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hamm: We’re not beginning to . . . to . . . mean something?
clov: Mean something! You and I, mean something! (Brief laugh.) Ah

that’s a good one!
hamm: I wonder. (Pause.) Imagine if a rational being came back to earth,

wouldn’t he be liable to get ideas into his head if he observed us long
enough.

(Voice of rational being.) Ah, good, now I see what it is, yes, now I under-
stand what they’re at!

(Clov starts, drops the telescope and begins to scratch his belly with both
hands. Normal voice.)

And without going so far as that, we ourselves . . . (with emotion) . . . we
ourselves . . . at certain moments . . . (Vehemently.) To think perhaps
it won’t all have been for nothing!

Samuel Beckett, Endgame1

T
he Absurd is both an experience and a concept. As an exceedingly
rough first approximation, we might say that it is a concept born 
of an experience, a deep, visceral experience that life, with its joys

and its sorrows, with its loves and its hates, with its spectacular acts of
magnanimity and its despicable acts of pettiness, with its grand victor-
ies and crushing defeats – in other words, life itself – finally adds up to
absolutely nothing. As this first approximation suggests, the Absurd is a
phenomenon that is universal instead of particular in scope. The partic-
ulars that constitute our existences might be boring, painful, or deeply
unjust, but these particulars, in and of themselves, are not absurd, nor,
indeed, is their aggregation. (For the moment, it should be pointed out that
although these particulars, individually or collectively, are not absurd,
this does not preclude the possibility that they might be responsible 
for engendering both the experience and the concept of the Absurd). The
Absurd, rather, is a sort of universal acid bath that dissolves the import-
ance of these sorts of distinctions from a “higher” perspective (the per-
spective of Hamm’s otherworldly “rational being,” for example, in the
excerpt with which this chapter opens). This is one of the reasons that
Beckett’s Endgame is particularly representative for our present aims:
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with the exception of a few odd props, the world of Hamm and Clov is
stripped of all the particulars that might distract from the essence of the
experience (and, of course, the meaning of this “being stripped” can itself
be interpreted in numerous ways). Furthermore, as this bit of dialogue
from Beckett’s Endgame suggests, the Absurd is essentially tied up with
(but not only with) questions of meaning and justification, and, as such,
it is grist for the philosophical mill (although, on closer examination, the
rather sneaking suspicion might arise that this mill is responsible for
producing its own grist).

Although Camus was not the first to articulate either the experience
or the concept of the Absurd, he was, perhaps, the first to articulate the par-
ticular sense that it has for us. Of course, the world has drastically changed
since the early 1940s, but the sociohistorical circumstances within which
Camus articulated the Absurd, the experience of the Great Depression
and World War II, of massive pauperization and rationalized annihilation
(in both the gassing of concentration camp prisoners and the bombing 
of civilian populations), are circumstances which “(post)modern man”
has not yet moved beyond. The forms in which the malaise is expressed
surely have changed, but the major breakdown in the enlightenment
project’s non-negotiables (capitalism, the democratic state, and, more
generally, the reconciling power of reason itself) has left many with a
sense of being adrift. Even during the 1950s and 1960s, when Keynes’s
economic theory and the liberal welfare state had society “humming
along,” even the so-called “winners” experienced a profound malaise: the
deadened “corporate man,” with his three-martini lunch and four pack 
a day habit, the long hours at work followed by a train ride to a sterile
suburban home, and the frenzied consumption that exacerbated rather
than filled the void, was the stuff of the more penetrating sociological
and literary analyses. Then, of course, there was the subordination of
women, African-Americans, and other minorities, not to mention “the
Bomb,” against which the human race was supposedly insulated by a
perverse logic known as “mutually assured destruction” (MAD). Without
offering a genealogy, suffice it to say that in our contemporary “post-
modern” age both the experience and the concept of the Absurd remain.
Capitalist globalization processes, embodied by the justifiably despised
World Trade Organization, are rapidly making good Karl Marx’s con-
tention that “all that is solid melts into air, all that is holy is profaned,
and man is at last compelled to face with sober senses his real conditions
of life”:2 the acid bath of global capital and the experience of the Absurd
are, to be sure, mutually reinforcing. And yet, we also live in an age in
which religious fundamentalism, with its arrogant monopoly on all of
the old absolutes, is resurgent. This weird convergence, far from belying
the Absurd, is rather a manifestation of it. As Camus observed in The Myth
of Sisyphus, the experience and the concept of the Absurd is marked by
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“antinomy,” the contradiction between two sets of principles not amen-
able to reconciliation through reason. Indeed, to borrow an old Hegelian
phrase, it may well be only now that the Absurd has genuinely come to
be “adequate to its concept.”

In this chapter, I shall closely consider The Myth of Sisyphus, which 
is arguably Camus’s defining philosophical work. To lay the foundation
for this analysis, however, there are two matters that must first be con-
sidered. To begin with, I must consider, albeit briefly, Camus’s earliest
published works, the lyrical essays that comprise The Wrong Side and
the Right Side and Nuptials, for these works depict the point of de-
parture, the experience of living before absurdity dawns. Then, I must
briefly consider, from a historical perspective, the philosophical grounds
of the Absurd to make sense of Camus’s position, which, in certain ways,
is only the self-conscious articulation of a long, gradual process.

Life Before the Fall

These barbarians lounging on the beaches give me the foolish hope that,
perhaps without knowing it, they are modeling the face of a culture where
man’s greatness will finally discover its true visage. These people, wholly
engaged in the present, live with neither myths nor consolation.

Albert Camus, “Summer in Algiers,” Nuptials3

The lyrical essays that comprise Camus’s two earliest books, The Wrong
Side and the Right Side and Nuptials, are a celebration of his place in the
natural world. The hot sun and sand, the cool water, which, in refresh-
ing, leaves the body with a slightly salty taste, the panoramic Algerian
landscape under a bright blue sky, and the youthful vigor to take full
advantage of these things make the young Camus “proud of the human
condition,” and the rebukes of those who would say that this pride is
misplaced do not in any way lessen his feeling (LCE, p. 69). This pride
that Camus experiences is not a reflective pride, which by its nature is
self-justifying, but rather an immediate pride, one that arises spontan-
eously and is in need of no self-justification. Indeed, it is marked by an
utter lack of self-referentiality, for even to analyze the feeling (at least
while undergoing it) would be to tear at the fabric of the delicate synthesis
that it reflects.

The beatific nature of Camus’s imagery notwithstanding, to be “wholly
engaged in the present” raises a fundamental question concerning the
very standing of the moral enterprise, as Camus’s reference to “these
barbarians” acknowledges. Morality, we are taught, necessitates a step
back, a less than “wholly engaged” perspective from which to adjudge
the propriety of the actions that we are contemplating. Indeed, while the

9781405159302_4_002.qxd  04/07/2008  10:27 AM  Page 23



the absurd24

two predominant enlightenment moralities, Millean utilitarianism and
Kantian deontology, differ in fundamental respects – the former is con-
cerned with consequences (maximizing happiness) and is neutral with
respect to acts in the abstract while the latter is concerned with acts
(doing one’s duty) and is neutral with respect to their concrete con-
sequences – what they share is this step back, and, more specifically, a
reliance on a rational decision-making calculus to determine what to do.
Camus denies that this modern modus operandi is a necessary condition
of morality, however:

In such abundance and profusion, life follows the curve of the great passions,
sudden, demanding, generous. It is not meant to be built but to be burned
up. So reflection or self-improvement are quite irrelevant . . . Not that
these men lack principles. They have their code of morality, which is very
well defined. You “don’t let your mother down.” You see to it that your
wife is respected in the street. You show consideration to pregnant women.
You don’t attack an enemy two to one, because “that’s dirty.” If anyone
fails to observe these elementary rules “He’s not a man,” and that’s all
there is to it. This seems to me just and strong . . . Shopkeeper morality is
unknown. (LCE, pp. 86–87)

Camus’s position here resonates with a tradition that has been revivified
in philosophy over the past few decades, a tradition known as Aristotelian
virtue ethics. Unlike Millean utilitarianism and Kantian deontology,
which focus on consequences and acts, respectively, the focus of virtue
ethics is on the agent, the actual full-blooded person, and it considers
whether this person is of fine character overall rather than one who just
refrains from doing the wrong thing but otherwise amounts to very little.
(Mill himself recognized this problem, clearly evidenced in Bentham’s
version of utilitarianism, and thus he gives utilitarianism a twist toward
Aristotle’s virtue ethics, albeit with mixed results.) The person of fine
character need not completely abstract from who he is to determine
what to do but rather reasons from who he is to determine what to do.
This reasoning also involves a step back of sorts, but there is no pretense
that this form of practical reasoning is in any way “pure,” or that it does
not arise from this full-blooded person and, more generally, the society
that formed him. This is why Camus states, as we previously saw, that
Aristotle’s “Ethics itself, in one of its aspects, is but a long and reasoned
personal confession. Abstract thought at last returns to its prop of flesh”
(MS, pp. 100–101).

It was Nietzsche who had first argued that all moral philosophies are
merely a “personal confession” of its adherents, and it was Nietzsche
who had first argued that Kantian deontology is a “shopkeeper moral-
ity.” (What’s more, given his depiction of “the last man” in Thus Spake
Zarathustra, Nietzsche would have had no problem applying the term to
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Millean utilitarianism either). More generally, as we shall observe, Camus
will take more than a few of his cues from Nietzsche, whose naturalism
also caused him to favor the ancient (pre-Socratic) Greeks. In the mean-
time, however, what should be noticed is that in Camus’s youthful writ-
ings the Absurd does not yet rear its head. Indeed, even when he speaks
of his Algerian experiences in the dualistic terms that are part and parcel
of the disunity that constitutes the Absurd, he only does so for the pur-
pose of emphasizing an underlying unity: “It was neither I nor the world
that counted, but solely the harmony and silence that gave birth to the
love between us” (LCE, p. 72). With the advent of the Absurd, the harmony
will be gone, and the silence will be transfigured: no longer the reflection
of an underlying harmony that is taken for granted, it is now the world
that will be silent in the face of humanity’s uncomprehending “why.”

A Short Pre-History of the Absurd

The eternal silence of these infinite spaces frightens me.
Blaise Pascal, Pensées4

In one of his most poorly understood passages, Nietzsche, through the
mouth of “the madman,” informs a crowd of people that “God is dead.”
This revelation is not met with anger or disbelief, as one might expect,
but instead with mockery and laughter, for the crowd possesses that sort
of cynical pseudo-sophistication that is not unknown in our own times:
after all, “everyone knows” that God is dead. What makes the madman
mad, and what the crowd fails to understand, is not that God is dead or
even, for that matter, that we are the ones who have killed him. Rather,
what makes the madman mad, and what the crowd fails to understand,
is how much of our lives, how much of our self-understanding, although
seemingly unrelated, is inextricably intertwined with the concept of
God, and, therefore, must die with Him. The lightning has already struck
and it is only the madman who can “hear” the impending thunder, the
sound of the earth crumbling below his feet: “What were we doing when
we unchained this earth from its sun? Whither is it moving now? Whither
are we moving? Away from all suns? Are we not plunging continually?”5

As for the crowd, this monumental repercussion is not yet appreciated:
“This tremendous event is still on its way, still wandering; it has not yet
reached the ears of man . . . This deed is still more distant from them
than the most distant – and yet they have done it themselves.”6

The Absurd is not only a product of the death (and, therefore, further
back, the birth) of God, although, in modern times, it is this absence that
constitutes its proximate cause. Formally (i.e., conceptually), the Absurd
is the result of the space for God, the wholly disengaged rational, objective
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viewpoint that found expression at least as far back as Plato’s theory of
Forms (which is one of the reasons that Nietzsche refers to Christianity
as “Platonism for the masses”), and it is this viewpoint that is referenced
by Hamm’s otherworldly “rational being” (in the excerpt from Beckett’s
Endgame that opened this chapter). When this space that we ourselves
have created is hollowed out, as it is with the death of God (which, as
Nietzsche asserts, is something that we have also done ourselves), or if
its prevailing content ceases to function in such a way that it can provide
meaning and justification for our lives, the absurd sensibility can arise.
In modern times, as we will now see, Descartes opens up the theoretical
possibility of the absurd sensibility, Hume and Kant then bring this 
possibility to fruition, Kierkegaard and Nietzsche philosophize as to its
practical (or, if you prefer, existential) repercussions, and Camus, who
writes in a time in which “this tremendous event” has finally been
heard, offers “the description, in the pure state” of the “absurd sensitivity
that can be found widespread in the age” (MS, p. 2).

By most accounts, what underlies the modern philosophical project
(both historically and conceptually) is the so-called “philosophy of sub-
jectivity,” which, initiated by Descartes, turned philosophy inward by
making subjectivity the foundation of indubitable knowledge. Descartes’s
emphasis on the well-distributed power of reason, “the natural light” in
every person that obliges each of us to accept as true only that which we
clearly recognize to be so, is a crucial moment in the slow movement
away from a Church-based worldview to a (Godless) humanistic one. Thus,
while nominally limited to narrow epistemological concerns, Descartes’s
dualism of rational mind and matter, the result of estranging conscious-
ness from the world so as to ground its knowledge of it, is not just a decisive
sociocultural phenomenon but also a portent of the Absurd. This was
vaguely intuited by Descartes’s contemporary, Pascal, who cried that
“the eternal silence of these infinite spaces frightens me” (but, perhaps,
did not himself do the Church any favors by arguing that, without proof,
it is rational to believe in God’s existence, given the relative costs of
falsely believing and falsely disbelieving). Of course, the objective cer-
tainty that Descartes sought was gotten on the sly, as the rationality that
he put into question by methodically doubting everything at the begin-
ning of the Meditations was then used to prove the existence of God,
who mediates the relation between mind and matter, and, therefore,
allows Descartes’s contemporaries to trust in their sense perceptions, as
well as their (now less solidly grounded) Church-based worldview. Never-
theless, the damage was done.

After Hume delivered a devastating blow to the Cartesian project by
showing that truths about the world (“matters of fact,” one of which is
the alleged existence of God) could not have the same sort of ironclad
necessity as the truths of mathematics and logic (“relations of ideas”),
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Kant upped the subjective ante with his recourse to transcendental ideal-
ism, which, he asserted, made good the truths of empirical realism. For
Kant, in other words, there is a necessity with respect to our empirical
truths (and, most of all, the truths of the natural sciences) because these
truths are made good by the nature of our own minds, which provide the
template for what can count as objective truths for us. How the world 
is “in itself,” however, is beyond the bounds of our reason. Even with
respect to objective matters, then, Kant thinks not only that subjectivity
must be the starting point but also that there is a limit to reason, which
he turns into a virtue by arguing that reason’s limitations make room for
faith. It is when Kant moves from theoretical to practical philosophy,
however, that the specter of absurdity truly arises. Although the belief 
in such things as God, freedom, and the immortality of the soul have 
no place in Kant’s theoretical philosophy, in his practical philosophy
they are needed as regulative ideas, or, as he articulates it, “postulates of
pure practical reason,” for without them his moral philosophy, based on
necessity, would collapse in the face of the world’s contingence. This
suggests not just that faith can begin only where theoretical reason 
ends but also that faith is the very condition of the possibility of pure
practical reason. Still, although Kant’s faith in God and practical reason
are not rationally grounded, as his attacks on the sundry proofs for God’s
existence and his need for the postulates clearly attest, his ungrounded
faith is of such a nature that it does not yet provoke the experience of
absurdity.

With his articulation of the paradoxical concept of “subjective truth”
and, specifically, its relation to religious faith, Kierkegaard is the first to
explicitly broach the concept of the Absurd. In the Concluding Unscientific
Postscript, he declares: “Instead of the objective uncertainty [of believing
in God’s existence], there is here a certainty, namely, that objectively it
is absurd; and this absurdity, held fast in the passion of inwardness, is
faith.”7 Although opposed to the basic doctrines of enlightenment reason,
this concept of absurdity (crystallized, for Kierkegaard, in the paradox
that Christianity’s eternal truths have a historical becoming with God’s
Incarnation in the personage of Christ) is a product of it. Kierkegaard’s
distinctive form of Protestantism, with its emphasis on “the subjective
inwardness” of a believer that passionately confronts God in a “ver-
tical relation,” is a result of the enlightenment promise that individual
subjectivity has a right to its satisfaction, the (ultimately Cartesian)
promise that both he and his nemesis Hegel seek to make good. Indeed,
his rejoinder to Hegel’s emphasis on a rationally structured ethical 
totality (i.e., a “horizontal relation” that subsumes everything within 
it, including the absolutely “other” that is God) must be viewed as an
attempt to vindicate this right of subjectivity against Hegel’s totalizing
“System.”
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However, as Kierkegaard relates in Fear and Trembling, even believing
in the absolutely “other” that is God, which makes clear to the believer
his infinite nature, is only the last stage on the way to true faith. Still
operating from the standpoint of the understanding, these believers (of
whom Kierkegaard counts himself one) are only “knights of resignation”
for whom the world’s privations empty life of all hope, joy, and meaning.
It is only by embracing the absurdity that is part and parcel of true faith
that one becomes a “knight of faith” who can joyfully partake of life, since
with meaning-conferring faith hope springs eternal: all things, including
(indeed, perhaps, especially) those that are not amenable to reason, are
possible. Despite the subjective bounty to be had by the individual of faith,
then, Kierkegaard believes that he cannot rationally argue for Christianity
but rather must “seduce” his reader into it. What’s more, it is not even
Kierkegaard qua Kierkegaard who is doing the seducing, for out of respect
for the individual’s right to self-determination he writes pseudonymously:
by undermining the authority of the authorial position, Kierkegaard gives
his reader the room to make an uncoerced choice of whether to subject-
ively embrace the objective absurdity that is the Christian faith.

Kierkegaard’s crucial insight, however, is that absurdity is not con-
fined to the paradoxes of religious faith. He is, perhaps, the first to see
that all “existential” choices (i.e., fundamental orienting choices made
by an individual about how he is to be in the world), which determine
what counts as a subjective truth for that individual, are actually just 
a matter of faith. In setting forth his “existential dialectic,” which 
is a deliberate refashioning of Hegel’s historical dialectic along indi-
vidual lines, Kierkegaard says, in essence, that every choice of oneself 
is ungrounded. Accordingly, in opposition to what he takes to be the
ultimate convergence of thought and being in Hegel’s dialectic, in which
there seems to be a rational necessity with respect to the movement
from one (collective) “form of consciousness” to another, Kierkegaard
sees thought and being as divided. As a result, although Kierkegaard
explicitly privileges the notion of being an “existing” individual, which
is an individual for whom there is a higher-order commitment that
coherently delineates the ultimate rules by which he lives, he can only
implicitly privilege the “religious,” as opposed to “ethical” or “aesthetic,”
sphere of existence. In other words, there can be no reason for choosing
to live by the rules of any sphere of existence, for it is the completely
ungrounded choice of a sphere of existence that brings anything that can
count as a reason into existence in the first place. Even in an entirely 
secular sense, therefore, choosing to be an existing individual by choos-
ing to live in conformity with the rules of one sphere of existence as
opposed to another involves nothing more than a “leap of faith.”

At this point, our “first approximation” of the Absurd (i.e., that it is “a
concept born of an experience”), which was offered at the start of this
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chapter, must be revised. As this brief history of the birth of the con-
cept of the Absurd implies, even if the concept of the Absurd is born of
the modern experience, the modern experience, in turn, is born of self-
concepts that are generated by the historical unfolding of philosophy.
This means that the experience of the Absurd has its own conceptual
preconditions. Nevertheless, to say, as a “second approximation,” that the
Absurd is “an experience born of a concept” would be no more correct
than the “first approximation,” for the historical unfolding of philoso-
phy is born of the historical unfolding of human experience, of which
philosophy is a part. What all of this means, then, is that the experience
of the Absurd and the concept of the Absurd stand in a “dialectical” rela-
tion, a relation, in other words, in which the two terms mutually inform
one another in an ongoing process in which neither assumes primacy.
Indeed, as we shall see, since Camus, and, more generally, the existen-
tialist moment, something akin to both the experience of the Absurd
and the concept of the Absurd remain, although both terms have, in
some sense, morphed.

Camus’s Absurd Problematic

After Buddha was dead, his shadow was still shown for centuries in a cave –
a tremendous gruesome shadow. God is dead; but given the way of men,
there may still be caves for thousands of years in which his shadow will be
shown. And we – we still have to vanquish his shadow, too.

Friedrich Nietzsche, The Gay Science8

To state the issue of the Absurd more technically, at its heart, whether
considered experientially or conceptually, is the problem of groundless-
ness, contingence, and, ultimately, meaninglessness with respect to those
fundamental aspects of “the human condition” that seem as if they
should be open to rational justification. For Descartes and Hume, the
demand for rational justification is limited to epistemological problems,
problems concerned with distinguishing knowledge (truths that we attain
in methodologically justifiable ways) from (mere) true belief (truths that
we attain in methodologically unjustifiable ways). If not for God, who
underwrites the veracity of our sense perceptions, Descartes would have
been left with an unbridgeable chasm between his own consciousness
and the world, and thus, epistemologically, would have collapsed into
skepticism, the very thing against which he fought. Hume, an atheist, did
collapse into skepticism, but it is a rather limited skepticism, one that
does not bear on our worldly concerns (and, indeed, in certain respects
his moral philosophy tended to be shockingly unskeptical). Famously
confessing that his reasoned speculations would frequently result in
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“philosophical melancholy,” Hume’s natural inclinations would come
to the rescue: he would dine, play backgammon, and otherwise have fun
with his friends, at which point, he tells us, his philosophical ruminations
would appear so “cold, strained, and ridiculous” that he could not bear the
thought of returning to his study, preferring instead to throw his books
into the fire. Why is philosophical reason so impotent for Hume?

One might say that despite his atheism, Hume continued to philo-
sophize “in the shadow of God.” For Descartes, truths about the world
had to be “necessary” (in that they could not be otherwise), and it is God
alone that makes such truths possible. Responding to his predecessors 
in the empiricist tradition, John Locke and Bishop George Berkeley, who
continued to believe in God, Hume argued that God cannot be experienced,
and, therefore, there is no basis for believing in his existence. Properly
understood, however, Hume’s avowed skepticism is the manifestation
of the “God’s eye view” without God, and if his philosophical reason 
is impotent it is because he continues to hold it up to this impossible
standard. (Indeed, one might plausibly argue that if the resonances of the
absent God are removed from the Humean equation, which, in some
sense, was his aim in getting clear on such metaphysical concepts as
freedom and causation, he was truly no skeptic at all). We might say,
then, that for Hume “skepticism is sin without God,” to which we must
quickly add that it is the omnipresent “without God” that is the very
condition of the “sin” that is Hume’s skepticism. I put matters in this
way because Camus, who is also an atheist, says in The Myth of Sisyphus
that “the absurd is sin without God” (MS, p. 40), and while he simply
meant to say that in the absence of God the Absurd is our “original” sin,
the fact is that it is the omnipresent “without God” that is the very con-
dition of the sin that is Camus’s Absurd. As was the case with Hume,
then, Camus’s notion of the Absurd is the manifestation of “the God’s
eye view” without God, the retention of a standard that he continues 
to employ even as he denies the existence of the God to which it once
referred. Yet, there is a crucial difference between Hume’s epistemological
groundlessness and Camus’s existential groundlessness: skepticism could
be left behind in the study, while the Absurd is ubiquitous, encompassing
the very “natural” inclinations in which Hume once sought existential
refuge. The problem of the Absurd, consequently, is not the particular
epistemological problem of skepticism but rather the universal existen-
tial problem of nihilism, the thoroughgoing belief in nothing.

Unlike Hume, whose skepticism compelled him to call into question
the existence of the external world, Camus commences his philosophical
inquiries straightforwardly from Descartes’s dualistic perspective: there
is consciousness and there is the material world. Without Descartes’s God,
however, there can be no necessary knowledge, which leads Camus to
say that his approach “acknowledges the feeling that all true knowledge
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is impossible” (MS, p. 12). But while Camus rejects all “true” knowledge,
he does not reject reason itself, although he certainly seeks to limit its
pretensions: “My reasoning wants to be faithful to the evidence that
aroused it. That evidence is the absurd. It is that divorce between the
mind that desires and the world that disappoints, my nostalgia for unity,
this fragmented universe and the contradiction that binds them together”
(MS, pp. 49–50). Accordingly, Camus’s existential skepticism does not
go all the way down. It is as if he follows Descartes’s Meditations through
the first two meditations, the radicalization of doubt (culminating in the
“evil genius hypothesis” that methodically calls into question all of our
sense perceptions) and the renowned cogito ergo sum (“I think, therefore
I am”) but then, for the most part, refuses to go further, as Descartes builds
back toward the world through varied proofs of God’s existence, all of
which (as Kant will subsequently point out) go well beyond the actual
limits of pure reason. As Camus puts it, “between the certainty I have of
my existence and the content I try to give to that assurance, the gap will
never be filled. Forever I shall be a stranger to myself” (MS, p. 19).

Although, to use an Hegelian term, Camus’s “self-certainty” is limited
to the cogito, and although, as I indicated earlier, epistemological skeptic-
ism is but a particular kind of skepticism while the Absurd is universal,
Camus is not an epistemological skeptic in the classical sense. He does
not rule out the sorts of mundane truths that can be gleaned from every-
day experience, and, indeed, much like Descartes (who depends on God
to guarantee them), he believes in immediate, self-evident truths. Thus,
on the heels of his claim that there is no “true knowledge,” Camus says
that “solely appearances can be enumerated” (MS, p. 12). There is no
contradiction here. As we shall observe in a later section, unlike early
modern philosophers such as Descartes, Hume, and Kant, who come 
out of a philosophical paradigm in which the preeminent question is
whether the representations in my head correspond with the objects
“out there,” Camus implicitly starts from the perspective of twentieth-
century existential phenomenology, which discards this “inside-outside”
epistemological paradigm altogether. Through the notion of “intention-
ality,” the epistemological question had been reconstituted by Husserl
(following his teacher Franz Brentano) and then, with Heidegger (who
was motivated by “the question of the meaning of being”), basically sup-
planted by the existential question of whether there is more to the world
than observable “phenomena,” the stripped-down appearances of which
we are aware.

The divorce between mind and world for Camus is, therefore, not a
problem of knowing, strictly speaking, but rather a problem of meaning,
and if “the meaning of life is the most urgent of questions” (MS, p. 4), 
it is only because of Camus’s “nostalgia for unity,” the lack of which
motivates him to open The Myth of Sisyphus with the hyperbolic claim
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that “there is but one truly serious philosophical problem, and that is
suicide” (MS, p. 3). Camus has rightly been taken to task for this open-
ing, which can be attacked in a variety of ways. Why is suicide the only
truly serious philosophical problem? It would seem that, for Camus,
“the meaning of life” is the only truly serious philosophical problem,
and the question of suicide simply follows from its failure to be pro-
perly addressed. But why commit suicide even if life has no meaning?
“Life” itself might have no meaning but the constituents of our lives
might have meaning for us, and, even if this is not the case, they might
still make life worthwhile (or, indeed, joyful). What’s more, although
Camus admits that “there are many causes for a suicide,” his implicit
claim that these are merely proximate causes, all ultimately reducible 
to the recognition (if only instinctive) that the “habit” of living is of a
“ridiculous character” since it is without “any profound reason,” does
not follow (MS, pp. 5–6). Even if the proximate cause of suicide is rarely
the ultimate cause, it need not be the case that the ultimate cause is
life’s meaninglessness. Indeed, it is probably more often the case that a
person commits suicide because he or she believes that life does have
some meaning, a meaning to which they have not measured up. Without
belaboring the point, Camus’s opening gambit is not especially good, 
but the problem of the meaning of our lives (if not “the meaning of life”)
is, nevertheless, one that resonates for us, and thus it must be made
sense of.

One Giant Leap Back, One Small Step Forward: 
the Problem of Meaning

Perhaps the religious question without a religious answer amounts to anti-
humanism, since we cannot compensate for the lack of a cosmic meaning
with a meaning derived from our own perspective.

Thomas Nagel, The View from Nowhere9

The starting point for Camus, “the feeling of absurdity,” is, as we have
seen, the consequence of a Cartesian divorce between the universe
(alternately depicted as “indifferent,” “not reasonable,” and “divested 
of illusions and lights”) and consciousness, which “everything begins
with” and “nothing is worth anything except through.” For Camus, how-
ever, there is no Cartesian God to reconcile this “divorce between man
and his life” (MS, pp. 6–13, passim). This is a rather odd position. On one
hand, Nagel is surely right: “the religious question without a religious
answer amounts to antihumanism,” and, in certain respects, as we shall
see, Camus’s metaphysical view of moral and political matters manifests
this. What’s more, Camus’s position here, as well as others like it (in what
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might loosely be characterized as the existentialist movement), opened
the door to the French poststructuralist movement, which, despite its
variations, was unified by its unrepentant antihumanism. (And, indeed,
in particular cases, such as the later works of Jacques Derrida, this anti-
humanism increasingly came to manifest a patently religious problem-
atic.) On the other hand, Camus’s emphasis on consciousness as the source
of all value is at the very heart of a particular kind of humanism, and this
humanistic commitment, as we shall see, in no small part accounted for
Camus’s view of moral and political matters as well.

In any case, to this point, we have considered Camus’s conception 
of the Absurd from the “shadow of God” perspective, but, at least con-
ceptually, it is not just the breakdown of religion that culminates in “the
God’s eye view without God” perspective. There are also strictly secular
philosophical considerations that push us toward “the God’s eye view
without God” perspective, which, in the secular context, might be more
accurately described (following Nagel) as “the view from nowhere.”
These secular philosophical considerations, paradoxically enough, arise
out of a deliberate move away from the “the God’s eye view” perspective
in its religious incarnation only to deliver us right back up to it in its 
secular (“view from nowhere”) incarnation.

To make sense of this claim, we must first recall that the Church-based
worldview was supplanted by enlightenment reason, the epitome of
which was science, and that unlike religious dogma, which would twist
(or repress) the facts to uphold the viability of its hypotheses, science dis-
cards hypotheses that cannot be borne out by the facts. By virtue of this
experimental nature, the sciences made fans of even the most iconoclastic
philosophers, one of whom was Nietzsche, who sung its praises in such
“middle period” writings as Human All Too Human. Yet, science itself
soon became the new dogma, as all human endeavors increasingly had to
be justified from its unique perspective (and for some philosophers this
continues to be the case). What, exactly, is science’s unique perspective?
The answer, quite simply, is its “objectivity.” With respect to natural
phenomena, the assumption of this perspective is fair enough, but when
it is extended to existential matters, which are intrinsically “subjective”
in nature, it is inappropriate. As Camus rightly asserts, “if through science
I can seize phenomena and enumerate them, I cannot, for all that, appre-
hend the world” (MS, p. 20). The basic problem is that the further we step
back from a situation, both in terms of space and time, the greater our
supposed objectivity, and if we take this impulse to its logical conclu-
sion, a perspective that is infinitely removed in space and time is the
most “objective” of all. Yet, the assumption of this “objective” perspective,
“the view from nowhere,” obscures instead of clarifies the world (under-
stood as our intersubjectively constituted “lifeworld”) precisely because
it steps outside of it, which is the underlying thrust of Camus’s complaint.
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Indeed, by stepping outside of our (life)world to better apprehend it, “the
view from nowhere” essentially transplants the “inside-outside” schema
from the old epistemological problematic on to the existential terrain,
where it is no more open to a satisfactory resolution. By its very nature,
“the view from nowhere” is necessarily “outside” of these intrinsically
“inside” concerns, and from such a perspective they appear not only
small but farcical.

Although Camus clearly recognizes the problem of scientism (the
extension of science’s objectifying processes beyond their proper object
domain) he is prone to assume the perspective of its existential correlate,
“the view from nowhere,” as is exhibited in the second section of The
Myth of Sisyphus, “Absurd Walls” (which directly follows from his dis-
cussion of suicide in the opening section, “Absurdity and Suicide”). The
following (uncharacteristically misanthropic) description is particularly
revealing:

Men, too, secrete the inhuman. At certain moments of lucidity, the
mechanical aspect of their gestures, their meaningless pantomime, makes
silly everything that surrounds them. A man is talking on the telephone
behind a glass partition; you cannot hear him, but you see his incompre-
hensible dumb show: you wonder why he is alive. (MS, pp. 14–15)

The glass partition that separates Camus (qua the detached observer)
from the “inhuman” man on the phone (qua the engaged participant) is
an “absurd wall” but not in the way that Camus would use this term.
Camus is the one who has erected this absurd wall, and if he was on the
other side of it, the situation might appear to him in a drastically differ-
ent light. Imagine, for instance, that the man’s “dumb show” was the
result of having just learned that his child had been killed in an accident:
under these circumstances, Camus’s “lucidity” would not prompt him
to “wonder why [the man] is alive,” notwithstanding the fact that, from
the “nowhere” perspective of the Absurd, there would, technically, be
absolutely no reason to change his assessment. Of course, Camus is not
on the other side of the glass partition, but the point is that it does not
take a particularly well-developed imagination to picture a wide range of
possibilities (only one of which is that, viewed from the “inside,” there
actually is something “inhuman” about the man). Such an imagination,
indeed, is indispensable to the moral moment.

I suggested earlier that there are strictly secular philosophical con-
siderations that push us toward “the God’s eye view without God per-
spective” (which I have been calling “the view from nowhere” in the
secular context) that are independent of the religious worldview (whose
ongoing secular influence in the aftermath of God’s “death” I have been
calling “the shadow of God”). Camus alludes to these secular philosophical
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considerations when he says that “if I were a tree among trees, a cat
among animals, this life would have a meaning, or rather this problem
would not arise, for I should belong to the world” (MS, p. 51). It is 
by virtue of the distinctive nature of human consciousness, which 
is capable of self-consciousness and, ultimately, reason, that human
beings objectify their world and, as a result of this process, risk estrang-
ing themselves from both their world and themselves. To step back and
reflect on matters is to be human, and this capacity is certainly indis-
pensable to a well-lived (not to mention moral) life. The problem of the
Absurd, accordingly, is one that arises out of “the human condition,”
but whether it is inexorable is an entirely different matter. Ironically, 
in his lyrical essays, which were fleetingly discussed in the first section
of this chapter, Camus himself not only speaks of a life without the
Absurd, but of people who are one with their natural world and “wholly
engaged in the present.” Nevertheless, these essays, both youthful and
without any philosophical pretensions, are better viewed as an idealiza-
tion, a nostalgia (ontogenically and phylogenically rooted) for what never
actually was.

Bracketing for the time being the exceedingly complex question of
validly coordinating these two extremes, the unreflective immersion in
the situations that constitute our lives and the reflective “step back”
from them, what is clear is that neither extreme is existentially tenable
in its own right (as we shall see in our analyses of The Stranger and The
Fall, each of which offers a purified phenomenological portrait of one of
these extremes), and both raise an insurmountable challenge to “the
meaning of meaning.” The problem of meaning is surely clear enough
for the unreflective consciousness immersed in life: the problem, for 
the most part, is that meaning does not even arise. To use Socrates’ ter-
minology, this is “the unexamined life,” and while Socrates might have
been unduly didactic in asserting that such a life “is not worth living,”
we would be hard pressed to argue that such a life is the optimal one 
for human beings. Where the problem of meaning’s meaning genuinely
arises, however, is in the reflective step back. Few people would deny
that stepping back to reflect on our engagements is indispensable to 
the well-lived life, but the problem is that even our vaunted reason, the
initial recourse to which is necessary, runs into problems that are
indigenous to it. Kant famously maintained that the veritable “rule of
reason” is to trace the conditioned back to unconditioned sources in
order to unify knowledge, given that reason inherently seeks out “first
principles,” but that such a move, which ultimately seeks to go behind
experience, gives rise to what he called “transcendental illusion.” Camus’s
notion of the Absurd itself derives from such an illusion (or, to be more
precise, nostalgia for the promises of such an illusion), and his language
(albeit unintentionally) tracks Kant rather closely:
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The mind’s first step is to distinguish what is true from what is false.
However, as soon as thought reflects on itself, what it first discovers is a
contradiction. . . . To understand is, above all, to unify . . . [and] if thought
discovered in the shimmering mirrors of phenomena eternal relations
capable of summing them up in a single principle, then would be seen an
intellectual joy of which the myth of the blessed would be but a ridiculous
imitation. That nostalgia for unity, that appetite for the absolute, illustrates
the essential impulse of the human drama. (MS, p. 17)

It is only nominally, then, that Camus refuses to submit to this appetite
for the absolute, which manifests what he calls “philosophical suicide,”
for his recourse to the Absurd submits to this appetite nonetheless, 
the only difference between Camus and those whom he thinks commit
philosophical suicide being that Camus, in principle, denies what would
satiate his appetite. By not only “stepping back” but “stepping out,”
Camus’s reason also takes him beyond the limits of its own efficacy. It is
one thing to try to justify some subset of the particular commitments
that comprise a life from some broader perspective either within that 
life or within the social framework that furnishes the stuff of that life’s
commitments (whether potential or actual), but it is quite another thing
to try to justify these commitments from a perspective that is outside 
of life itself, which is the only perspective that can raise the question of
“the meaning of life” as such. Indeed, to raise this question from an
external perspective is essentially misconceived, for if something must
be justified in terms of something outside it, which, in turn, must be
justified by something outside it, and so on, then an infinite regress results
and, therefore, absolutely nothing within the chain of justification is
ultimately justified.10 Put more colloquially, when a child continues to
ask “why” in response to every answer you give, the child’s “whys” will
outrun your ability to answer them, and the justifications in response to
all of the previous “whys” will ultimately remain unjustified because
the anchoring justification is not forthcoming.

Camus recognizes the futility inherent in this problematic, and his
project in The Myth of Sisyphus is not to reason to the Absurd (which, he
acknowledges, others before him have already done) but rather from it.
His “absurd reasoning,” which begins in this “waterless desert” and is
interested “not so much in absurd discoveries as in their consequences”
(MS, p. 16), culminates in the conclusion that while the Absurd “merely
defines a way of thinking,” the ultimate “point is to live” (MS, p. 65).
Camus will broach how one might live later in the book, but at this point
he is content with indicating why one ought to live, which responds to
the basic problem with which the book began, the question of suicide.
Camus’s argument along these lines is not particularly strong. He con-
tends that I ought to live precisely in order to “keep the Absurd alive,”
allegedly because I have some obligation to “preserve the very thing that
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crushes me” (why this is so he does not say), and that to commit suicide
is simply to accept this condition rather than to revolt against it (which,
along with freedom and passion, are the three consequences that he
draws from the Absurd).

More importantly, with respect to our present concerns, which deal
with the problem of meaning, Camus maintains that we must learn “to
live without appeal” (presumably to either the absent God or some final
justification in a chain of existential reasoning) because “belief in the
Absurd is tantamount to substituting the quantity of experiences for the
quality” (MS, p. 60). His conclusion here, that it is not the best living but
the most living that counts, actually does follow from his (existential)
premise, the Absurd, which all the more bears witness to the problem
with this premise, at least to the extent that it is understood in meta-
physical terms, as it often appears to be. After leaping outside of the 
lifeworld to discover “the meaning of life,” a perspective from which 
not only “life” but all of the things that constitute our lives will have no
meaning, Camus then (tentatively) steps back into life so as to preserve
the Absurd (because, along with the silent world, our continued exist-
ences are one of the two terms that maintain it), and then, armed with
the lesson of the Absurd, can only abstractly posit indeterminate “life”
itself as a value. Camus’s move here, the valorization of life itself, has
Nietzschean overtones, but Nietzsche, who would have seen his recourse
to the Absurd as a move made in “the shadow of God” (whether spurred
by religious or secular considerations), would have devolved the respon-
sibility for engendering life-affirming meaning back onto the individual,
which, by introducing qualitative distinctions, is the very move that
Camus suggests would run afoul of the lesson of the Absurd.

I indicated earlier that validly coordinating engagement and reflection,
the immersion in a situation and the step back to reflect on it, is an
exceedingly complex problem, and, to this point, it is clear that Camus
has not mastered it. To the extent that the Absurd is seen in metaphys-
ical terms, Camus basically careens from pillar to post. Between the leap
“outside” (to the position of the absent God, the “nowhere” position, or
some combination of the two, as I think is the case for Camus) and the
step back “inside” (a position from which no qualitative distinctions can
be made), Camus has left us in the existential lurch. In both cases, we
have lost the very possibility of giving our lives meaning. Yet, there is 
a better way to read Camus, a way for which there is ample justification
in the text. As Robert Solomon contends, “Camus’s book is best under-
stood as giving us a phenomenology, not a way of reasoning,” and what
is being made is a “powerful appeal to our pre-philosophical feelings.”11

What Camus is giving us, to elaborate somewhat, is his own existential
phenomenology, one that is shorn of the more complicated apparatuses
that one finds in either Heidegger or Sartre.
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Camus’s Existential Phenomenology

The feeling of the absurd is not, for all that, the notion of the absurd. It lays
the foundation for it, and that is all. It is not limited to that notion, except
in the brief moment when it passes judgment on the universe.

Albert Camus, The Myth of Sisyphus12

These are the lines that begin the section of The Myth of Sisyphus
titled “Philosophical Suicide,” and they are important because they 
testify to the claim that Camus is making a “powerful appeal to our pre-
philosophical feelings.” To this point, I have been suggesting that Camus’s
“notion of the absurd,” which “passes judgment on the universe,” is
essentially misconceived, but this does not mean that an exploration of
“the feeling of the absurd” is also misconceived, for the “feeling of the
absurd,” at least on certain occasions, is an undeniable feature of the
human experience. This feeling was particularly strong in France during
the early 1940s, when many of its leading citizens collaborated with the
occupying Nazi forces, and it is what prompts Camus. As Camus him-
self declares in the book’s introductory paragraph, he is dealing with “an
absurd sensitivity that can be found widespread in the age,” and he is
offering “merely the description, in the pure state, of an intellectual
malady,” an intellectual malady with which “no metaphysic, no belief,
is involved” (MS, p. 2). When considered in terms that are historical and
phenomenological rather than metaphysical, Camus’s discussion of the
Absurd makes good sense, but when he slips into discussing the Absurd
in metaphysical terms (as he is not infrequently inclined to do), he him-
self is guilty of some variant of “philosophical suicide,” the very thing
against which he rightly rails.

Camus’s aim, to provide a “description, in the pure state” of the Absurd,
calls to mind the phenomenological movement, which was initiated by
Husserl, and his atheistic concern with “the human condition” calls to
mind its existential variant, which, in its non-religious aspect, is often
associated with Heidegger and Sartre. Although Camus does make a 
few important comments about Husserl (which tend to bear out the 
current interpretation), he does not deal with Husserl in any great depth,
barely mentions Heidegger (whose existential masterpiece, Being and
Time, had been published roughly 25 years earlier), and makes no mention
of Sartre (who was still writing his existential masterpiece, Being and
Nothingness). Instead, Camus primarily sets his sights on the religious
existentialists, whom, for the most part, he takes to reflect “existential
philosophy” on the whole.

In particular, Camus takes on Jaspers, Chestov, and Kierkegaard (who,
as we previously saw, is not just the father of existentialism but also 
the first philosopher to express the concept of “the Absurd”). Taken 
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collectively, the religious existentialists trouble Camus not only be-
cause they take the “leap of faith” despite the fact that there is no
“immediate evidence” for God’s existence, which itself constitutes
“philosophical suicide,” but also because they make a veritable virtue of
the limitations of reason that, by their lights, necessitate the leap in the
first place: “Starting out from the absurd over the ruins of reason, in a
closed universe limited to the human, they deify what crushes them and
find reason to hope in what impoverishes them” (MS, p. 32). Because
Camus unapologetically hangs on to individual reason without the
rationalistic apparatus that would insure it, he believes that it is only
reason itself, however haltingly, that can arise from its own ruins. Such a
commitment has Kantian overtones, as the renowned Critique of Pure
Reason was also a critique by pure reason of pure reason in the wake of
the ruins of reason (which, for Kant, was a medieval transcendent meta-
physics that misguidedly purported to prove God’s existence). Camus’s
philosophical commitment here is not just an academic one. Nazism
itself arose from the ruins of reason by trumpeting an irrationalism built
on blood and soil, and in his Letters to a German Friend, written while at
Combat during the war, Camus speaks to the all-important difference
between his own views and his imagined friend’s: despite an agreement
on the lack of a transcendent meaning, intelligence rather than unbridled
instinct must be privileged.

Camus’s attack on Kierkegaard is particularly instructive. For
Kierkegaard, he correctly indicates, antinomy and paradox are the very
criteria of religion, which is why the leap of faith is necessary. Although
Kant himself had also reveled in the limits of reason, for these limits
“make room for faith,” the Kantian God is an arch-rationalist of sorts,
and, in any event, it would never have occurred to Kant to question the
imperatives not only of reason but of pure practical reason, which he 
saw as the only possible ground for a genuine morality. Conversely, for
Kierkegaard, there is no space for reason, at least not with respect to
existential matters, and thus reason must give way. In some sense, as 
we shall see in the next section, this is unavoidable, but, according to
Camus, Kierkegaard turns this inevitability into a virtue, and I think
that Camus is right here. Kierkegaard holds out Abraham as “the knight
of faith,” rather than a mere “knight of infinite resignation,” and what
conveys this is his willingness to “teleologically suspend the ethical” so
as to follow God’s command to kill his son. What’s more, Camus is right
to see Kierkegaard’s thought as antinomical. Although the self-styled
“champion of subjectivity,” when it comes to reconciling with God,
Kierkegaard calls for “the sacrifice of the intellect,” and, ultimately, his
vaunted subjectivity itself. Finally, Camus’s criticism of Kierkegaard’s
concept of the Absurd is also right on the mark, and it is one that Camus
himself should keep in mind when he is tempted to turn the Absurd into
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a metaphysical concept: Kierkegaard “makes of the absurd the criterion
of the other world, whereas it is simply a residue of the experience of this
world” (MS, p. 38).

Although he does not explicitly consider the rationalists, some subset
of whom think that reason can “explain the world,” Camus also sees
rationalism as a “leap” of sorts, no less justified from the perspective of
the immediate evidence. For Camus, then, while on the one hand there
is nothing beyond reason, on the other hand there is less to reason than
philosophy has generally taken to be the case. Camus’s aim, therefore, 
is to steer between the Scylla of rationalism and the Charybdis of irra-
tionalism, acknowledging both the limits of reason and its (relative)
powers. To fall either way off this “middle path,” he asserts, is not only
to err but to err, paradoxically, in much the same way:

Reason and the irrational lead to the same preaching. In truth the way 
matters but little; the will to arrive suffices. The abstract philosopher 
and the religious philosopher start out from the same disorder and support
each other in the same anxiety. But the essential is to explain. Nostalgia is
stronger here than knowledge. [The epoch’s thought] is constantly oscillat-
ing between extreme rationalization of reality which tends to break up that
thought into standard reasons and its extreme irrationalization which tends
to deify it. But this divorce is only apparent. It is a matter of reconciliation,
and, in both cases, the leap suffices. (MS, pp. 47–8)

As a result, the father of the twentieth-century phenomenological move-
ment, Husserl, who was spurred by the desire to ground our knowledge
of the objects of our experience, and, finally, the scientific enterprise, is
not unlike the father of (religious) existentialism, Kierkegaard, who could
not care less about such matters. Both philosophized in “the shadow 
of God.” Yet, crucially, up to a point, as Camus declares, Husserl’s phe-
nomenology shares a good deal in common with his own approach.
Because phenomenology “declines to explain the world [but] wants to be
merely a description of actual experience, it confirms absurd thought in
its initial assertion that there is no truth but merely truths,” and, indeed,
“it certainly seems that in this way nothing contradicts the absurd
spirit” (MS, p. 43). So, too, Camus agrees not only with Husserl’s emphasis
on the notion of “intentionality,” the notion that consciousness “intends”
(or is actively directed toward) some object of experience, but also with
Husserl’s renowned “phenomenological reduction,” which is a bracketing
or suspension of “the natural attitude” that we have toward such objects
in order “to get back to the objects themselves.” Put less technically, 
the phenomenological reduction is not unlike the step back, and in this
limited sense it is not unlike Camus’s perspective in The Myth of
Sisyphus: “If the theme of the intentional claims to illustrate merely 
a psychological attitude, by which reality is drained instead of being
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explained, nothing in fact separates it from the absurd spirit” (MS, p. 44).
Indeed, this “draining” of the natural attitude is the philosophical begin-
ning for him as well:

It happens that the stage sets collapse. Rising, streetcar, four hours in the
office or the factory, meal, streetcar, four hours of work, meal, sleep, and
Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday and Saturday according to
the same rhythm – this path is easily followed most of the time. But one
day the “why” arises and everything begins in that weariness tinged with
amazement. “Begins” – this is important. Weariness comes at the end of
the acts of a mechanical life, but at the same time it inaugurates the
impulse of consciousness. (MS, pp. 12 –13)

There are a number of things worth noting here. First, unlike Camus the
detached observer, who wonders about the “inhuman” man on the phone
behind the glass partition, this revelatory “why” arises within “the stage
sets,” not outside of them, and thus is born of a truly phenomenological
impulse rather than a philosophically induced metaphysical one. Second,
unlike Husserl, Camus does not offer a methodology and cannot account
for why the stage sets collapse (which seems to rule out any robust sense
of agency, a problem that he shares with Sartre). Third, unlike Husserl’s,
Camus’s phenomenology is clearly existential (rather than epistemolog-
ical) in nature.

For Camus, where Husserl’s epistemologically driven phenomeno-
logical project runs off the tracks is in its ultimate aim to get to the
“essence” of the objects of perception, or how these objects exist in their
“ideality” rather than in their commonplace, everyday “reality” (i.e., in
the “natural attitude”). According to Husserl, objects as they exist in
their ideality refer back to the transcendental ego, and after executing
the phenomenological reduction, there still remains one more reduc-
tion to be executed, the transcendental reduction, which puts before us
this meaning-conferring transcendental consciousness itself. Although
Camus is wrong to associate Husserl’s essences with Platonic ones as 
he does (because, for example, Husserl’s transcendental idealism is not
making classical metaphysical claims), his basic complaint, that Husserl
is restoring “depth to experience,” and is, therefore, running afoul of
phenomenology’s more radical impulses, is not wrong. The very con-
cretion toward which Husserl’s phenomenology initially aimed, “the
things themselves,” ends up running aground in abstraction, which is
Camus’s point when he declares that “rather than encountering here 
a taste for the concrete, the meaning of the human condition, I find an
intellectualism sufficiently unbridled to generalize the concrete itself”
(MS, p. 47).

Camus’s preoccupation here with the concrete, and, more generally,
the human condition, is also evidenced by Heidegger (who was Husserl’s
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student) and Sartre (who mediates, extends, and, ultimately, transfigures
Husserl and Heidegger). Both Heidegger and Sartre are existential phe-
nomenologists, as is Camus, but there are vital differences between their
three approaches at even the most fundamental level, a brief summary 
of which will help to flesh out Camus’s own approach. Unlike Camus,
Heidegger and Sartre take themselves to be doing “phenomenolog-
ical ontology,” but they have different accounts of what this involves. 
In general, phenomenological ontology offers an account of Being (the
ontological aspect) based on the way in which we are constrained to
experience it (the phenomenological aspect). For Heidegger, who describes
what he does as “fundamental ontology,” phenomenology is chiefly a
way into the ontology, and what ultimately motivates his entire corpus
is “the question of the meaning of Being.” Fundamentally opposed to 
the Cartesian consciousness-world dichotomy, which one finds in
Camus and Sartre, Heidegger states that we Dasein (literally translated
as “being-there,” and meant to be contrasted with the Cartesian concep-
tion of human beings as essentially consciousness) have an underlying
intuition of Being, and by carefully attending to the nature of our experi-
ences, we can discern its deeper structures. These deeper structures,
which are invariable, are what Heidegger describes as “existential.”

Understood in this particular way, Camus is not an existentialist, 
for he would reject not just the idea of these deeper “existential” struc-
tures but, more generally, the recourse to ontology itself. Ontology deals 
with the “essential” structures of Being, and, although Heidegger would
vehemently reject the claim, his “existential structures,” constitutive 
of “the meaning of Being” as such, are existential transmutations of
Husserl’s epistemologically driven “essences.” In this way, by Camus’s
lights, Heidegger also commits “philosophical suicide,” for even if he
begins from the concrete, he abstractly derives a transcendent meaning
to which we ought to conform, which involves an “authentic” comport-
ment. Now, although it derives from the consciousness-world dichotomy
that Heidegger rejects, one might argue that Camus’s concept of the
Absurd is just such an existential, for Camus often speaks of the Absurd
as a fundamental constituent of the human experience, and he seeks 
to make sense of what it means to live in accordance with its logic.
However, this is not the case, unless, perhaps, we interpret the Absurd as
part and parcel of a Camusian metaphysics, which is the interpretation
that I have been arguing against here. As a phenomenologist, Camus
might well begin from the Absurd because this is our experience of the
world, but it is not an existential, for the “absurd sensitivity that can 
be found widespread in the age,” which involves “no metaphysic, no
belief” (MS, p. 2), is not historically invariable. In other words, Camus 
is not ontologizing the Absurd: having described an experience, he is
merely seeking to determine what follows from it.
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Sartre’s phenomenological ontology is much closer to Camus’s phe-
nomenology, for the emphasis with Sartre – who sees consciousness
(“being-for-itself”), the natural world (“being-in-itself”) and other people
(“being-for-others”) as the three fundamental constituents of Being – is on
the phenomenology, and, most of all, consciousness itself. One reason
that Sartre provides an ontology is to circumvent the “deworlded”
nature of the Cartesian consciousness, which is why Heidegger calls
human beings Dasein. Still, Sartre does see consciousness, properly
understood, as the starting point, which leads him to cleave a middle
path: consciousness is not a “substance” as such, for, as he slyly says, it
is “nothing” (i.e., it is the nothingness in Being and Nothingness), and,
therefore, does not stand alone. Rather, it makes itself in the world, to
which it stands in a relation of “interiority” (instead of the relation 
of “exteriority” that exists between consciousness and the world for
Descartes). In living its world, however, consciousness is also always
beyond it in the sense that the world does not determine consciousness,
and thus Sartre contends that we are phenomenologically free (i.e., we
are constrained to experience ourselves as free) regardless of the meta-
physical fact of the matter. This position is especially close to Camus’s.
In The Myth of Sisyphus, Camus declares (in a section titled “Absurd
Freedom”) that to remain faithful to his own approach, he will have
“nothing to do with the problem of metaphysical liberty,” for “‘the prob-
lem of freedom’ as such has no meaning, [and] it is ultimately linked 
in quite a different way with the problem of God” (MS, p. 56). Crucially,
however, Camus goes on to emphasize that “I can experience only my
own freedom” (MS, p. 56), which includes “my freedom of action” (MS,
p. 57), and that my ability to “take a broad view” of my life “involves the
principle of liberation” (MS, p. 59). In other words, on the basis of this
experience, which we all live in our day-to-day being, we must under-
stand ourselves as free.

Despite this similarity, Camus and Sartre differ in crucial respects,
not the least of which pertains to the Absurd, and the relation here
between Camus and Sartre is further complicated by the fact that
Sartre’s position on it changes over time. In Nausea, a novel published in
1938 and reviewed by Camus in 1939, Sartre’s conception of the Absurd
arises from a radical disjunction between consciousness and the mate-
rial world, and it is the experience of the world’s superfluity, that it is 
de trop (too much), which incites the nausea experienced by the protag-
onist, Roquentin (while he is in the park, looking at the gnarled root of 
a chestnut tree). Roquentin’s estrangement from the material world dif-
fers from Camus’s estrangement from the meaningless universe in at
least one crucial respect: for Camus, nature is not simply a compensa-
tion but is representative of reconciliation as such, and it is thus “on this
side” of the divorce that engenders the Absurd. In his review of Nausea,
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Camus laments that Sartre takes the realization that life is absurd as 
an end rather than a beginning, which, of course, anticipates his own
position in The Myth of Sisyphus, but what is of particular interest is 
his claim that Nausea is concerned only with “the mechanical side 
of existence,” for this suggests that Sartre’s character is split off from 
his natural side, from those things such as “beauty, love, or danger” that
make life tragic precisely because there is also much that can make it
“magnificent” (LCE, p. 201). Consequently, according to Camus, Sartre’s
characters in Nausea, and, more generally, his collection of short stories
in The Wall and Other Stories, tend to evidence an abstract freedom that
can do little more than run up against their own lives, and thus they
founder on their own freedom. Bracketing for the meantime the ques-
tion of whether the same could also be said of Camus, Sartre moves
beyond this position in Being and Nothingness, in which the root of the
Absurd resides in the fact that human beings can never “be what they
are” due to the fact that consciousness is always “beyond” whatever it
would make of itself in the world. In other words, the operative myth 
for Sartre is not Sisyphus but Tantalus, for the more we try to make our-
selves into something “essential,” the more this essential self recedes
from our grasp.

In the final analysis, however, what is perhaps most important to
emphasize, at least for our present purposes, is that Camus will have no
truck with any ontology whatsoever, not even one, like Sartre’s, that is
phenomenologically driven and primarily heuristic in nature. Camus’s
prototype in The Myth of Sisyphus is neither Husserl, Heidegger, nor
Sartre, but rather Nietzsche, and, much like Nietzsche, Camus regards
all attempts at philosophical systematization as a form of “philosophical
suicide,” for no ontology is supported by “the immediate evidence.”
Nietzsche declares in Twilight of the Idols that “the will to a system 
is a lack of integrity,” and what we are getting with Camus is a bare 
bones, deliberately unsystematic phenomenology, one that refuses to go
beyond those deductions from human experience that are more or less
“self-evident.”

Camus’s Sisyphean Ethics

Your judgment “this is right” has a pre-history in your instincts, likes, 
dislikes, experiences, and lack of experiences. . . . Let us therefore limit
ourselves to the purification of our opinions and valuations and to the cre-
ation of our own new tables of what is good, and let us stop brooding about
the “moral value of our actions.” . . . We want to become those we are –
human beings who are new, unique, incomparable, who give themselves
laws, who create themselves.

Friedrich Nietzsche, The Gay Science13
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To this point we have been concerned exclusively with the first chapter
of The Myth of Sisyphus, “An Absurd Reasoning,” which is primarily
concerned with the question of suicide (understood in terms of both
body and mind). The much shorter second and third chapters of the book
build from the conclusion of this “absurd reasoning” (that even in the
face of the Absurd “the point is to live”) to an absurd ethics, which is no
longer concerned with the question of whether to live but rather with
the question of how to live. Accordingly, the second chapter, “The Absurd
Man,” offers three existential responses to the Absurd – the Don Juan,
the Actor, and the Conqueror – while the third chapter offers a fourth
existential response, the one favored by Camus, namely, the Creator and,
more specifically, the Self-Creator. This is all very Nietzschean, and it
needs to be considered more closely, but first some preliminary com-
ments are in order.

The three existential responses or, as Camus calls them, “styles of
life” that comprise the second chapter are clearly not favored by Camus,
and any suggestion to the contrary is simply not supported by the text.
“These images do not propose moral codes and involve no judgments,”
he states, for “they are sketches [and] merely represent a style of life”
(MS, p. 90). The Conqueror, in particular, is a “style of life” from which
Camus intends to distance himself, as is reflected in the fact that (in con-
trast to the Don Juan and the Actor, which were both parts that he per-
sonally played) every paragraph begins with quotation marks. Now,
there is surely a nettlesome problem here, but it is to be found not in
Camus’s celebration of these positions but, rather, in his lack of criteria
for unequivocally ruling them out. “In the absurd world the value of a
notion or of a life is measured by its sterility” (MS, p. 69), Camus states,
and these three “styles of life” are at least “consistent” because they 
all “think clearly and have ceased to hope” (MS, p. 92). The problem,
accordingly, is that lucidity in the face of the Absurd itself implicitly
becomes the highest value, but as others have indicated with respect to
such lucidity in analyses of “existential authenticity,” this criterion
does not rule out such nasty types as “authentic torturers.” Camus is
not unaware of the problem, and at the beginning of the chapter he
attempts to do just this, asserting that Ivan Karamazov’s infamous
“Everything is permitted” must “not be taken in the vulgar sense,” and
that “‘Everything is permitted’ does not mean nothing is forbidden . . .
for this would be childish” (MS, p. 67).

In sum, Camus maintains, while the Absurd “does not recommend
crime,” it does “confer an equivalence on the consequences of [our]
actions,” but “if all experiences are indifferent, that of duty is as legitim-
ate as any other” (MS, p. 67). Admittedly, this is some rather thin stuff,
so why does Camus offer it up? I think that there are basically two things
going on here. First, as I have emphasized throughout this chapter, the
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Absurd can be understood phenomenologically or metaphysically, and 
it is, decidedly, the phenomenological approach that is to be preferred.
Yet, in this context, Camus has implicitly shifted back to a metaphysical
view of the phenomenon, the one that saps all meaning from life and,
therefore, privileges the quantity of life over the quality of life. If Camus
had stuck to his phenomenological guns, his experience of the Absurd
might have occasioned a sociohistorical inquiry into the root causes of
the experience, but by turning it into a metaphysic there is no impetus
for such an inquiry. Second, following in the footsteps of Nietzsche,
Camus (who, we must remember, is composing The Myth of Sisyphus
during World War II) is registering the breakdown of the enlightenment
project itself, as the land that gave the world Kant and the categorical
imperative opted for Hitler and categorical annihilation instead.
Nietzsche had recognized that the moral law is nothing more than our
moral law, and that (contra Kant) “our” moral law is neither universal
nor necessary in nature. What we are left with, then, is either his open-
ended “imperative” that we each individually “create our new tables of
what is good,” which is the culmination of the enlightenment’s com-
mitment to the free, self-determining individual, or wholesale destruc-
tion, which is the culmination of a festering resentment that, in the
wake of God’s death, fragments into nihilism.

It is this Nietzschean either/or that Camus implicitly takes up in The
Myth of Sisyphus, but before pursuing Camus’s Nietzscheanism, it
must be pointed out that there are vital ways in which the two differ. In
contrast to Camus, Nietzsche would have had no truck with the Absurd,
at least not if understood in metaphysical terms. Nietzsche clearly 
recognized that even his own project ambled in “the shadow of God,”
and the Christian commitment to “improving mankind” was one with
which he flirted in his anti-Christian project, as Thus Spake Zarathustra
distinctly testifies. (Indeed, Thus Spake Zarathustra helps itself to a good
deal of Christian imagery, even if it is inverted.) But fetishizing God’s
empty throne, which leads to a wholly external viewpoint that saps life
of meaning in a vampiric fashion, would have been seen by Nietzsche 
as a betrayal of what is “this-worldly,” the very thing that his own
“transvaluation of values” was intended to revivify. Camus is also (at
least nominally) committed to what is “this-worldly,” but the Absurd,
when understood in metaphysical terms, unwittingly undercuts this
very commitment.

Now, in contrast to Nietzsche, who goes so far as to occasionally hold
up Napoleon and Caesar as self-actualized creators but ultimately gives
pride of place to the artist (as exemplified by Goethe), Camus only points
to the Don Juan, the Artist, and the Conqueror as “styles of life” that 
are not incompatible with the Absurd before ultimately giving pride of
place to the artist as well. What’s more, in contrast to Nietzsche, Camus
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implicitly retains aspects of a conventional moral orientation, even as,
in Nietzschean style, he says that “no code of ethics and no effort are
justifiable a priori in the face of the cruel mathematics that command
our condition” (MS, p. 16). Camus thus goes on to assert that “there can
be no question of holding forth on ethics [because] I have seen people
behave badly with great morality and I note every day that integrity has
no need of rules” (MS, p. 66). This suggests, as we shall see, that Camus
is no less concerned with “behaving well” than conventional moralists,
although the grounding of this imperative and what constitutes “behav-
ing well” differ. (In terms of Nietzsche, however, this second difference
must not be pushed too strongly, not because Camus did not retain his
fair share of conventional moral commitments but because Nietzsche
also did, as is exhibited in various passages throughout his corpus that
celebrate not only honesty but courtesy and kindness.) In the final ana-
lysis, however, as the following passage attests, the Camus of The Myth of
Sisyphus has hitched his moral wagon to Nietzsche’s star, and, therefore,
it is not unfair to assess his moral position, at least in its broad contours,
in much the same way that Nietzsche’s moral position is assessed:

When Nietzsche writes: “It clearly seems that the chief thing in heaven
and on earth is to obey at length and in a single direction: in the long run
there results something for which it is worth the trouble of living on this
earth as, for example, virtue, art, music, the dance, reason, the mind – some-
thing that transfigures, something delicate, mad, or divine,” he elucidates
the rule of a really distinguished code of ethics. But he also points the way
of the absurd man. Obeying the flame is both the easiest and hardest thing
to do. (MS, pp. 64–5)

“Obeying the flame” here refers to the “flame of life,” and, like
Nietzsche, Camus thinks this should be our highest value. Morally
speaking, what does it entail? As a preliminary matter, what it definitely
does not entail is a general collapse into hedonism or, indeed, any im-
mediate, impulse-driven way of being in the world, for this presumably
would be “the easiest thing to do.” As Nietzsche emphasizes time and
again, his “higher types” are not “hog-faced pleasure seekers” but rather
are quite severe, and, most of all, severe with themselves, for such severity
is a necessary condition of “obeying at length and in a single direction,”
which Nietzsche views as a necessary condition of genuine self-creation.
Put differently, “obeying the flame” need not be interpreted in a vulgar
way, and it is not necessarily inconsistent with a “really distinguished
code of ethics.” When John Stuart Mill sought to defend utilitarianism
against the charge that it was vulgar, since it is based on “the greatest
happiness principle” (i.e., the principle that it is morally incumbent on
us to act so as to maximize the happiness of those who will be affected
by our actions in morally charged situations), he followed the lead of the
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Epicureans, who contend that “it is not they, but their accusers, who
represent human nature in a degrading light, since the accusation sup-
poses human beings to be capable of no pleasures except those of which
swine are capable.”14 Camus would level a similar sort of charge against
his accusers, arguing that it is not necessarily the case that the egoism
inherent in “obeying the flame” will manifest itself in vulgar ways.

The deeper problem for Nietzsche, and, derivatively, Camus, is how to
make moral sense of “the single direction” that is chosen in the pursuit
of genuine self-creation and the “obeying at length” in the pursuit of this
single direction. In other words, the deeper problem is the absence of
moral criteria that can be brought to bear in evaluating both the single
end that is chosen and the means that are employed to realize it. For
Camus, as we saw, it is “integrity” (which “has no need of rules”) rather
than “great morality” that is the key to “behaving well,” a point that his
protagonist in The Fall, Clamence, ostensibly reiterates when he declares
that “when one has no character one has to apply a method” (F, p. 11).
The problem, however, is that “integrity” and “character” might not be
the same thing, although the terms are usually used interchangeably. An
individual with integrity is whole or well-integrated, as is the Nietzschean
individual who obeys at length and in a single direction, but, at least
technically, a whole or well-integrated individual is not necessarily a
virtuous one, and, therefore, might “behave badly.” (Indeed, this is the case
with the Don Juan, the Actor, and the Conqueror.) Such an individual,
who lacks character, has no need of rules, for the end will determine the
means, but if the individual lacks the virtues, it is unlikely (or, at least, it
does not reasonably follow) that he will choose both a proper end and the
proper means to realize it. Alternatively, although the individual of
character also has no need of rules, this is because he has been raised in a
social context in which “doing the right thing” is not inconsistent with
personal flourishing but, rather, is a condition of it.

The problem, therefore, is not that Nietzsche and Camus reject modern
morality, which is based on method (specifically, a rational decision-
making process, whether in the form of Kant’s categorical imperative or
Mill’s utilitarian calculus), since, in some sense, both buy into a virtue-
based ethics. Rather, the problem is that both Nietzsche and Camus are
coming out of a modern problematic in which the well-ordered society
that is the indispensable condition of engendering the virtues in the first
place has broken down. This is Alasdair MacIntyre’s point in After Virtue,
in which he argues that the modern moral project has foundered because,
while we continue to talk about “the good person,” we are no longer in a
position to make sense of what this means.15 Without a shared social
context, in which there is some agreement concerning what constitutes
the human telos (i.e., the ultimate human aim or purpose), and, therefore,
some basis for judging our actions, there is, according to MacIntyre, no
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basis for virtue ethics, since what constitutes a virtue depends on the
kinds of beings we are. Put differently, the enlightenment emphasis on
the free, self-determining individual strips this individual of the very
content that can make sense of the good, and what the autonomous indi-
vidual is left with, as Sartre’s version of existentialism, in particular,
suggests, is merely the decision itself. Although I think that MacIntyre’s
account is problematical insofar as he sees this as a necessary rather than
historically contingent outcome of the modern project (for I believe that
modernity had other resources at its disposal to circumvent this prob-
lem), his point is well taken with respect to the (historically contingent)
circumstances in which Nietzsche and Camus found themselves. Both
Nietzsche’s Zarathustra (not to mention his übermensche, or “overman”)
and Camus’s “absurd man” are on their own, and their attempts to create
themselves sui generis are problematical. Accordingly, although Nietzsche
and Camus seek a return to the virtues, they do so by way of the break-
down of the modern project, whose faltering structures cannot accom-
modate the attempt, and thus they appear to be immoralists.

In defense against the particular charge of immoralism, however,
Nietzsche and Camus still might have an argument to make. They
might argue that, even in the absence of Aristotle’s good polis, putative
self-creators would not capitulate to the vices of their society. Although
the complexities of Nietzsche’s larger meta-ethical framework are 
well beyond what can be discussed here, Nietzsche thinks that Judeo-
Christian morality is “slavish” rather than “masterly” because it is
characterized by resentment and, ultimately, an ascetic ideal, which 
values self-denial not for the sake of self-denial per se but, ultimately, 
for (an impotent) self-righteousness. In essence, the argument would be
that, freed from resentment and the ascetic ideal, putative self-creators
would not experience the “return of the repressed,” and, therefore, would
not be inclined to do the sorts of vicious things that we usually rely on
conventional morality to proscribe. In other words, the more “severe”
morality that such types have would not dispense with many of the 
conventional moral proscriptions. At the end of the day, I am not sure
this is right with respect to Nietzsche, who often speaks of our innate
cruelty, as well as the justifiability of subordinating inferiors, but I do
think it is right with respect to Camus (if, for no other reason, because 
he did not reason it out to its stark end as Nietzsche had). Thus, for
Camus’s (self-)creator:

A world remains of which man is the sole master. What bound him was the
illusion of another world. The outcome of his thought, ceasing to be renun-
ciatory, flowers in images. It frolics – in myths, to be sure, but myths with
no other depth than that of human suffering and, like it, inexhaustible. Not
the divine fable that amuses and blinds, but the terrestrial face, gesture,
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and drama in which are summed up a difficult wisdom and an ephemeral
passion. (MS, pp. 117–18)

In the final analysis, it must be borne in mind that Camus’s moral
position in The Myth of Sisyphus is only the starting point, and when he
later states that the movement from The Stranger to The Plague “repres-
ents the transition from an attitude of solitary revolt to the recognition
of a community whose struggles must be shared” (LCE, p. 339), he is 
tacitly speaking to a transition in his ethical theory, more generally.

The Myth of Sisyphus

The gods had condemned Sisyphus to ceaselessly rolling a rock to the top
of a mountain, whence the stone would fall back of its own weight. They
had thought with some reason that there is no more dreadful punishment
than futile and hopeless labor.

Albert Camus, The Myth of Sisyphus16

The Myth of Sisyphus ends with five short pages that discuss the ancient
Greek myth itself, and in this brief span a number of important themes
arise, three of which will be discussed here. As an initial matter, how-
ever, the particulars of the myth itself: Sisyphus was among the most
cunning human beings, and his contempt for the gods was infamous, but
what earned him the punishment of ceaseless, meaningless labor was
that he cheated death on two occasions. When confronted by Hades,
who was to escort him to the Underworld at the end of his life, Sisyphus
tricked Hades into putting the handcuffs that were intended for him onto
Hades’ own wrists, at which point he imprisoned Hades in his house and,
in effect, ended death on earth. The god of war was sent to release Hades,
and Sisyphus was dragged back to the Underworld, but not before he
instructed his wife not to bury his body. On arriving in the Underworld,
Sisyphus implored the gods to let him return home to secure the burial
of his body, and they agreed, but, of course, once free of the Underworld,
Sisyphus had no intention of returning, and he continued to live for a fair
number of years. Eventually, however, the gods caught up with
Sisyphus, and he was sentenced to eternally roll a boulder up a mountain
for defying them. According to Camus, “you have already grasped that
Sisyphus is the absurd hero. He is, as much through his passions as
through his torture. His scorn of the gods, his hatred of death, and his
passion for life won him that unspeakable penalty in which the whole
being is exerted toward accomplishing nothing” (MS, p. 120).

The first issue that the myth raises with respect to Camus’s notion of
the Absurd concerns the role that the gods play in it. As has already been
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discussed, Camus’s concept of the Absurd arises in “the shadow of [the
dead] God,” and yet, in this archetypical myth, there is no absence of
gods. How, then, is Sisyphus “the absurd hero”? One way to make sense
of this incongruity is to distinguish between the Greek gods and the
Judeo-Christian God. For the ancients, the gods were players in this
world, and while they represented both cosmic and human principles,
thus linking humanity with the meaning and purpose of the larger cos-
mos, they themselves were not foundational. In other words, the mere
existence of such gods does not, in and of itself, obviate the problem of
the Absurd, since the cosmos itself need not be meaningful or justified.
(Indeed, according to Greek myth, the cosmos ultimately sprung from
Chaos, a yawning chasm or void, but it did not occur to the ancients to
thus call into question its meaning or justification.) With the concept 
of the one God, and, in particular, the Christian God (given that Yaweh,
the Jewish God of the Old Testament, was characterized by certain of
humanity’s more negative emotions), however, we have the ultimate
foundation, the ultimate meaning and justification (one, indeed, that even
pre-exists the ancients’ idea of Chaos). Ostensibly, it takes this type of
God to staunch the problem of the Absurd, and it is with the death of
this God that the Absurd arises. Now, one might say that even with this
foundational God, who not only brought the universe into existence but
is omniscient, omnipotent, omnipresent, and absolutely good, the Absurd
is still not obviated. Nagel makes this point when he argues that justi-
fications come to an end only when we want them to come to an end,
and that if we can “step back from the purposes of individual life and
doubt their point,” we can also step back from “the glory of God” and
put it “into question in the same way.”17 In the final analysis, I think
that Nagel is right, for to contend that God’s divine purpose cannot be
put into question is to genuflect to his enormity rather than to his foun-
dational nature, which I have always thought is what really motivates
Kierkegaard’s “fear and trembling” before God.

The second issue that the myth raises with respect to Camus’s notion
of the Absurd concerns the role that repetition plays in it. In contrast 
to both Kierkegaard and Nietzsche, who viewed repetition in a positive
light, Camus views it in entirely negative terms. With respect to the myth
itself, I think that Camus is justified, but when he analogizes Sisyphus’s
experience to our own, the attack on repetition loses its justification.
Why is this? For both Kierkegaard and Nietzsche, repetition is ultimately
forward looking, and by virtue of this directionality, it opens up the 
possibility of breaking with what has been repeated through the very
thought of repeating it. For Nietzsche, the concept of repetition arises in
his notion of “eternal recurrence,” which is based on the idea that the
life we are living is one that we have lived countless times in the past
and will live countless times in the future. Crucially, however, although
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Nietzsche played with the idea of seeing eternal recurrence in cosmolog-
ical terms (as is evidenced in his notebooks), in his published writings,
he always spoke of it in existential terms, and, in particular, as a kind of
regulative ideal. What bearing would this thesis have on your life if it
were true, he asks. How, then, would you choose to live? The idea here 
is that we would only will to repeat the lives that we are living if we are
living our lives in such a way that we could validate them with the
“heavy weight” of infinite repetition. The essential point, however, is
that Nietzsche contends that if we could not will the eternal recurrence,
then we should choose to live our lives differently, but if we can say
amor fati, that we love (our) fate, than we can choose to repeat it. For
Kierkegaard, too, repetition is essentially existential. Going even further
than Nietzsche, Kierkegaard argues that repetition is a necessary condi-
tion of genuine selfhood, for without repetition, life would become empty,
meaningless noise, an unintegrated parade of what is different, which is
at odds with any notion of integrity (not to mention character, as I previ-
ously distinguished the two). Conversely, by repeating the past (which
can take the form of habit, or, better, ritual), one assumes it, but one
assumes it not for the purpose of experiencing it in the very same way
but for transcending it, for forging a new perspective or way of being 
that integrates it. What is ultimately repeated, then, is the self, which is
enriched in the process of repetition. Put differently, the genuine self 
is neither ever-changing nor eternally fixed.

Of course, this is the hitch for Sisyphus: his life is eternally fixed, at
least insofar as he is not free to choose to live it otherwise, for he has
been condemned to roll a boulder up a mountain for eternity. For both
Nietzsche and Kierkegaard, freedom and choice are intrinsically a part 
of the way in which they view repetition, and even if the Nietzschean or
Kierkegaardian self freely chooses to repeat his prior life in all respects,
such that this self’s repetition outwardly appears to be no less identical
than Sisyphus’s, we are still speaking of two entirely different phenomena,
as Sisyphus did not freely choose to roll a boulder up a mountain for 
eternity. To be sure, Sisyphus is free to choose how to think about the
life that he is living (a phenomenon that Sartre stresses, and one to
which we shall return), but this seems to be the extent of it, and for this
reason Camus is right to see Sisyphus’s enforced repetition in wholly
negative terms, and, indeed, the feeling of the Absurd would seem to 
follow. But when Camus analogizes Sisyphus, who is “powerless and
rebellious,” to the modern worker (for whom he sees Sisyphus as the
prototype), he is wrong. To see the modern worker as having no more
choice about the course of his life than did Sisyphus is to encourage a
defeatism that does the worker no favors. The worker who can raise the
question of repetition along either Nietzschean or Kierkegaardian lines
can choose to try to change his lot in life (and not merely the particulars
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of his work life) either individually or collectively (as the labor move-
ment, at its best, attempted to do), while to validate this sort of defeatism
is to live a life in which one does not take responsibility for oneself, or, to
be more precise, one’s self. I say the worker who can raise the question of
repetition here because raising this question points to a particular kind
of reflective capacity that is hard won rather than simply given. Thus,
Camus is wrong to say that the worker’s “fate is no less absurd” than
Sisyphus’s but that “it is tragic only at the rare moments when it becomes
conscious” (MS, p. 121), for even if the worker is engaged in Sisyphean
tasks, his fate is only absurd when he becomes conscious of it (i.e., only
when he reflects on it), and it is tragic only if he reflects on it from a 
particular collection of commitments, the kind of commitments that
fundamentally constitute the character of the self that is reflecting. In
sum, then, the Absurd arises only on reflection, and then only a certain
kind of reflection.

This leads to the third (and, for our purposes, most crucial) issue that
the myth raises with respect to Camus’s notion of the Absurd, which is
the relation between experience and reflection. As Solomon contends,
for Camus (and, for that matter, Sartre), experience and reflection, living
our lives from the first-person perspective and ruminating on them from
the third-person perspective, are the ideal poles that structure the force
field within which self-consciousness (and, therefore, the self) is pro-
duced, and it is in Camus’s exploratory accounts of the phenomenology
that attends the varying perspectives that arise within this force field
that his philosophical novels truly shine.18 With respect to this relation
between experience and reflection, Camus (and Sartre) is running with 
a theme that was raised by Nietzsche and Kierkegaard in the prior 
century, both of whom, in contrast to the broader philosophical tradi-
tion, saw reflection as overrated. Here, of course, our concern is the
Absurd, and what Camus gives us in the last pages of his discussion of
the ancient Greek myth of Sisyphus are two ways of dealing with the
Absurd, ways that crudely correspond to these ideal poles. On the one
hand, he suggests, Sisyphus’s passion causes him to wholly throw him-
self into his task, and “all Sisyphus’s silent joy is contained therein”:
“His rock is his thing,” Camus declares, for when “the absurd man says
yes,” his “effort will henceforth be unceasing” (MS, p. 123). This “yes” is
to life, to experience itself, and, at its extreme, it is what leads Camus to
value the quantity, as opposed to quality, of life. On the other hand, he
declares, Sisyphus is tragic because he is conscious (that is, reflective):
“The lucidity that was to constitute his torture at the same time crowns
his victory, [since] there is no fate that cannot be surmounted by scorn”
(MS, p. 121). This is, in effect, a “no” to life, a “no” to experience from a
perspective allegedly far removed, a perspective from which “the whole
shooting match” can be held in utter contempt. This scorn is an expression
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of the reflectively induced resentment against which both Kierkegaard
and Nietzsche railed.

These two proposed responses to the existential problem posed by the
Absurd, which are diametrically opposed, thus represent a move to the
extremes, but, as we shall see, moving to the extreme that is represented
by either one of these constituting poles of human consciousness does
not solve the existential problem posed by the Absurd but exacerbates it.
With Meursault of The Stranger (chapter 3) and Jean-Baptiste Clamence
of The Fall (chapter 4), we get two characters that exemplify the choices
of lived experience, in which the “quality” of life falls by the wayside,
and reflection, in which resentment pushes lived experience to the way-
side. As Hegel would put it, with these two “forms of consciousness,”
we get the chance to observe, in unadulterated form, the logic innate to
each of these extreme positions as they break down of their own accord.
Any viable response to the existential problem posed by the Absurd
depends not only on a dialectical relation between lived experience and
reflection (that is, a relation in which lived experience and reflection
mutually inform one another to yield results that transcend the one-
sidedness of each) but a larger social context, and, indeed, this is what 
we get with certain characters in The Plague (chapter 5). This “unfolding
dialectic” then sets up a philosophical re-examination of the Absurd,
which occurs when we consider Camus’s other philosophical work, The
Rebel (chapter 6).
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