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INTRODUCTION: CONFRONTING
THE ABSURD THROUGH SARTRE’S
MASTERPIECE

Jean-Paul Sartre’s The Wall (original
French title Le Mur) stands as a
landmark in existentialist literature.
Published in 1939, this collection of five
short stories immediately established
Sartre as a formidable voice in
philosophy and fiction. The keyword The
Wall Jean Paul Sartre evokes more

than just a title; it represents a profound
exploration of freedom, death, and the
human condition under extreme
pressure. In this article, we will dive
deep into the stories, themes, and
lasting impact of this essential work,
showing why it remains a touchstone for
readers grappling with life’'s most
unsettling questions.

OVERVIEW OF THE COLLECTION

The Wall brings together five distinct
narratives, each set in a different milieu
but united by existential dread and the


https://web1.enteraskincare.com/

characters’ struggle for authenticity.
Sartre uses these stories to dramatize
philosophical concepts without
sacrificing literary power. The collection
includes:

e “The Wall” - A prisoner awaiting
execution

e “The Room” - A woman’s
relationship with her psychotic
husband

e “Erostratus” - A misanthropic
man planning a murder

e “Intimacy” - A couple trapped in
a web of deception

e “The Childhood of a Leader” -
A young man'’s transformation into
a fascist

Each story functions as a laboratory for
Sartre’s ideas about freedom, bad faith,

and the unbearable weight of choice.
Let's examine them one by one.

The Title Story:
“The Wall”

The most famous piece in the collection,
“The Wall,” follows Pablo Ibbieta, a
Republican prisoner during the Spanish
Civil War. He and two other prisoners are
told they will be executed the next
morning. The story unfolds in real-time,
capturing Pablo’s psychological journey
from denial to acceptance to a final,
ironic twist. The “wall” itself becomes a
dense symbol: the physical wall before
which he will be shot, the wall of his own
consciousness, and the wall that
separates life from nothingness. Sartre
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masterfully shows how the proximity of
death strips away all pretense, forcing
Pablo to confront his radical freedom. In
a brilliant narrative turn, a lie he tells to
save a comrade inadvertently leads to
the man’s capture, proving that even our
most deliberate actions can escape our
control. This story is often seen as a
perfect introduction to Sartre’s
existentialist ideas about mortality and
meaning.

“The Room”

In “The Room,” we meet Eve, a woman
who has chosen to live entirely inside
the world of her husband Pierre, who
suffers from what appears to be
schizophrenia. Pierre believes he is
trapped in a room full of flying statues

and other hallucinations. Eve’s refusal to
acknowledge the real world is a stark
example of bad faith (mauvaise foi) -
she denies her own freedom by
immersing herself in Pierre’s delusions.
The story is claustrophobic and
unsettling, forcing readers to question
the nature of sanity and the ethics of
love. Sartre uses the confined space of
the apartment as a symbol of the walls
we build around ourselves to avoid
facing the void.

“Erostratus”

This story takes its name from
Herostratus, who burned down the
Temple of Artemis to achieve fame. The
protagonist, a lonely and contemptuous
man named Paul Hilbert, decides to



commit a murder that will make his
name known. Hilbert’s misanthropy
stems from his inability to connect with
others; he views humanity with disgust
and imagines himself as a superior
being. However, when the moment of
violence approaches, he completely fails.
“Erostratus” is a darkly comic
exploration of how the desire for
recognition can lead to absurd, self-
defeating actions. It raises questions
about the nature of evil and the limits of
individual will.

“Intimacy”

“Intimacy” is perhaps the most
emotionally complex story in the
collection. It centers on Lulu, a young
woman who feels trapped in her

marriage to the impotent and childlike
Henry. She has an affair with a man
named Pierre but cannot bring herself to
leave her husband. The story is narrated
from multiple perspectives, revealing
each character's self-justifications and
evasions. Lulu’s decision to remain in an
unsatisfying relationship is a powerful
example of choosing comfort over
authentic freedom. The “intimacy” of the
title is anything but genuine; it is a
shared delusion that allows all parties to
avoid the terrifying responsibility of truly
choosing their own lives.

“The Childhood
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of a Leader”

This longer story traces the development
of Lucien Fleurier from a privileged,
anxious child into a right-wing
authoritarian. Sartre dissects the
psychological mechanisms that lead
someone to embrace fascism: the desire
to belong, the fear of being different,
and the need for an external identity.
Lucien experiments with various
personas - a poet, a sexual adventurer -
before settling on the role of a “leader.”
The story is a scathing critique of how
people can manufacture their own
identities to escape freedom. It
resonates alarmingly with modern
political dynamics, showing how the
search for certainty can lead to the most

destructive ideologies.

KEY THEMES AND
PHILOSOPHICAL FOUNDATIONS

Throughout The Wall, Sartre dramatizes
core concepts of existentialist
philosophy. These themes are not
presented as dry theory but emerge
through the lives and choices of his
characters.

Existential
Freedom and
Choice

For Sartre, “existence precedes
essence” - we are born without a fixed



nature and must create ourselves
through our actions. In “The Wall,” Pablo
realizes that even in the face of death he
is free to choose how to die. Similarly,
Lucien’s story shows that identity is not
given but actively constructed. The
characters who deny this freedom, like
Eve in “The Room,” suffer from a kind of
living death.

The Absurdity of
Existence

Sartre’s world is one without inherent
meaning. The universe is indifferent, and
human beings must generate their own
values. The absurdity is most palpable in
“The Wall” when Pablo’s lie accidentally
causes the death of his comrade. Events

do not conform to our moral
expectations; they just happen. This
randomness is a central feature of the
human condition in Sartre’s view.

The Gaze of the
Other

Sartre famously wrote that “Hell is other
people” (from his play No Exit), and this
idea appears throughout the collection.
Characters are constantly aware of how
they are perceived by others. In
“Intimacy,” Lulu’s sense of self is shaped
by her husband’s and lover’s opinions. In
“Erostratus,” the protagonist’s plan is
driven entirely by his desire for an
audience. The gaze of others can trap us
in fixed identities, but it can also be a
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EATERAR¥STYIEcAND NARRATIVE

Bad Faith
(Mauvaise Foi)

Bad faith is the act of lying to oneself in
order to avoid the anxiety of freedom. It
involves pretending that we are not free
- blaming our circumstances, our
upbringing, or other people for our
choices. Almost every protagonist in The
Wall exhibits bad faith. Pablo initially
tries to think of himself as already dead.
Eve denies the real world. Lucien adopts
the role of a leader as if it were a
destiny. Sartre exposes these self-
deceptions with unflinching honesty.

TECHNIQUES

Sartre’s prose in The Wall is lean and
precise, yet capable of intense
psychological depth. He often uses a
first-person or close third-person
perspective to immerse readers in the
character’s subjective reality. The title
story employs a stream-of-consciousness
technique as Pablo’s mind races during
his last night. Sartre also uses repetitive
imagery - walls, rooms, locked doors - to
reinforce the theme of confinement. The
dialogue is sparse but loaded with
existential weight. His style influenced
later novelists like Albert Camus and
Samuel Beckett, and it remains strikingly
modern today.




WALL"”

Upon its publication, The Wall
cemented Sartre’s reputation as a major
literary figure. It was praised for its
psychological realism and philosophical
depth. The collection has been
translated into dozens of languages and
is studied in literature and philosophy
courses worldwide. Its exploration of
political themes, especially in “The
Childhood of a Leader,” has made it
relevant to discussions of totalitarianism
and identity politics. Film adaptations
and stage readings have kept the stories
alive for new audiences. More
importantly, The Wall Jean Paul
Sartre continues to challenge readers to
examine their own lives: Are we living

authenticallMRAAGTeAMDHLEGA C¥hOE “THE

walls of our own making?

WHY READ “THE WALL” TODAY?

In an era of social media personas,
political polarization, and existential
anxiety, Sartre’s stories feel disturbingly
contemporary. The characters’ struggles
to define themselves mirror our own
battles with identity and meaning. The
theme of bad faith is everywhere - from
corporate culture that encourages
conformity to relationships built on
comfortable lies. Sartre offers no easy
answers, but he provides a mirror.
Reading The Wall is an act of self-
confrontation. It asks us to recognize the
walls we have built and to consider
whether we have the courage to tear
them down.
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CONCLUSION: THE
UNFORGETTABLE WALL

The Wall Jean Paul Sartre remains a
powerful and unsettling work of
existentialist ~ fiction. Through five
unforgettable stories, Sartre explores the
human condition at its most raw - facing
death, madness, violence, and the quiet
terrors of everyday life. The collection is
not a philosophical treatise but a lived

experience that forces readers to
question their own assumptions.
Whether you are new to existentialism or
a seasoned reader, The Wall offers a
profound reminder that we are all, in the
end, free - and that freedom is both our
greatest gift and our most terrifying
burden. If you have not yet read these
stories, let this be your invitation: step
up to the wall, and see what you find on
the other side.



