
A man said to the 
universe, “Sir, I 
exist!” “However,” 
replied the 
universe,” the fact 
has not created in 
me a sense of 
obligation.” 



An Introduction 



1942 was a big year. It was that year that… 

 the US really entered into  World War II to fight Germany, Japan, and 
Italy; 

 Bing Crosby recorded his famous album “White Christmas”; 

 Disney released “Bambi”;  

 Jimi Hendrix was born; 

 and Albert Camus published The Stranger. 

 

The Stranger is a novel about an odd fellow named Meursault. In a heated 
moment, Meursault shoots and kills another man on a beach. Camus uses 
the events leading up to the shooting, and Meursault’s subsequent legal 
trial and incarceration, to explore issues of meaning and meaninglessness in 
life. In other words, Camus's book is about BIG IDEAS. 

 



 Camus was a famous French thinker known for his philosophy 
of the absurd, a close cousin to existentialism. (BTW, throughout 
his life Camus swore that he was not an existentialist. He was a 
bit touchy on the subject, actually.) Today, Camus is most famous 
for three big novels: The Stranger (1942), The Plague (1947), 
and The Fall (1956).  

 The Stranger is a great introduction to Camus, because his later 
novels kept getting more complex. 

 Won the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1957 not for The Stranger 
per se, but for his generally "important literary production, which 
with clear-sighted earnestness illuminates the problems of the 
human conscience in our times." 

http://www.shmoop.com/plague-camus/
http://www.shmoop.com/the-fall/


 The Stranger reflects Camus’s philosophical stance as an 
absurdist.  

 Is there a logical meaning to life? Is there some higher order or 
law governing it? Some rational explanation to the chaos and 
nonsense? Indeed, can we make sense of life at all?  

 The answer from The Stranger to these questions is a categorical 
"No." There is no truth, no certainty, nor any unwavering, non-
relative laws in life – and there is no sense in pursuing such 
impossibilities. 



 At first it seems like Meursault, is just a guy who is 
emotionally incapable, socially unaware, and understands 
relationships only in the context of the physical. Before 
you slap the "loser" sign on his forehead, take note that, 
actually, the “stranger” is an introspective and, to some 
degree tortured, philosophical rebel.  

 The philosophy that he and Camus promote – the 
philosophy of absurdism – doesn't only apply to this book. 
A lot of people in the real world are big on absurdism, so 
you might as well use this short book as an opportunity 
to learn what it's all about. 

http://www.shmoop.com/the-stranger/philosophical-viewpoints-the-absurd-theme.html


 Absurdism essentially says that the world is so nonsensical, 
so absurd, that you can’t expect to find meaning in it 
anywhere. There’s no logic, no rationale, no governing order. 
People on the absurdist bandwagon might ask you, 
"Where’s the logic in 12th century Europe when everyone got 
together and decided to kill people who didn’t believe in their 
religion?" According to the absurdist point of view, the 
humans throughout history have done some pretty 
nonsensical things. 

 The Stranger concludes that, because of this absurdity, we 
can’t find meaning in the world.  

 



 Algeria in the mid-1940s 

 The Stranger traces a year in the life of a young clerk 
working for a shipping company in 1940s Algiers. The 
setting – both time and place – are important to 
understand one vital piece of background information 
about The Stranger: Meursault may "officially" be on 
trial for killing a man, but he’s actually on trial for 
his character, and it is for this character that he is 
convicted. 
 

 



 The French started "colonizing" (invading) Algeria in 1830. By 
the time we get to the 1940’s, Algiers, the city in which The 
Stranger takes place, is French territory. That’s it. 

 The point is, in Meursault’s world, the French are considered 
superior to the Arabs. Killing an Arab was a minor offense, but 
not obeying French and Christian customs was apparently 
punishable by death. That’s why Meursault’s trial is so 
important – and so interesting to watch. When Meursault 
himself says he’s been convinced of his own guilt, he’s probably 
not talking about murder at all. 



  



 A body of ethical thought, current in the 19th and 
20th centuries, centering about the uniqueness and 
isolation of individual experience in a universe 
indifferent or even hostile to man, regarding human 
existence as unexplainable, and emphasizing man's 
freedom of choice and responsibility for the 
consequences of his acts. 

 

*Create your own meaning of this definition by rewriting 
it in simpler terms with your partner. 



The belief that there is no 
“essential nature;” our nature 
is constructed by the choices 
we make. 



 Sartre and Camus 
are the two most 
important French 
writers of the 
existentialist 
movement Sartre Camus 



  



Man lives in a moral universe in which 
there no absolute guidelines 

Man has an ethical sense that he tries 
to live up to– we all want to be “good 
people” though it is difficult to pin down 
exactly what this means 

Life constantly presents us with choices 
without giving us right answers 
 



We define ourselves through living—
only this act of choosing gives our 
life meaning 

Individuals have free will and thus 
entirely responsible for their own 
actions. 

 



Deterministic systems of fate or 
predestination 

An absolute value system that 
governs humanity 

God 



 Individuals freely construct and choose to use 
or not use their own value system 

 This choice (free will) forms one’s sense of 
being, meaning and purpose in a life 

However, this attempt to create meaning 
and morality in a world without clearly 
defined guideposts and rules generate anxiety 
for the individual 



Existential thought holds out the 
possibility of an improved existence by 
posting the individual as the engine of 
change 

This runs the risk of creating despair, 
hopelessness, nihilism, and absurdism 



 Absurdism 

 Philosophy based on 
the belief that the 
universe is 
irrational and 
meaningless and 
that the search 
for meaning brings 
an individual into 
conflict with the 
universe 

 Nihilism 

 Viewpoint that 
traditional values 
and beliefs are 
unfounded and 
that existence is 
senseless and useless 



 An atheist, he did not believe that death, suffering, 
and human existence had any intrinsic moral or 
rational meaning 

 Because he did not believe in God or an afterlife, 
Camus held that human beings, as mortals, live 
under an inexplicable, irrational, completely absurd 
death sentence. 

 Nevertheless, Camus believed that people are capable 
of giving their lives meaning.  The most meaningful 
action within the context of Camus’ philosophy is to 
choose to fight death and  suffering. 


