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If we are to consider if someone is something, it is logical to start by defining what it means to be that something in the first place. For most somethings, this is a simple matter: a baker is someone who bakes, a liar is someone who lies, and so on. For other somethings, however, this is more difficult: we must decide what it means to be an existentialist before considering whether someone is one. Many writers and thinkers have had to consider this exact issue when discussing possible existentialist thinkers, with David E. Cooper writing that “the reason it is hard to place certain thinkers is […] because they fit the characterization in some respects and not others.”[footnoteRef:2] [2:  David E. Cooper, Existentialism: A Reconstruction (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1990), p. 6] 

What Cooper describes is the soul issue when it comes to calling Camus an existentialist: in some ways, his ideas are similar to those of Sartre and Heidegger (the philosophers who are considered the “most existentialist.”) But often, we can see him straying from their ideas and simply using the backdrop of existentialism as a linguistic tool: as a writer, he is concerned with telling a story about our situation, not about how we can overcome it. Therefore, it is necessary to have the discussion about whether Camus is an existentialist, or a writer who sometimes makes use of existentialist ideas.
According to Steven Earnshaw, existentialism has a “focus on individual, subjective truths, [an] accessibility through literature and [a] reluctance to define either itself or its areas of interest” which set it apart from any other philosophy.[footnoteRef:3] All philosophical writers agree with Earnshaw that existentialism has the truths of the individual being as its foundation: without the objective truths and realities that existentialism divorces itself from, the individual is left to find their own meaning through their experience of a meaningless world. It is this focus on the individual’s meaningless existence that inspired some of Camus’ greatest work, from The Outsider (The Stranger) to The Myth of Sisyphus, and led him to consider whether life is worth living when it has no meaning. [3:  Steven Earnshaw, Existentialism: A Guide for the Perplexed (London: Continuum, 2007), p. 1] 

Absurd. This is how Camus chooses to describe human existence. He does not mean that our existence is ridiculous or peculiar, or any similar understanding of the word. Camus calls our existence absurd because of the tragic contradiction that appears in our daily lives and throughout his works: we have a pointless journey/desire to find meaning within a world that has no meaning. It is the gap, the separation, the “divorce between man and his life” that Camus calls the Absurd.[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  Albert Camus, The Myth of Sisyphus (London: Penguin, 2005), p. 5] 

This differs slightly with other thinkers who are considered to be existentialists, as he sees the world as it appears through human eyes and in relation to the human individual; other thinkers like Sartre and Heidegger “extend” the idea of absurdity to the “very meaning of a stable world”,[footnoteRef:5] instead of simply leaving the Absurd with humanity’s existence in that world. Camus understands the world as something that makes no sense, so he makes no attempt to make sense of it; Heidegger understands that the world is meaningless, as explained in my previous essay “Discuss what it means for Dasein to be thrown in relation to being-in-the-world and facticity”, but argues that we would rather convince ourselves that the world has meaning than make an attempt to break away from the senseless world. While their ideas about our existence in the world do differ, with Heidegger focusing on our Being-in-the-world and Camus focusing on our existence separate from the physical world, both ideas can be seen as forms of existentialism due to their focus on the individual and their experiences. [5:  Cooper, p. 203 ] 

It would be a mistake to say that Camus shows no interest in the world, however, as his writing often contains extremely detailed scenes of the natural world, shown from the eyes of the individual. His character Meursault, in The Outsider, is removed and separate from the other people within his life, but seems to find a sense of joy or intrigue in the external world. When Meursault wakes up after spending the night with Marie, he describes the outside of his flat with tremendous detail, noting “two little boys wearing sailor suits”, “a little girl with a large pink bow in her hair and black patent-leather shoes”, “an enormous woman in a brown silk dress”, and a man wearing “a boater and a bow tie [carrying] a walking stick.”[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Albert Camus, The Outsider, trans. Sandra Smith (London: Penguin, 2012), p. 19 ] 

While Meursault doesn’t interact with the people he sees, he observes them, he watches them, and he makes note of how they act and appear; he is interested in people, but refuses to conform to society’s standards. It is this “outsider” nature that gives the text its name, and is a significant part of Camus’ philosophical ideas. Like most existentialist writers, he sees us as being alienated from the rest of the world: society has created norms and rules for us to blindly follow, but Meursault has become aware of this truth about the world and refuses to conform. He refuses to pretend that anything has meaning.
When his mother dies, he refuses to feel upset by the news: Maria and others are saddened by the news, but Meursault has come to terms with his mother’s eventual death, stating that “after the funeral, however, it will be over and done with, a matter that is officially closed.”[footnoteRef:7] Meursault, however much it may seem otherwise, does care about his mother; he thinks of her when he hears Raymond crying and states that “I undoubtedly loved Mama very much.”[footnoteRef:8] These are very important moments to remember when thinking about Camus’ philosophical ideas: while Meursault does have emotions and care for other people, he refuses to do anything about these feelings that society may deem “normal” or “appropriate.” If, for example, Meursault were to cry about his mother’s death and feel remorse about not looking after her, he would be conforming to society’s standards and would not be an “outsider” or individual: to show emotion is to conform, and to conform is to fool oneself.  [7:  Ibid., p. 3]  [8:  Ibid., p. 58] 

Elements of Meursault’s non-conformity appear all throughout the text: he refuses to come up with a reason for killing the Arab that fits into the eyes of the magistrate, and when the priest comes to him in his cell, Meursault refuses to embrace him and states that “I had very little time left and I didn’t want to waste it on God.”[footnoteRef:9] This desire and need to be non-conforming is a staple of existentialist thought, and runs through the writing of Sartre, Heidegger, and Camus: when the individual refuses to conform to society’s expectations, as Meursault does so often, they become authentic and true to themselves. Paul Roubiczek described the authentic life as thus: [9:  Ibid., p. 108] 

“[It is one that] transcends all our blindness and easy make-believe and meets this threat [of nothingness]. Despair and the experience of growing nothingness should lead to a life which is really positive and worth living, a life which cannot be shattered by the negative or even terrifying experiences and insights which, if we are honest, we cannot escape.”[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Paul Roubiczek, Existentialism: For and Against (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1966), p. 115] 

The authentic life, away from social norms and expectations, is the one that Camus talks of so fondly. The Myth of Sisyphus begins by challenging us with a question: if our life is meaningless, and the world we exist in is meaningless, should we live at all? Camus himself describes it as a “truly serious philosophical problem” and the “fundamental question of philosophy” but he already has his answer in mind.[footnoteRef:11] Robert Zaretsky puts Camus’ reply simply: “[Suicide] cannot be [the answer] and must not be.”[footnoteRef:12] If suicide is the answer we give to the question, then we have simply given up. If we choose to live in the meaningless world, with the knowledge that none of our actions have meaning or make rational sense, then we can finally live to be free. [11:  Albert Camus, The Myth of Sisyphus, pp. 1-2]  [12:  Robert Zaretsky, A Life Worth Living: Albert Camus and the Quest for Meaning (Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2016), p. 149] 

Meursault understands this. His quest to live authentically and be true to himself only comes to a close in the last hours of his life, in what can be seen as his “awakening” of sorts. Throughout the novel, he appears indifferent and removed from everything else: his actions appear random and he often gives no reason for them, simply acting out of boredom or disinterest. But it is his indifference and his awareness of death that come together in the end of his life to open his mind to the truth. Much like the existentialists’ Angst, which is best described as the “disturbing and ‘uncanny’ mood which summons a person to reflect on his individual existence,”[footnoteRef:13] Meursault undergoes a reflection of his own past and comes to a realisation, the one that Camus wants us all to understand. [13:  Cooper, p. 128] 

By understanding that his life will never have meaning, and neither will the lives of anyone else, Meursault can be free. By being “sure of [his] impending death” and the eventual deaths of everyone else,[footnoteRef:14] he finally understands why our lives are worth living. Camus shows us through The Outsider that even Meursault has spent his entire life trying to find meaning in a meaningless world, but has not allowed himself to live because of this: once he allows himself to stop looking for meaning in the world, Meursault can finally be happy. In the last moments of the text, he speaks of his mother and how she “must have felt set free, ready to live once more” in the “wistful moment of peace” that comes right before our eventual death.[footnoteRef:15] His realisation that the world doesn’t care about him is what comforts him. [14:  Albert Camus, The Outsider, p. 109]  [15:  Ibid., p. 110] 

The universe has a “tender indifference” towards us and we feel the same about it.[footnoteRef:16] But, it is this which pushes us forwards in the world and motivates us to carry on in the meaningless world: if we commit suicide, no-one will notice, and the world does not care. The way that Camus sees it, the only way to overcome or get past the Absurd is to embrace it. Only by understanding that our lives have no meaning can we truly attempt to live authentically and true to ourselves. [16:  Ibid., p. 111] 

Camus’ philosophy is not one that tells us how to live, but simply attempts to open our minds to the meaningless of life and shows us how we could live. This is quite similar to the way in which Heidegger writes about Dasein; he argues that we have a choice as to whether we live authentically or not, and does not attempt to push us either way. Both Camus and Heidegger aim to tell us how we can live and not how we should live: they aim to open our eyes to the truths of the world, but leave the decision to do so in our hands.
To say that Camus is an existentialist may be risky; he personally said so himself that he was not, if only to stay well away from his former friend, Sartre. But it can definitely be said that there are aspects of existentialism present within his writing, and he makes great use of the ideas that the existentialists Heidegger and Sartre presented, whether in his philosophical essay on the matter of Absurdity, or in his novels about individuality and death. The question over Camus’ existentialism is one that will always remain, but we should perhaps focus more on what the writer said, instead of what the writer is:
“Day was breaking. The new day was cool, filled with the sound of birds.”[footnoteRef:17] This is how Camus chooses to start the final day of the precursory Meursault in A Happy Death. Both Meursaults come to terms with their deaths, and both experience a kind of peaceful scene at the end of their lives, at one with the indifferent world in which they exist. One Meursault remarks that “I understood that I had been happy, and I was still happy” and embodies wholly the understanding that Camus has of our meaningless life:[footnoteRef:18] if we spend the whole of our lives seeking the happiness that we already have, we can never be happy. [17:  Albert Camus, A Happy Death, trans. Richard Howard (Lodnon: Penguin, 2013), p. 105]  [18:  Albert Camus, The Outsider, p. 111] 
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