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Abstract 

This paper examines the development of Albert Camus’ concept of the Absurd through a close reading of 

his major philosophical and literary works. Focusing primarily on The Myth of Sisyphus, The Outsider (also 

translated as The Stranger), and The Plague, the study traces how Camus’ thought evolves from an 

individual confrontation with the meaninglessness of existence to a broader ethical perspective grounded in 

collective responsibility and solidarity. Initially, the Absurd appears as a personal awareness of the 

indifference of the universe toward human longing for meaning. Over time, however, Camus extends this 

idea to emphasise the possibility of shared resistance through compassion, cooperation, and moral action. 

The paper also briefly reflects on the striking irony surrounding Camus’ sudden death in a road accident, an 

event that has often been interpreted as echoing the unpredictability central to his philosophy. Ultimately, 

the analysis demonstrates that Camus’ rejection of predetermined or absolute meaning does not lead to 

nihilism or despair. Instead, it opens the possibility for a conscious and resilient affirmation of life, where 

individuals create dignity and purpose through awareness, ethical responsibility, and human solidarity. 
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INTRODUCTION: THE SHADOW AND THE SUN 

Albert Camus once observed that sunlight cannot exist without shadow and that one must experience night 

in order to understand the day (Phillips, 2020). This reflection captures a paradox that lies at the centre of 

human existence. Individuals naturally search for meaning, coherence, and purpose in their lives. They hope 

that their experiences will form a comprehensible pattern that explains the significance of their actions. Yet 

the world often fails to respond to these expectations. Reality frequently appears silent, indifferent, and 

resistant to the desire for explanation. 

Camus refers to this tension as the Absurd. The Absurd emerges from the confrontation between the human 

longing for meaning and the universe’s refusal to provide it (Camus, 1942/1991). It is therefore not merely 

a theoretical idea but a lived experience that becomes visible in moments of crisis, uncertainty, or reflection. 

Camus’ philosophical essays and literary works explore this condition in different ways. Rather than 

presenting abstract arguments alone, he dramatizes philosophical ideas through narrative situations and 

characters who confront the contradictions of existence. His novels, essays, and plays collectively illustrate 

how individuals struggle to find meaning within a world that offers none in advance. 

Although Camus is frequently grouped with existential philosophers such as Jean-Paul Sartre and Martin 

Heidegger, he resisted the label of existentialism. While existential philosophy emphasises human freedom 

and responsibility, Camus believed that the term did not accurately describe his own approach (Solomon, 
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2006). Instead, he described his perspective as absurdism, a philosophical stance that emphasises the tension 

between human aspirations and the silence of the universe. 

This paper investigates how Camus develops the concept of the Absurd across his major writings. By 

examining The Myth of Sisyphus, The Outsider, and The Plague, the discussion traces the progression of his 

thought from an individual awareness of existential contradiction toward a broader ethical framework rooted 

in solidarity and resistance. 

II. PHILOSOPHICAL FOUNDATIONS: EXISTENTIALISM AND ABSURDISM 

Existential philosophy gained significant prominence in Europe during the decades following the Second 

World War. The devastation caused by global conflict led many thinkers to question traditional assumptions 

about morality, identity, and human purpose. Existentialism placed the individual at the centre of 

philosophical inquiry, emphasising freedom, responsibility, and the necessity of personal choice (Crowell, 

2012). 

A central principle of existential thought is expressed in Jean-Paul Sartre’s famous statement that “existence 

precedes essence.” According to Sartre, human beings are not born with a predetermined nature or destiny. 

Instead, they first exist and subsequently define themselves through their actions and decisions (Sartre, 

2007). Meaning is therefore not given in advance but created through individual freedom. 

While this perspective emphasises human autonomy, it also introduces a profound sense of uncertainty. 

Without a fixed framework of meaning, individuals must accept responsibility for shaping their own lives. 

Camus’ philosophy emerges within this intellectual environment but diverges from it in important ways. His 

concept of the Absurd arises from the confrontation between human expectations and the indifferent nature 

of the universe (Camus, 1942/1991). On the one hand, human beings desire clarity, purpose, and coherence. 

On the other hand, the world provides no definitive answers to these desires. 

Unlike some existential philosophers, Camus refuses to resolve this contradiction through metaphysical 

explanations. Religious belief, in his view, represents an escape from the Absurd because it imposes meaning 

where none can be demonstrated. At the same time, the notion that human freedom alone can fully create 

meaning risks ignoring the fundamental indifference of the universe (Solomon, 2006). 

Camus therefore proposes a different response. Instead of attempting to overcome the Absurd, individuals 

must confront it directly and learn to live with it. The Absurd cannot be eliminated; it can only be 

acknowledged. Authentic existence requires maintaining awareness of this tension while continuing to act 

within the world. 

The Myth of Sisyphus: The Archetype of Futility 

In The Myth of Sisyphus, Camus illustrates the human condition through a well-known figure from Greek 

mythology. Sisyphus, condemned by the gods for his defiance, is forced to push a massive stone up a 

mountain. Each time he approaches the summit, the stone slips from his grasp and rolls back down the slope. 

The process must then begin again, repeating endlessly. 

At first glance, this scenario appears entirely hopeless. The task offers no possibility of completion, success, 

or lasting achievement. In this respect, Sisyphus’ labour reflects the repetitive struggles that characterize 

much of human life (Camus, 1942/1991). 

Yet Camus reaches a surprising conclusion. Instead of interpreting the myth solely as a symbol of despair, 

he suggests that it reveals the possibility of rebellion. The crucial moment occurs when Sisyphus becomes 
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fully aware of his situation. He understands the futility of his labour, yet he continues the task without 

surrendering to despair. 

In this moment of consciousness, Sisyphus achieves a form of freedom. Although he cannot escape his 

punishment, he refuses to allow it to define his inner life. His persistence becomes an act of defiance against 

the forces that seek to reduce him to meaningless repetition. 

Camus famously concludes that “one must imagine Sisyphus happy” (Camus, 1942/1991). Happiness here 

does not arise from success but from awareness and resistance. By acknowledging the Absurd while 

continuing to act, Sisyphus transforms his punishment into a demonstration of human dignity. 

III. THE OUTSIDER: THE HERO OF INDIFFERENCE 

Camus’ novel The Outsider presents the Absurd through the character of Meursault, who embodies the 

qualities of the absurd hero. Meursault’s behaviour frequently appears detached or indifferent to those 

around him. His responses do not conform to conventional expectations regarding emotion or morality. 

When his mother dies, Meursault displays little outward grief. He does not participate in the rituals of 

mourning that society considers appropriate. This absence of emotional performance disturbs observers and 

leads them to question his moral character (Camus, 1942/1989). 

Later in the narrative, Meursault becomes involved in a fatal encounter on a beach where he shoots an Arab 

man. The circumstances surrounding the act appear ambiguous and almost accidental. The oppressive heat, 

the glare of the sun, and the overwhelming physical environment contribute to the moment in ways that blur 

the line between intention and impulse. 

During the trial that follows, the legal system focuses less on the act itself and more on Meursault’s 

behaviour at his mother’s funeral. His emotional detachment becomes evidence against him. Society 

condemns him not only for murder but for failing to conform to expected social norms. 

Throughout the trial, Meursault refuses to pretend. He does not fabricate remorse or invent emotions in 

order to satisfy the expectations of others. His refusal to participate in social illusions exposes the fragile 

moral assumptions that underpin the judicial system. 

In the final moments before his execution, Meursault reaches a moment of clarity. He recognises that the 

universe is indifferent to human concerns. By accepting this reality without illusion, he experiences a sense 

of liberation. His acceptance of the Absurd allows him to confront existence honestly and without fear. 

IV. THE PLAGUE: FROM INDIVIDUAL AWARENESS TO COLLECTIVE RESISTANCE 

While The Outsider focuses on an individual confronting the Absurd, The Plague expands Camus’ 

philosophical vision to include an entire community facing crisis. The novel is set in the Algerian city of 

Oran, where a deadly epidemic suddenly disrupts everyday life. 

The outbreak forces the city into quarantine and transforms ordinary routines into struggles for survival. 

Although the plague is presented as a literal disease, it also functions as a metaphor for the unpredictable 

forms of suffering that human beings encounter (Kabel & Phillipson, 2021). 

Dr. Bernard Rieux, the central figure in the novel, dedicates himself to treating the sick despite recognising 

that the battle against the disease may never be fully won. His actions are not motivated by heroism but by 

a sense of responsibility toward others. 

Jean Tarrou provides a more reflective perspective on the moral implications of the crisis. He questions how 

individuals can act ethically in a world where suffering appears random and unavoidable. Despite his 

philosophical insight, he ultimately falls victim to the illness himself. 
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Raymond Rambert initially seeks to escape the quarantined city so that he can reunite with the woman he 

loves. Over time, however, he decides to remain and assist the community. His decision represents a shift 

from personal desire to collective responsibility. 

Through these characters, Camus illustrates how solidarity becomes a meaningful response to the Absurd. 

In a world where suffering cannot always be explained or prevented, individuals affirm their humanity by 

supporting one another. 

V. THE ULTIMATE IRONY: AN ABSURD DEATH 

Albert Camus died on 4 January 1960 in a sudden car accident when the vehicle in which he was travelling 

crashed into a tree. The event occurred unexpectedly, and he died instantly at the age of forty-six. 

Biographical accounts often note a striking detail: Camus had originally planned to travel by train and even 

possessed a valid ticket for the journey. At the last moment, however, he chose to accompany his publisher 

by car (Mayer, 2021). 

For many scholars, the circumstances of his death appear to reflect the themes present throughout his 

philosophical writings. The accident occurred without warning or clear explanation, illustrating the 

unpredictability that Camus frequently associated with the Absurd. 

Some commentators have therefore interpreted his death as an example of the very randomness that he 

described in his work. Like many of the situations portrayed in his novels, the event resists attempts to 

impose narrative meaning upon it. 

The universe that Camus portrayed as indifferent offered no explanation. Instead, it responded with the same 

silence that characterizes the Absurd. 

VI. CONCLUSION: DEFIANCE AS A WAY OF LIFE 

Albert Camus’ philosophical legacy rests on a profound refusal to accept despair as the inevitable 

consequence of a meaningless universe. While he acknowledges that the world offers no ultimate or 

predetermined meaning, he does not interpret this absence as justification for nihilism or resignation. 

Instead, his work proposes an alternative response: the conscious acceptance of the Absurd combined with 

a commitment to human dignity and moral responsibility. 

A close examination of The Myth of Sisyphus, The Outsider, and The Plague reveals a clear development in 

Camus’ philosophical perspective. In his earlier writings, the Absurd appears primarily as an individual 

experience arising from the confrontation between human longing and the silence of the universe. Through 

the figure of Sisyphus and the character of Meursault, Camus explores the psychological and philosophical 

implications of this confrontation. Both figures illustrate the possibility of maintaining honesty and 

awareness in a world that offers no inherent meaning. 

In his later work, however, Camus moves beyond the purely individual dimension of the Absurd and 

introduces a broader ethical framework. The Plague demonstrates how shared suffering can generate forms 

of solidarity and collective resistance. In this context, the response to the Absurd is no longer limited to 

individual awareness but becomes a social and moral commitment to others. Characters such as Dr. Rieux 

and Tarrou embody a form of ethical action grounded not in religious faith or metaphysical certainty but in 

human compassion and responsibility. 

This shift reveals an important dimension of Camus’ thought. Although the universe may remain indifferent, 

human beings are not required to mirror that indifference. On the contrary, Camus suggests that the absence 

of cosmic meaning intensifies the importance of human relationships and ethical action. Meaning therefore 
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emerges not from transcendental truths but from the ways in which individuals respond to the conditions of 

existence. 

The enduring relevance of Camus’ philosophy lies precisely in this balance between realism and hope. His 

work refuses comforting illusions while simultaneously affirming the value of human dignity, solidarity, 

and moral courage. In a world frequently characterised by uncertainty, crisis, and unpredictability, Camus’ 

vision continues to offer a powerful reminder that the struggle itself—undertaken with awareness and 

integrity—can become the foundation of meaningful human existence. 
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