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Introduction: Confronting the Absurd - An
Overview of The Wall by Jean-Paul Sartre

In the pantheon of existentialist literature, few works are as stark,
unflinching, and philosophically dense as The Wall by Jean Paul Sartre.
First published in 1939 as a collection of five short stories, Le Mur (the
original French title) is often overshadowed by Sartre’s monumental
philosophical treatise Being and Nothingness or his plays like No Exit. Yet this
collection represents a crucial turning point in Sartre’s career, where abstract
existentialist concepts such as anguish, bad faith, freedom, and the look of
the Other are thrust into the raw, experiential context of life under
oppression, fear of death, and the choices that define us. The title story, “The
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during the Spanish Civil War, forcing both characters and readers to confront
the ultimate limit of human existence: mortality. This article explores the
layers of meaning within The Wall by Jean Paul Sartre, examining its
structure, philosophical underpinnings, characters, and lasting relevance,
while demonstrating why this collection remains a masterclass in blending
narrative art with existential thought.

The Genesis of a Masterpiece: Historical and
Philosophical Context

To fully appreciate The Wall by Jean Paul Sartre, it is essential to
understand the historical moment of its creation. Sartre wrote the collection
during the late 1930s, a period marked by the rise of fascism, the Spanish
Civil War (1936-1939), and the approaching shadow of World War Il. Sartre
himself had been influenced by the phenomenology of Edmund Husserl and
the existentialism of Martin Heidegger, but he was also deeply engaged with
the concrete political realities of his time. The Spanish Civil War, in particular,
provided a powerful backdrop for exploring themes of commitment, betrayal,
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and the confrontation with death. The experiences of Republican
prisoners—waiting, questioning, exhibiting both cowardice and
courage—became the crucible in which Sartre tested his emerging
philosophy. The collection, therefore, is not merely a set of stories; it is a
philosophical laboratory where the abstract concept of “being-toward-death”
(a phrase Sartre adapted from Heidegger) is translated into visceral human
drama. By setting the narrative within a cell, Sartre literalizes the
psychological “wall” that separates the living from the dead, the authentic
from the inauthentic, and the free from the trapped.

Structure of the Collection

The Wall by Jean Paul Sartre comprises five stories: “The Wall,” “The
Room,” “Erostratus,” “Intimacy,” and “The Childhood of a Leader.” While
each story can be read independently, they collectively form a thematic
unity. The collection moves from the extreme situation of imminent death
(the title story) through to the complexities of madness, sexuality, the desire
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crisis—the awareness of one’s own mortality—and then explores how
individuals navigate, bad faith, attempt to escape, or conform to roles
imposed by society. The term “wall” itself recurs as a metaphor: the wall of
death, the wall of psychological isolation, the wall of social convention, and
the wall of the self. Understanding this architecture helps readers see the
collection not as a random anthology but as a cohesive exploration of the
human condition under the lens of radical freedom.

Core Themes in The Wall by Jean Paul Sartre

Death as the Ultimate Limit and the Catalyst for
Authenticity

The most immediately striking theme in The Wall by Jean Paul Sartre is
death—not as a biological endpoint but as the horizon that defines life. In the
title story, protagonist Pablo Ibbieta is captured by Nationalist forces along
with two other prisoners: Tom Steinock and Juan Mirbal. All three are told
they will be executed in the morning. The story masterfully captures the
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psychological transformation that occurs when death becomes imminent.
Sartre describes how Tom’s face changes, how Juan’s body trembles, and
how Pablo experiences a detachment from his own body. The key existential
insight here is that while death is certain, the meaning of that death is not
predetermined. Pablo initially feels that his life is absurd because it will lead
to nothing, but in the story’s crucial twist, the threat of execution forces him
into an unexpected act of freedom. When interrogated about the location of
his comrade Ramon Gris, Pablo deliberately misleads his captors, telling them
that Gris is hiding in the cemetery. Ironically, Gris is actually hiding there, and
the Nationalists capture him, leading to Pablo’s release. This twist
underscores a core Sartrean principle: we are defined not by our
circumstances but by our choices, even—or especially—when faced with
absolute limits. The wall of death becomes the backdrop against which
authentic choices become possible.

Bad Faith (Mauvaise Foi) and Self-Deception

Sartre’s concept of bad faith is meticulously dramatized throughout The Wall
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anxiety of freedom and responsibility. In “The Wall” itself, Tom exhibits bad
faith by trying to convince himself that death is nothing or by focusing on
irrelevant details like the cold. Pablo, too, initially tries to deny the reality by
imagining his execution from a detached perspective. But the most explicit
exploration of bad faith appears in stories like “The Room,” where a woman,
Eve, chooses to live in a delusional world with her mentally ill husband rather
than confront the freedom of leaving him. Similarly, “Erostratus” follows a
man who believes he can achieve significance through a random act of
murder, only to find that his supposed freedom is an illusion born of
bitterness and lack of genuine commitment. Sartre uses these narratives to
show that bad faith is a pervasive human strategy to avoid the "anguish" of
radical freedom, and that authentic existence requires facing the void
without succumbing to comfortable lies.

The Look of the Other and Objectification

A central concept in Sartre’s philosophy is the “look” or “gaze” of the Other.
In Being and Nothingness, Sartre describes how being seen by another
person objectifies us, turning us into objects in their world. This theme
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permeates The Wall by Jean Paul Sartre. In the title story, the prisoners
become acutely aware of how they are perceived by the guards, the
interrogators, and each other. Tom tries to see himself as others see him—as
a condemned man—but this objectification provokes both shame and a
desire to reclaim sovereignty over his own identity. In “Intimacy,” the female
protagonist Lulu grapples with the conflict between sexual desire and the
objectifying expectations of her husband and lover. In “The Childhood of a
Leader,” the young Lucien Fleurier attempts to construct an identity that will
be validated by society, ultimately turning into a fascist leader. The story
shows how the need for the Other’s recognition can lead to a terrible form of
self-betrayal. Sartre’s collection repeatedly warns of the danger of allowing
others’ definitions to shape our being, yet also acknowledges that we cannot
escape the social dimension of existence. The wall between self and world,
between subjectivity and objectivity, is porous and contested.

Character Analysis: Human Beings as Projects
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Pablo Ibbieta: The Reluctant Hero

Pablo Ibbieta is one of Sartre’s most compelling characters precisely because
he does not start as a hero. He is a member of the anarchist faction in the
Spanish Civil War, but his attachment to his cause seems ambiguous. When
captured, he feels primarily exhaustion and a kind of numb horror rather than
ideological fervor. Sartre portrays his psychological journey with exacting
detail: the dry mouth, the disinterest in religious comfort, the desire to
urinate but not wanting to ask permission. Throughout The Wall by Jean
Paul Sartre, Pablo’s transformation is not miraculous or sentimental. His
decision to send the soldiers to the cemetery is almost casual, born of
defiance rather than hope. Yet this choice, precisely because it is free and
unmotivated by any external expectation, becomes an act of authentic
freedom. Pablo escapes not because his captors are merciful, but because his
own thrown project (a phrase Sartre uses to describe human action)
intersects with absurd reality. He becomes the living embodiment of the
existentialist dictum: we are nothing but the sum of our acts.
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Lucien Fleurier: The Antithesis of Freedom

In the final and longest story of the collection, “The Childhood of a Leader,”
we see the development of a boy who grows into a proto-fascist. Lucien is a
troubling figure because he follows the path of least resistance: he adopts the
values of his bourgeois family, seeks affiliation with nationalist groups, and
performs a rigid masculinity. His journey is a case study in the flight from
freedom. Unlike Pablo, who confronts the wall of death and chooses, Lucien
repeatedly runs from the anxiety of self-creation. He invents an identity by
imitating others, by objectifying himself as a “leader,” and by denying the
contingency of his own existence. The story serves as a cautionary tale about
the political consequences of bad faith on a collective scale. Sartre, writing as
Europe slid toward authoritarianism, suggests that the psychology of a
dictator is rooted in the same refusal of freedom that afflicts ordinary
individuals. The Wall by Jean Paul Sartre thus connects the personal and
the political seamlessly.
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Literary Techniques and Narrative Style

First-Person Narration and Interiority

Sartre employs first-person narration in many of the stories, granting the
reader direct access to the character’s consciousness. This technique is
especially effective in “The Wall,” where Pablo’s internal monologue creates
an immersive experience of temporal anxiety. The prose often shifts between
present and future tense, musing on what will happen to his body after
death. The wall of time itself becomes a barrier: the hours until dawn stretch
like centuries. Sartre’s prose is stark, stripped of ornamentation, forcing the
reader to sit with the uncomfortable reality of the situation. This aligns with
the existentialist rejection of embellishment that might disguise the
fundamental absurdity of existence.

Irony and Absurd Coincidence

The plot twist in “The Wall” is a masterstroke of dramatic irony. Pablo’s lie
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accidentally reveals the truth, leading to Gris’s capture and Pablo’s release.
This coincidence highlights the absurd nature of existence: actions can have
meanings entirely contrary to our intentions. Sartre does not resolve this with
a sense of divine justice or karmic balance. Instead, the ending leaves the
reader with a profound sense of the world’s indifference. Pablo survives, but
not because of any moral merit; he survives because of a brutal joke. This
anticlimax is a crucial feature of existentialist literature: there is no inherent
meaning, no cosmic resolution. The wall remains, even when one is on the
other side of it.

Relevance of The Wall by Jean Paul Sartre
Today

While The Wall by Jean Paul Sartre is a product of its time, its themes
resonate powerfully in the 21st century. We live in an age where the
awareness of mortality has been heightened by global pandemics, climate
change, and ongoing conflicts. The psychological dynamics of waiting, of
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as relevant as ever. Moreover, Sartre’s exploration of bad faith offers a
valuable lens to examine contemporary phenomena such as denialism,
performative identity politics, and the allure of authoritarian leaders who
promise escape from the burden of freedom. Social media amplifies the “look
of the Other” to an unprecedented degree, objectifying us through likes,
shares, and algorithmic value judgments. In this context, the stories in
Sartre’s collection become a mirror in which we can see our own strategies of
self-deception. “The Childhood of a Leader” warns of how fragile democratic
subjects can be when they abandon their freedom for the security of a
prescribed role. Thus, reading The Wall by Jean Paul Sartre is not merely
an academic exercise; it is a call to examine the walls we build around
ourselves and the choices we make—or fail to make—in their shadow.

Conclusion: Beyond the Wall - The Enduring
Power of Sartre’s Vision

The Wall by Jean Paul Sartre stands as a landmark of 20th-century
literature and philosophy, distilling the most pressing existential questions
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into narratives of immense emotional and intellectual force. Through the title
story and its companion pieces, Sartre demonstrates that the human
condition is defined not by abstract essences but by concrete situations in
which we must choose. The wall—whether of death, of the gaze of others, of
societal expectation, or of our own self-deception—is not an external barrier
that traps us. Rather, it is the very condition of our freedom. By facing the
wall without flinching, Sartre suggests, we can reclaim our agency and live
authentically. The stories are bleak,
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