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Jean-Paul Sartre, The Reprieve (trans. Eric Sutton; Penguin Books, 1981) 
 
 
Le Sursis was first published in 1945. It is the second book of the trilogy, The Roads to 
Freedom, the first book being The Age of Reason and the third, Iron in the Soul. 
 
Sartre uses the political background of the turbulent 1930s in France as the 
background to all three of the books. 
 
The book has no chapters as such, but simply moves day-by-day from Friday, 23 
September to Friday, 30 September. The year is not stated, but the content of the 
book is concerned with eight days in 1938 that occurred prior to the signing of the 
Munich Agreement, which was followed by the Nazi invasion of Czechoslovakia. Indeed, 
the book opens with politicians waiting to meet with Hitler. As the book reveals the 
people of France, at every level of society, are vitally affected by these developments 
since France had an agreement with Czechoslavakia to aid it in the event of an attack. 
The resultant Munich Agreement between Chamberlain, Daladier, Hitler, and Mussolini 
led to a year's postponement of the war, a “reprieve.” However, the British and the 
French betrayed Czechoslovakia, ceding some of its territory to Hitler, probably only 
encouraging him all the more in his quest to conquer more and more territory. But in 
the week leading up to this French reservists are called up.  
 
The Reprieve weaves together the stories of many different characters, while 
particularly continuing the story of the central character, Mathieu, who to some 
extent represents Sartre himself. In the preceding book, The Age of Reason, Mathieu is 
seeking money to pay for an abortion for the child carried by the mistress he has 
impregnated, the birth of which, he believes, would undermine the freedom he has 
been seeking. He is challenged by others and various circumstances to face up to the 
fact that he is now at the age of reason. In his continuing quest for freedom Mathieu 
mirrors Sartre’s own commitment to himself rather than to the external world. In 
particular, Mathieu struggles for the freedom which will end bad faith, that is, playing 
a role instead of freely acting to create himself.  
 
Sartre’s philosophy preached the radical freedom of the individual. Existence precedes 
essence. Humans are “condemned to be free.” No individual can explain his actions, 
conduct and decisions as an outworking of an essence, an inherent nature. Rather 
each individual is existentially responsible for each action, behaviour and decision. 
However, any notion Sartre had that individuals were isolated, self-determining 
entities was shaken to the core by the harsh realities of war. John Gerassi cites what 
Sartre once said when he was a prisoner of war in Stalag XIID, Trèves: 

Fesse a fesse, I was like all the others, and I liked it. What made me do anything may 
have been personal, or so I could think, but my acts themselves belonged to all. We ate, 
slept, got bored together. That was the only way to survive. There was no way to do 
otherwise. Each was dependent on all others. We were a collective, and that was what 
gave meaning to each. 

 
Indeed, in a manner reminiscent of Kant’s universalizing principle, Sartre took the 
view that the individual is not merely responsible for everything he or she is. Also, 
when choosing a particular course of action, one commits oneself to the action as if 
choosing it for everyone else as well, with this responsibility termed “anguish” by 
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Sartre. Sartre himself used the example of a person choosing to marry and have 
children, seeing this as a commitment not only of the self but of the whole of 
humanity to this same course of action. 
 
This deciding-for-self-and-others-perspective underlies The Reprieve. Firstly, Sartre 
skilfully shows how helpless individuals were to resist the strength of the current of 
political events engulfing them and how indifferent these circumstances are to the 
existence of each individual. Remember, for Sartre, the world is futile and 
meaningless, so that one has to create one’s own meaning or purpose in life. Secondly, 
Sartre also shows how the threat of looming war places his characters in positions 
where they are called upon to decide how they themselves will respond. After all, for 
Sartre people are defined by what they actually do rather than by what they might 
have done if circumstances had been different. As Sartre has said, “Freedom is what 
you do with what’s been done to you.” Thirdly, he indicates how a decision for self is 
also a decision for others, as illustrated by the way Mathieu intervenes, pretending to 
be a cop, to stop the youth Philippe from being beaten up for shouting out, “Down 
with the war!” We read:  

Mathieu turned wearily away: this sort of thing must be happening at every street 
corner, on the eve of war and battle: just a picturesque interlude which concerned him 
not at all. Suddenly he decided that it did… (312). 

 
The book does have an air of artificiality about it to the extent that for none of 
Sartre’s characters do religious beliefs or commitments play any significant role in 
their thinking, actions or decisions. In reality such beliefs do assume major proportions 
when war and the threat of war arises. But the substantial absence of God from this 
book is also in keeping with Sartre’s understanding of angst, that people must make 
their own decisions and create their own meaning for life since there is no God to help 
them in these respects. 
 
The story-telling technique employed by Sartre is unique. It is a stream of 
consciousness, moving from one character to another without any prior warning that 
the author is about to do so. Indeed, the transition often takes place in a paragraph 
and can even occur in a sentence. This itself is significant indicating that individuality 
itself lacks any abiding substance. 
 
The way in which Sartre tells his story reflects his existential stance in many subtle 
ways, even if this is not overtly presented. For example, although Sartre believed that 
facticity (the way the world is and the way one’s life has already been shaped by prior 
forces) acts to limit freedom, it is significant that he makes little to no effort to 
provide background for the characters he introduces and portrays. In keeping with 
Sartre’s insistence that existence precedes essence, any indications of a past life are 
largely peripheral. For Sartre people have not been designed to serve any purpose. So 
if Sartre alludes to the way a person’s past life limits his or her current freedom, it is 
largely to accentuate the fact that the individual concerned is now at a point in life at 
which he or she must decide what to do without simply following the natural course 
dictated by the way one has been pre-shaped. So Mathieu reflects: 

I am nothing; I possess nothing. As inseparable from the world as light, and yet exiled, 
gliding like light over the surface of stones and water, but nothing can ever grasp me 
nor absorb me. Outside the world, outside the past, outside myself: freedom is exile, 
and I am condemned to be free (308). 

 


