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Key Concepts and explanations

Albert Camus 1913-1960

Work to understand this radical rejection of
modernity, in light of our studies of the
Enlightenment, and earlier forms of modern
resistance.

Consider an early move toward
Postmodernity — calling into question the
entire Enlightenment project, its hymn of
human reason, its utopian visions for society,
its dissecting and ordering and categorizing
of the universe, its “civilizing” of the
“savages”, its grand narratives that sought -
answers for everything, its binary
understandings, its fascist abstractions, its
dehumanizing modes of production and
consumption

Examine estrangement - alienation in the
texts, in our society, in our own lives

Evaluate the character of the existential
protagonist — hero, anti-hero, devil, rebel,
victim, martyr, other?

Explore themes of Existentialism, adapted and
expanded from T. Z. Lavine:

Man is a conscious subject, exists as a
conscious being, not in accordance with any
definition, essence, generalization, or
system.

As individuals, human freedom and choice
are emphasized, along with moral
responsibility, while the “herd” mentality of
contemporary society is rejected.

Anxiety — general anxiety, the dread of
nothingness behind existence

Absurdity — I am simply here, thrown into
time and place, for no reason

Nothingness — nothing structures the world

Death - is the final nothingness, and hangs
over me at every moment

Alienation — from all otherness, from
products of my labor, from social,
governmental, commercial and religious
institutions, even from loved ones

Phenomenology — bracketing received ideas
and traditional “givens,” putting grand
narratives “out of action,” to see more clearly
the perceptions of consciousness, and to
approach a more pure experience of being

Liberation — embracing nothingness, losing
expectations, accepting a fate without
meaning, and our existence, as all we have

History of Ideas

Thrown into existence in 1913, Albert Camus’
life was lived out against a backdrop of world
upheaval from the start. His father died in WWI
when he was a baby, and he lived in great
poverty in Algiers with his illiterate and partially
deaf mother and an abusive grandmother. The
family was French, but lived near a native Arab
slum, and young Camus had, to some extent, a
double identity although he didn't speak Arabic.
Algeria had been a French colony for some
time, and the French were trying to assimilate
the Arabs into French culture, although with
dubious success. Camus himself, later on as an
adult, thought that both cultures should live
together peacefully in Algeria.

Camus was an atheist all his life although as an
adult he had interest in some of the same
issues that a religious person might be
concerned about (as we shall see in his novel
The Plague). One could describe his fatherless
early life as in a sense emotionally deprived
(the mother was kind, but had no real impact
in the household or communication with her
son, and the grandmother was unkind), but he
nevertheless experienced the constant delights
of comradeship and shared activities with other
boys. He worked at various jobs as a young
man to help pay for his college studies at the
University of Algiers where he majored in
philosophy, and he ran a theater in Algiers
from 1935-1938, writing plays, acting, and
directing.

In Paris he worked for a time for the
newspaper Paris Soir, and during the Nazi
occupation of Paris he was editor of Combat,
an important anti-Nazi underground
newspaper. He also wrote additional material
for the French Resistance. He spent a lot of his
social time with Parisian intellectuals, especially
Jean-Paul Sartre, the existentialist philosopher
whom we shall study last. During the Paris
years Camus wrote novels and essays, as well
as political pieces, that were widely read, and
in 1957 he won the Nobel Prize for Literature.

It is important that we keep in mind that
Camus had tuberculosis from age twenty for
the rest of his life. In 1960 Camus died
instantly in a car crash on a highway outside of
Paris. An autopsy showed that he would soon
have died of tuberculosis had he not lost his life
in the crash. He was only 47.

He did not classify himself as an existentialist,
but others have classified him thus because he
deals with themes that are central in
existentialism.

Radically questions
Enlightenment tradition of
science, rationalism, and
progress, in search of
personal freedom apart from
the restrictions of modern
society

Casts modern world in a pale
and sickly light, emphasizing
its social alienation, artificial
and absurd relations,
meaningless drudgery,
unselfconscious posturing,
and herd mentality

The iconography of modern
media enters literature, with
ads and film in Camus. Watch
how pieces of media are
pulled from their massive
streams, and made strange in
the texts, for fresh
considerations. What to make
of these fragments of popular
culture, and their treatment in
the text?

Consider the “myth of
Sisyphus” in existentialism,
and our futile strivings as a
new good. Can ethics survive
the dissolution of their
foundations in Western
philosophy? How can one live
without appeals to theology?

One might read the
existentialist project as
essentially an extension of the
romantic and modernist
quests for freedom of self
under the strictures of
modernity. How does this
movement carry on, and how
does it break from, these
other counter-enlightenment
traditions?





