e d duplicity during  the  Occupation: did he
or did he  not knowing ly re place , in 19 41 at the  Lycé e  Condorce t, a Je wis h profe s s or who had be e n de prive d
of his  pos t s imply be caus e  he  was  Je wis h?  Did this  make  S artre  a knowing , albe it pas s ive , accomplice  to
Vichy racial policy—an accomplice , like  millions  of othe rs  in wartime  France , in that he  was , with an
appare ntly cle an cons cie nce , willing  to  take  advantag e  of anothe r's —a Je w's —mis fortune ?  

At this  late  date , it s e e ms  di icult to  adjudicate  this  is s ue  and proclaim S artre 's  bad faith. We  can ne ve r
know for ce rtain what he  kne w, and whe n he  kne w it. To try to  unde rs tand S artre 's  proble matic  pos ition
unde r the  Occupation, I think one  mus t g o to  the  actual writing s  we  have  at our dis pos al: his  e s s ays , plays ,
and inte rvie ws . Failing  this , we  will always  be  cons traine d to  judg e  him bas e d on innue ndo, ne g ative ly: what
he  was n't doing , but s hould have  done ; what he  may have  known, and ye t did not act upon. I think if we  turn to
his  writing s , or at le as t one  of the m, we  will be  confronte d with a di e re nt proble m. The  que s tion of S artre 's
s hadow-collaboration turns  not around what he  kne w, or what we  can know about his  knowle dg e , but around
what we  can and cannot know about what wartime  audie nce s  kne w and did not (could not) know of the
s uppos e d me s s ag e  of S artre 's  wartime  drama.

Was  Je an-Paul S artre 's  play Les Mouches, publis he d in April 19 43 and firs t pe rforme d that June  in Occupie d
Paris  with the  approval of the  G e rman ce ns or, a Re s is tance  play?  Was  it me ant to  conve y a pro-Re s is tance
me s s ag e ?  The  de bate  has  s wirle d for a numbe r of ye ars , g iving  ris e  to  accus atory books , s uch as  G ilbe rt
Jos e ph's  Une si douce occupation, arg uing  that S artre  ne ve r was  a Re s is tance  fig ure , and that the  works  he
publis he d unde r the  Occupation we re  harmle s s , and hardly note d for the ir ins urre ctional fe rvor. On the  othe r
hand, de fe nde rs —s tarting  with S artre  hims e lf a e r the  war—have  arg ue d that ke y wartime  works  s uch as  Les
Mouches we re  re ally calls  to  re s is tance ; g ive n ce ns ors hip, howe ve r, it was  ne ce s s ary to  mas k the  me s s ag e
with, for e xample , the  s e tting  of ancie nt G re e ce .  S artre  e ve n arg ue d that the  drubbing  adminis te re d by
collaborationis t critics  was  proof that the y unde rs tood the  play's  true  inte nt: an arg ume nt for human
fre e dom, in oppos ition to  the  Vichy doctrine  of re mors e  and e te rnal [End P a g e  7 8 ] pe nite nce  for the  s ins  of
the  Third Re public. S artre 's  foe s , on the  othe r hand, are  quick to  re s pond by re calling  that Les Mouches was
produce d in a the atre  whos e  name  had be e n chang e d (from Le  Thé âtre  S arah-Be rnhardt to  Le  Thé âtre  de  la
Cité ) to  ple as e  the  anti-S e mitic  occupie r, that the  dire ctor (Charle s  Dullin) dabble d in collaboration, that
S artre  hims e lf g ave  inte rvie ws  to  a (fairly mild) collaborationis t pape r (Comœdia), and s o on. Finally, the
s e e ming  trump card: if the  Re s is tance  e mphas is  of the  play was  s o  cle ar, why did the  ce ns ors  pas s  it in the
firs t place ?

Ing rid G als te r, in he r book Sartre, Vichy et les intellectuels, has  done  a lot to  s e t the  re cord s traig ht. A e r
carrying  out e xhaus tive  re s e arch, which involve d re ading  virtually e ve ry re vie w of the  play printe d in
Occupation-e ra pape rs —e ve n the  one s  in G e rman, publis he d both in Paris  and Be rlin—s he  conclude s  that,
in e e ct, ne ithe r s ide  is  rig ht. On the  one  hand, cle arly the re  we re  audie nce  me mbe rs  "in the  know," able  to
pe rce ive  the  me s s ag e  of fre e dom and place  it in the  conte xt of the  Re s is tance . On the  othe r hand, s he
arg ue s , the  collaborationis t critics  who roas te d the  play pe rce ive d abs olute ly no Re s is tance  me s s ag e :
what the y s aw was  a long , talky play that o e nde d the m mainly be caus e  it re calle d S artre 's  e arlie r works ,
s uch as  La Nausée, pe rce ive d as  a ce le bration of naus e a—a dis g us ting  book...
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