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UNDERSTANDING HUIS CLOS
JEAN PAUL SARTRE: A DEEP DIVE
INTO EXISTENTIALIST
PHILOSOPHY

Jean-Paul Sartre’s Huis Clos (translated
as No Exit) stands as one of the most
iconic works of existentialist theatre.
First performed in 1944 in Nazi-occupied
Paris, this one-act play has captivated
audiences for generations with its stark
depiction of human relationships, self-

deception, and the unbearable weight of
freedom. The phrase famously uttered
by one of its characters—“Hell is other
people”—has entered the cultural
lexicon, yet the full depth of Sartre’s
philosophical exploration in Huis Clos
extends far beyond this single line. In
this article, we will explore the play’s
plot, characters, themes, and enduring
relevance, all while situating it within
Sartre’s broader existentialist project.

THE HISTORICAL AND
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HUIS CLOS

To fully appreciate Huis Clos, one must
understand the intellectual climate in
which it was written. Jean-Paul Sartre
was the leading figure of existentialism,
a philosophical movement that
emphasised individual freedom, choice,
and responsibility in a universe devoid of
inherent meaning. The play premiered
during the final years of World War Il, a
time when questions of morality,
complicity, and human dignity were
painfully urgent. Sartre himself had been
a prisoner of war and was active in the
French Resistance, experiences that
deeply informed his thinking about
authenticity and bad faith.

Existentialism, as articulated by Sartre,

begins withPHtLOSOPHICAL COMNTEXT OF

precedes essence.” This means that
humans are not born with a
predetermined nature or purpose;
instead, they must create their own
identity through actions and choices.
Huis Clos dramatises this philosophy by
placing three dead characters in a
locked room—a version of hell—and
forcing them to confront the
consequences of their earthly lives.
There are no physical tortures in this
hell, no fire or demons. The torment is
entirely psychological, generated by the
relentless gaze and judgment of the
other occupants.
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Sartre’s

Conception of

Hell

Sartre famously rejected traditional
religious notions of hell. For him,
damnation was not a punishment
inflicted by an external deity but a
condition that humans create for
themselves through inauthentic living. In
Huis Clos, the afterlife is a luxurious
Second Empire drawing-room with no
mirrors, no windows, and no possibility
of escape. The characters are
condemned to spend eternity together,
endlessly recounting their past sins and
justifying their actions. There is no sleep,

no blinking, and no privacy. Sartre’s hell
is, above all, a state of radical exposure
to the Other.

This setting allows Sartre to explore a
central existentialist theme: the conflict
between individual subjectivity and the
objectifying gaze of others. When we are
looked at by another person, we become
an object in their world. Our freedom is
constrained by their interpretation of us.
In Huis Clos, this dynamic is literalised
and magnified to an excruciating degree.
The characters cannot escape each
other’s judgment, and they cannot stop
judging themselves through the eyes of
the others.

PLOT SUMMARY OF HUIS CLOS

The play opens with a Valet leading a
man named Joseph Garcin into a



drawing-room. Garcin, a journalist and
self-styled man of action, is surprised by
the absence of torture devices and
refuses to believe that this is hell. Soon,
two women are brought in: Inés Serrano,
a cold and perceptive postal worker, and
Estelle Rigault, a vain and shallow
socialite who died of pneumonia. The
three strangers must figure out why they
have been placed together and what
they did to deserve damnation.

As they converse, their secrets emerge.
Garcin was executed by a firing squad
for trying to flee the war, but the deeper
sin is that he abused his wife and treated
her with sadistic contempt. Ines seduced
her cousin’s wife and caused the
cousin’s death by deliberately wrecking
their relationship; she then died when
the scorned wife turned on the gas

stove. Estelle had an affair with a
younger man, became pregnant, and
drowned the resulting baby; her lover
shot himself in grief. She then died of
pneumonia shortly after.

The play’s central dramatic tension
arises from the shifting alliances among
the three. Estelle is attracted to Garcin,
but Garcin is desperate for validation
from Ines, who alone seems to see
through his pretensions. Ines, in turn,
desires Estelle. This tragic love
triangle—desire, rejection, and mutual
manipulation—creates an unbearable
atmosphere. The characters try to
escape through the door, but when it
finally opens, none of them can bring
themselves to leave. They realise that
they are bound to each other for
eternity.
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The play ends with Garcin’s famous
realisation: “Hell is other people.” The
three characters settle into their eternal
torment, aware that there is no escape
and no relief.

CHARACTER ANALYSIS

Joseph Garcin:
The Coward in
Bad Faith

Garcin is the character who undergoes
the most apparent psychological
transformation in Huis Clos, though it is
debatable whether he truly achieves
self-awareness. He desperately wants to

be seen as a brave man, a hero, but his
actions tell a different story. He
attempted to flee the country rather
than fight for his pacifist beliefs, and
when captured, he died screaming.
Garcin spends his afterlife trying to
rewrite his own narrative, hoping that
one of his female companions will affirm
his courage. Ines, however, refuses to lie
to him. She points out that his deeds
define him: “You are nothing but your
life.” This is a core existentialist
principle—there is no hidden essence
behind our actions. Garcin cannot hide
behind intentions or excuses. He is what
he did.



Ines Serrano:
The Cruel Mirror

Inés is arguably the most philosophically
astute of the three characters. She
understands the mechanics of their
predicament better than the others. She
knows that they are each other’s
torturers and that there is no external
judge. Inés takes a kind of sadistic
pleasure in exposing the others’ self-
deceptions. She is also painfully honest
about her own evil: she admits that she
enjoyed causing pain and that she is
“damned” because she chose to be. Ines
embodies the idea that some people
embrace their freedom in a negative
way, using it to dominate and destroy

others. Her desire for Estelle is not love
but a possessive need to possess the
Other’s consciousness.

Estelle Rigault:
The Socialite In
Denial

Estelle represents the person who lives
entirely for external validation. She is
obsessed with her appearance and with
being desired. In life, she valued the
gaze of men above all else. In death, she
continues this pattern, desperately
trying to attract Garcin’s attention.
Estelle is in bad faith because she
refuses to take responsibility for her
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actions—the murder of her child is
dismissed as an unfortunate necessity.
She wants to believe that she is still the
charming, innocent woman she
pretended to be. Estelle’s tragedy is that
she cannot exist without being seen, yet
the only gaze available to her is that of
two people who either pity her or want
to consume her.

MAJOR THEMES IN HUIS CLOS

The Gaze of the
Other

The most famous theme in Huis Clos is
the power of the look, or le regard.
Sartre argued in Being and Nothingness
that when another person looks at us,

we become aware of ourselves as an
object in their world. This experience can
be alienating and even dehumanising. In
the play, the characters cannot escape
each other’s gaze. There are no mirrors
in the room, so they must use each other
as mirrors. This dependency creates a
hellish feedback loop of judgment,
desire, and resentment. The gaze of the
Other freezes us, reduces us to a fixed
identity, and denies our freedom to
change.

Bad Faith

Bad faith, or mauvaise foi, is a central
concept in Sartre’s philosophy. It refers
to the act of deceiving oneself in order to
avoid the anxiety of freedom and
responsibility. All three characters in



Huis Clos exhibit bad faith. Garcin
pretends he is a hero despite his
cowardly actions. Estelle pretends she is
a pure and innocent woman despite
killing her child. Inés pretends she has
no choice but to be cruel, as if her
sadism were an immutable trait. Their
bad faith is exposed in the afterlife, but
even then, they cling to their self-
deceptions. Sartre suggests that bad
faith is a fundamental human tendency,
one that we must constantly fight
against if we are to live authentically.

Freedom and

Responsibility

Despite the bleak setting, Huis Clos is
ultimately a play about freedom. Sartre
believed that humans are “condemned
to be free”—we have no choice but to
choose, and our choices define us. The
characters in the play made their
choices in life, and those choices have
eternal consequences. Yet even in hell,
they retain a degree of freedom. They
can choose how to respond to their
situation. Garcin, for instance, could
choose to accept his cowardice and stop
seeking validation. Inés could choose to
stop tormenting Estelle. The tragedy is
that they remain stuck in their old
patterns, refusing to exercise the
freedom that remains to them. Sartre’s
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message is that we are responsible not
only for our actions but also for the
meaning we give to our lives.

KEY QUOTES AND THEIR
SIGNIFICANCE

Several lines from Huis Clos have
become famous, but they are often
taken out of context. Let us examine the
most important ones.

* “Hell is other people” (L’enfer,
c’est les autres). This is the play’s
most quoted line, but it is
frequently misunderstood. Sartre
did not mean that relationships are
inherently hellish. Rather, he
meant that our dependence on
others for self-definition can
become a form of torture. When

we allow others to define us, we
lose our freedom. The line is
spoken by Garcin at a moment of
despair, but it reflects a broader
existentialist insight: the Other is a
necessary part of human
experience, but the relationship
between self and Other is fraught
with conflict.

“You are nothing but your
life.” Ines says this to Garcin, and
it encapsulates the existentialist
rejection of a hidden essence.
There is no “true self” behind our
actions. We are what we do,
nothing more.

“l am my past.” This line reflects
the idea that our past choices are
irrevocable. We cannot undo what
we have done. The past weighs on
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us, but we can still choose how to
interpret it.

LITERARY AND DRAMATIC
TECHNIQUES

Sartre was a skilled playwright, and Huis
Clos is a masterclass in dramatic
economy. The play is a one-act, three-
character piece that unfolds in real time.
There is no interval, no change of
scenery, and no external action. The
tension is generated entirely through
dialogue and psychological interplay.
The locked room is a powerful symbol of
the human condition: we are trapped in
our own consciousness, unable to
escape the consequences of our choices.

The absence of external props—no fire,
no instruments of torture—forces the

audience to focus on the characters’
inner torment. Sartre uses a technique
that might be called “philosophical
theatre,” where abstract ideas are
embodied in concrete dramatic
situations. The play’s structure mirrors
its philosophical content: just as the
characters cannot leave the room, we
cannot escape the gaze of others in our
daily lives.

ADAPTATIONS AND CULTURAL
IMPACT

Huis Clos has been adapted for film,
television, and stage countless times. It
has been translated into dozens of
languages and remains a staple of
theatre repertoires worldwide. The play’s
influence extends beyond the arts into
popular culture, where the phrase “No
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Exit” is used to describe any inescapable
situation. The concept of hell as other
people has inspired countless works of
literature, film, and psychology.

Sartre’s play also had a significant
impact on existentialist psychotherapy,
particularly in the work of figures like
R.D. Laing, who explored the
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interpersonal dynamics of mental illness.
The play’s insights into shame, guilt, and
the need for recognition resonate with
modern readers who feel the pressure of
social media and the constant judgment
of others.

WHY HUIS CLOS REMAINS
RELEVANT TODAY




