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experience, on the other hand, does not embody thi's idea of a
natural limit. His existence defines for him an essentially open;
ended possible future, containing the u_sual mixture ofg?ods an
evils that he has found so tolerable in the past. Having been
gratuitously introduced to the world by a collection of-natural,
historical, and social accidents, he finds hm?self ti}e §ubject of a
life, with an indeterminate and not esselmally. lmflted fu'ture.
Viewed in this way, death, no matter h(?w mevn?able, is an
abrupt cancellation of indefinitely extensive possible goolds.
Normality seems to have nothing to do with it, for the fact‘ that
we will all inevitably di¢ in a few score years cannot by itself
imply that it would not be good to live longer.-Suppose that we
were all inevitably going to die in agony — physical agony lasting
six months. Would inevitability make that prospect any l?ess
unpleasant? And why should it be different for a deprivation? If
the normal lifespan were a thousand years, death at 80 .would be
a tragedy. As things are, it may just be a more .wxdespl;‘e;d
. tragedy. If thete is no limit to the amount o['.llf.e that it wou “c
good to have, then it may be that a bad end is in store for us all.

2

The Absurd

Most people feel on occasion that life is absurd, and sonic feel it
vividly and continually. Yet the reasons usually offered in
defense of this conviction are patently inadequate: they conld not
really explain why life is absurd. Why then do they provide a
natural expression for the sense that it is?

Consider sote examples. It is often remarked that nothing we
do now will matter in a million years. But if that is truc. then by
the same token, nothing that will be'the case in a million years
matters now. In particular, it does not matter now that in a
million years nothing we do now will matter. Morcover, evenif
what we did now were going to matter in a million years, how
could that keep our present concerns from being absurd? If their
mattering now is not enough to accomplish that, how would it '
help if they mattered a million years from now?

Whether what we do now will matter in a million years could
make the crucial difference only ifits mattering in a million years
depended on its mattering, period. But then to deny that
whatever happens now will matter in a million years is to bey
the question against its mattering, period; for in that sense one
cannot know that it will not matter in a milhion years whether
(for example) someonc now is happy or miscrable, without
knowing that it does not matter. period. )

What we say to convey the absurdity of our lives often has o
do with space or time: we are tiny specks in the infinite vastness
of the universe; our lives are mere instants even on a geological
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time scale, let alone a cosmic one; we will all be dead any minute.
But of course none of these evident facts can be what makes life
absurd, ifitis absurd. For suppose we lived for ever; would not a
life that is absurd if it lasts seventy years be infinitely absurd if i
lasted through cternity? And if our lives are absurd given our
present size, why would they be any less absurd if we filled the
universe {cither because we were larger or because the universe
was smaller)? Retlection on our minuteness and brevity appears
to be intimately connected with the sense that life is meaningless;
but it is not clear what the connection is. _

Another inadequate argument is that because we are going to
die, all chains of justification must leave off in mid-air: one
studies and works to carn money to pay for clothing, housing,
cutertainmient, food, to sustain oneself from year to year,
perhaps to support a family and pursuc a career - but to what
tinal cnd? All of it is an claborate journcy leading nowhere. (One
will also have some cftect on other people’s lives, but that simply
reproduces the problem, for they will die too.)

There are several replies to this argument. First, life does not
consist of a sequence of activities each of which has as its purpose
some later member of the sequence. Chains of justification come
repeatedly to an end within life, and whether the process as a
whole can ‘be justiied has no bearing on the finality of these
end-points. No further justification is needed to make it reason-
able to take aspirin for a headache, attend an exhibition of the
wark of a painter one admires, or stop a child from putting his
hand ou a hot stove. No larger context or further purpose is
needed to prevent these acts from being pointless.

Even if somcone wished to supply a further justification for
pursuing all the things in life that acc commonly regarded as
sclt-justifying, that justification would have to end somewhere
too. If nothing can justify unless it is justified in terms of
something outside itself, which is also justified, then an infinite
regress results, and no chain of justification can be complete.
Moreover, it a finite chain of reasous cannot justify anything,
what could be accomplished by an infinite chain, cach link of
which must be justified by something outside itself?

Since justifications must come to an end somewhere, nothing
is gained by denying that they end where they appear to, within
lite = or by trying to subsume the multiple, often trivial ordinary

- life as a whole is absurd arises when we perceive
’
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In ord'mary life a situation is absurd when it includes a conspicu-
ous dlSCl’C[?allCY between pretension or aspiration and rcslity' .
someoune gives a complicated speech in support of a motion that.
has already been Passed; a notorious criminal is made president
of a major philanthropic foundation; you declare your love ove
the telephone to a recorded announcement; as you are bei r
knighted, your pants fall down, Y e
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an m.ﬂatcfi pretension or aspiration which is inseparable from the
continuation of human life and which makes its absurdity
Inescapable, short of escape from life itself.

Many pcqplc's lives are absurd, temporarily or permanently
for ‘cgnvcnu’oual reasons having to do with their particulal:
am.bmons, crcumstances, and personal relations, [f there is a
p\)llosoPl)ical sense ofabsurdity, however, it must arise from the
perception of something universal ~ some respect in which
pretension and reality inevitably clash for us all. This condition
1s supplied, [ shall argue, by the collison between the seriousness
with which we take our lives and the perpetual possibility of

regarding everything about which we are serious as arbitrary, or
open to doubt. '
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We cannot live human lives without energy and attention, nor
without making choices which show that we take some things
maore scriously than others. Yet we have always available a point
of view outside the particular form of our lives, from which the
scriousness appears gratuitous. These two inescapable view-
poiuts collide in us, and that is what makes life absurd. It is
absurd because -we ignore the doubts that we know cannot be
settled, continuing to live with nearly undiminished seriousness
in spite of them. .

This analysis requires defense in two respects: first as regards
the unavoidability of scriousness; second as regards the ines-
capability of doubt.

We take oursclves seriously whether we lead serious lives or
not and whether we are concerned primatily with fame, pleas-
ure, virtues, Juxury, triumph, beauty, justice, knowledge, salva-
tion, or mere survival. If we take other people seriously and
devote ourselves to them, that only multiplies the problem,
Human life is full of effor, plans, calculation, success and failure:
we pursue our lives, with varying degrees of sloth and energy.

It would be different if we could not step back and reflect on
the process, but were merely led from impulse to impulse
without sclf-consciousness. But human beings do not act solely
on impulse. They are prudent, they reflect, they weigh consequ-
ences, they ask whether what they are doing is worth while. Not
only are their lives full of particular choices that hang together in
larger activities with temporal structure: they also decide in the
broadest terms what to pursue and what to avoid, what the
prioritics among their various aims should be, and what kind of
pcople they want to be or become. Some men are faced with
such choices by the large decisions they make from time to timne;
some merely by reflection on the course their lives are taking as
the product of countless small decisions. They decide whom to
marry, what profession to follow, whether to join the Country
Club, or the Resistance; or they may just wonder why they go
on being salesmen or academics or taxi drivers, and then stop
thinking about it after a certain period of inconclusive reflection.

Although they may be motivated from act to act by those
immediate needs with which life presents them, they allow the

process to continue by adhering to the general system of habits
and the form of life in which such motives have their place - or
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pcrhaps. only by clinging to life itself. They spend enornious
quantities of-energy, risk, and calculation on the details. Think of
how an .ordmary individual sweats over his appearance, hi

health, his sex life, his emotional honesty ' his
sclf-knowledge, the quality '
and friends, how well he do
the world and what is going

his social utility, his
of his ties with family, colleagues,
es his job, whether he understands
p_ovorl . on in it. Leading a human life is a
: Occupation, to which everyone devotes decades of
mtense concern.

This fact is so obvious that it is ha
and important. Each of us lives his o
twenty-four hours a day. What else
someone else’s life? Yet humans hav

back a.nd survey themselves, and the lives to which they are
comm.ltted, with that detached amazement which comes from
wat.chln_g an ant struggle up a heap of sand. Without developin
the l.”l:lsloll that they are able to cscape from their highly spe};iﬁ%
and idiosyncratic position, they can view it sub specie aeternitatis —
anfi the view is at once sobering and comical. .

The crucial backward step is not taken by asking for still
am')thc'r Justification in the chain, and failing to ger it. The
F)bJ(?C[lOl?S to that line of attack have already been s.tatcd'
Jus'uﬁcanons come to an end. But this is preciscly what providc'::
universal doubt with its object. We step back to find that th.c
wlx(?le system of justification and criticism, ‘which controls our
choices and supports our claims to rationality, rests on responses
and habits that we never question, that we should not knofv h(-)w
to defend without circularity, and to which we shall co
adhere even after they are called into question

The things we do or war '

rd to find it extraordinary
wn life ~ lives with himself
15 he supposed to do - live
e the special capacity to step

ntinue to

1 it without reasons, and without
requiring reasons — the things that define what is 2 reason for us

and what is not - are the starting points of our skepticism. We
see ourselves from outside, and all the contingency and specific-
ity of our aims and pursuits become clear. Yet when we take this
view and recognize what we - do as arbitrary, it does not
disengage us from life, and there lics our absurdity: not in the
fact that such an external view can be raken of us, but in the fact
that we oursclves can take it, without ceasing to be the perso‘nc
whose ultimate concerns are so coolly regarded. ‘
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One may try to escape the position by seeking broader ultimate
concerns, from which it is impossible to step back — the idea
being that absurdity results because what we take seriously is
something small and insignificant and individual. Those seeking
to supply their lives with mecaning usually envision a role or
function in something larger than themselves. They therefore
seek fulillment in service to society, the state, the revolution, the
progress of history, the advance of science, or religion and the
glory of God. o

But a role in some larger enterprise cannot confer significance
unless that enterprise is itself significant. And its significance
must come back to what we can understand, or it will not even
appear to give us what we are secking. If we learned that we
were being raised to provide food for other creatures fond of
human flesh, who planned to turn us into cutlets before we got
too stringy — even if we learned that the human race had been
developed by animal breeders precisely for this purpose — that
would still not give our lives meaning, for two reasons. First, we
would still be in the dark as to the significance of the lives of
thosc other beings; second, although we might acknowledge
that this culinary role would make our lives meaningful to them,
it is not clear how it would make them meaningful to us.

Admiuedly, the usual form of service to a higher being is
different from this. One is supposed to behold and partake of the
glory of God, for example, in a way in which chickens do not
share in the glory of coq au vin. The same is truc of service to a
state, a movement, or a revolution. People can come to feel,
when they are part of something bigger, that it is part of them
too. They worry less about what is peculiar to themselves, but
identify enough with the larger enterprise to find their role in it
fulfithng.

However, any such larger purpose can be put in doubt in the
same way that the aims of an individual life can be, and for the
samie reasons. It is as legitimate to find ultimate justification
there as to find it carlier, among the details of individual life. But
this does not alter the fact that justifications come to an end
when we are content to have themn end — when we do not find it
necessary to look any further. If we can step back from the
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put lngclhcr; what scems to us ilf]portnnt or scvrihous olr valuable
would not scem so il we were (llffcrcl\t!y constituted. beund
In ordinary life, to be sure, we do not judge a situation sgfr.-
unless we have in mind some standards of scriousiiess, srgn;:l
cance, or harmony with which the ab.surd can l)e. cdontms e (
This contrast is not implicd by the philosophical _)uh gmcmco[
absurdity, and that might be (Ilousht to makz_:nt. e con[cs}())
unsuitable for the expression of such judgments. This is no ‘ ,
however, for the philosophical judgmc.nt depends on al(];)t her
contrast which makesita natura} extension from worc or m:«i)yr
cases. It departs from them only in contrasting the Prctell)l?li)lfl of
life with a larger context in which e smndard.s canl ¢ lS.v
vered, rather than with a context from which alternative,

overriding standards may be applicd.

\Y

In this respect, as in others, philosophi‘cal perception of dl\c
absurd resembles cpistemological skepticisn. hf both CJSCS[[ \lc
final, philosophical doubt is. not .contrastcd with a‘ny. un;r::n-‘
lenged certaintics, though it is arrived at l?y extrapo au‘(f).na[ion

examples of doubt within the systc.tnl-of?v.lden?c OI'JUSbll 1; ,
where a contrast with other certainuies s implied. In both cases
our limitedness joins with 2 capacity to .[l’al‘lSCelld those: limita-
tions in thought (thus sceing them as limitations, and as inescap-
ab‘SLl);.cpticism begins when we include ou'rselvcs in th? world
about which we claim knowledge. We notice that certain t.?pes
of cvidence convince us, that we are C(-)lllf.'ll.[ to allow justifica-
tions of beliefto come toan end at certain points, th:{t we feel v:;e
know many things cven without kno'wmg. or having lgdrounks
for believing the denmial of others which, if true, would make
what we claimi to know false. . . ]

For example, I know that I am looking at a plcckc o p;;petr,l
although I have no adequate grouu(_:ls for claiming | lnol:vint 1:{ !
am not dreaming; and if § am dreanuog lhe‘nlam not looking
picce of papet. Here an ordinary conception ofl:ow ap;:z;rcazflc:
may diverge from rcality is cmploycd to show that wcd o
world largely for granted; the.certamty t.hat we are ‘I"O[I reanv rg
cannot be justified except cxrcularly, in_terms ol those me};
appcearances which are being put in doubt. It is sosne
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far-fetched to suggest | may be dreaming; but the possibility is
only illustrative, It reveals that our claims to knowledge depend
on our not feeling it necessary to exclude certain incompatible
alternatives, and the dreaming possibility or the total-
hallucination possibility are just representatives for limitless
possibilities most of which we cannot even conceive.}

Once we have taken the backward step to an abstract view of
our whole system of beliefs, evidence, and justification, and seen
that it works only, despite its pretensions, by taking the world
largely for granted, we are #ot in a position to contrast all these
appearances with an alternative reality. We cannot shed our
ordinary responses, and if we could it would leave us with no
means of conceiving a reality of any kind.

It is the same in thé practical domain. We do not step outside
our lives to a new vantage point from which we see what is
really, objectively significant. We continue to take life largely for
granted while seeing that all our decisions and certainties are

possible only because there is a great deal we do not bother to
rule out.

Both epistemological skepticism and a sense of the absurd can
be reached via initial doubts posed within systems of evidence
and justification that we accept, and can be stated without
violence to our ordinary concepts. We can ask not only why we
should believe there is a floor under us, but also why we should
believe the evidence of our senses at all ~ and at some point the
framable questions will have outlasted the answers, Similarly, we
can ask not only why we should take aspirin, but why we should
take trouble over our own comfort at all. The fact that we shall
take the aspirin without waiting for an answer to this last
question does not show that it is an unreal question. We shall
also continue to belicve there is a floor under us without waiting
for an answer to the other question. In both cases it is this
unsupported natural confidence that generates skeptical doubts;
so it cannot be used to settle them. ’

Philosophical skepticism does not cause us to abandon our
ordinary beliefs, but it lends them a peculiar flavor. After

I am aware that skepticism about the external world is widely thought to
have been reluted, but I have reniained convinced of its irrefutability since

being exposed at Berkeley to Thompson Clatke’s largely unpublished
ideas on the subject.
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acknowledging that their truth is incompatible with pfxssibilitics
that we have no grounds for believing do not obrain ~ apart
from grounds in those very bclicrs which' we havc? called nto
yuestion — we return o our familiar convictions with a certain
irony and resignation. Unable to abandon t‘llc natural responses
on which they depend, we take them back, like a spouse who has
run ofl” with somecone clse and then decided to return; but we
regard them differently (not that the new attitude is necessarily
inferior to the old, in cither case). : ‘

 The same situation obtains after we have put in question tl.lc
scriousness with which we take our lives and human !IFC in
general and have looked at ourselves without presuppositions.
We then return to our lives, as we must, but our seriousness is
laced with irony. Not that irony enables us to escape the abs.urd.
le is uscless to mutter: ‘Life”is meaningless; life is meaning-
less . . .7 as an accompaniment to everything we do. In continu-
ing to live and work and strive, we take ourselves seriously in
action no matter what we say.

What sustains us, in belief as in action, is not rcason or

justification, but somecthing more basic than these — for we go on
in the same way evean after we are convinced that the reasons
have given out.2 If we tried to rely entrely on reason, and
pressed ic hard, our lives and beliefs would' collapse — a f9r111 of
madness that may actually occur if the inertial force of taking ﬂ-lc
world and life for granted is somehow lost. If we lose our grip
on that, reason will not give it back to us.

Vi

In viewing ourselves from a perspective broader 4than. we can
occupy in the flesh, we become spectators of our own lives. We
cannot do very much as pure spectators of our own lives, so we
continue to lead them, and devote ourselves to what we arte able

-2 As Hume says in a famous passage of the Trearise: ‘Most f(lyrni;latc:‘y;ul:e
happens, that since reason is incapable of dlspc“mg' lhcs.c c oul s, ;\
herself suflices to that purpose. and cures me‘of this phll_os‘(l)p m: o
mchancholy and debirium, cither by relaxing this bc!u of nl\.\n . of Ilyd]csc
avocation, and lively impression of my senses, which ob ncrz(tic a '
chimeras. Tdine, Eplay a game of backgammon, | converse, an anl| slcl:'a
with my [riends; and when after three or four hours amusc_m.cdnl. (] o
return to these speculations, they appear so cf)ld. and strain'd, anc )
rdiculous, that I cannot find in my heartto enter into them any farther' (bk 1,
ptav, sect. 7; Selby-Bigge, p. 209).
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at the same time to view as no more than a curiosity, like the
ritual of an alien religion.

This explains why the sense of absurdity finds its natural
expression in those bad arguments with which the discussion
began. Reference to our small size and short lifespan and to the
fact that all of mankind will eventually vanish without a trace are
metaphors for the backward step which permits us to regard
ourselves from without and to find the particular form of our
lives curious and slightly surprising. By feigning a nebula’s-eye
view, we illustrate the capacity to see ourselves without presup-
positions, as arbitrary, idiosyncratic, highly specific occupants of
the world, one of countless possible forms of life.

Before turning to the question whether the absurdity of our
lives is something to be regretted and if possible escaped, let e
consider what would have to be given up in order to avoid it

Why is the life of a mouse not absurd? The orbit of the moon
1s not absurd either, bur that involves no strivings or aims at all.
A mouse, however, has to work to stay alive. Yet he is not
absurd, because he lacks the capacities for self-consciousness and
sclf-transcendence that would enable him to see that he is only a
mouse. If that did happen, his life would become absurd, since
sclf-awareness would not make him cease to be a mouse and
would not enable him to rise above his mousely strivings.
Bringing his new-found self-consciousness with him, he would
have to return to his meager yet frantic life, full of doubts that he
was unable to answer, but also full of purposes that he was
unable to abandon. ‘

Given that the transcendental step is natural to us humans, can
we avoid absurdity by refusing to take that step and remaining
entirely within our sublunar lives? Well, we cannot refuse
consciously, for to do that we would have to be aware of the
viewpoint we were refusing to adopt. The only way to avoid the
relevant self-consciousness would be either never to attain it or
to forget it - neither of which can be achieved by the will.

On the other hand, it is possible to expend effort on an
attempt to destroy the other component of the absurd — aban-
doning one’s earthly, individual, human life in order to identify
as completely as possible with that universal viewpoint from
which human life seems arbitrary and trivial. (This appears to be
the ideal of certain Oriental religions.) If one succeeds, then one
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will not have to drag the superior awarcencss through a strenuous
mundane life, and absurdity will be duminished.

However, insofar as this scelt-ctiolation is the result of effort,
will-power, asceticisin, and so forth, it requires that onc take
onesclf scriously as an individual — that one be willing to ke
cousiderable trouble 1o avoid being creaturely and absurd. Thus
one hay undermine the aim of unworldliness by pursuing it too
vigorously. Sull, if somcone simply allowed his individual,
animal nature to drift and respond to impulse, without making
the pursnit of its needs a central conscious aim, then he might, at
considerable dissociative cost, achieve a life that was less absurd
than most. It would not be a meaningful life either, of course;
but it would not involve the engagement of a transcendent
awarceness in the assiduous pursuit of mundane goals. And that is
the main condition of absurdity ~ the dragooning of an uncon-
vinced transcendent consciousness into the service of an imma-
neat, limited enterprise like a human life.

The final cscape is suicide; but before adopting any hasty
solutions, it would be wise to consider carefully whether the
absurdity of our existence truly presents us with a problem, to
which soiie solution must be found ~ a way of dealing with
prima facie disaster. That is certainly the attitude with which
Camus approaches the issue, and it gains support from the fact
that we are all cager to escape from absurd situations on a
smaller scale.
Camus — not on uniformly good grounds — rejects suicide and
. the other solutions he regards as escapist. What he recommends

is defiance or scorn. We can salvage our dignity, he appears to-

belicve, by shaking a fist at the world which is deaf to our pleas,
and continuing to live in spite of it. This will not make our lives
un-absurd, but it will lend them a certain nobility.?

This scems to me romantic and slightly self-pitying. Our
absurdity warrants neither that much distress nor that much
defiance. At the risk of falling into romanticism by a different

3 *Sisyphus, prolctarian of the gods, powerless and rebellious, knows the
whole extent of his wretched condittou: it is what he thinks of during his
descent. The lucidity that was to constitute his torture at the same time
crowns his victory. There is no fate that cannot be surmounted by scorn’

(The Myth of Sisyphus, trans. Justin O'Brien (New York: Vintage, 1959),
p- YU lirst published, Paris: Gallimard, 1942).
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route, I would argue that absurdity is one of the most human
Fhmgs about us: a manifestation of our most advanced a;1d
lntcr-esting characteristics. Like skepticism in epistemology, it is
possx!?]c only because we possess a certain kind of insight - the
capacity to transcend ourselves in thought,

.lf.? sense of the absurd is 2 way of perceiving our truc
situation (gven though the situation is not absurd until the
perception arises), then what reason can we b
escape it? Like the capacity for epistemologic
tesults fro_m the ability to understand our hum
need not be a matter for agony unless we make it so. Nor need it
evoke a defiant contempt of fate that allows us to feel brave or
pr'oud. Such dramatics, even if carried on in private, betray a
failure to appreciate the cosmic unimportance of the si,tuatiou) If
sub specie acternitatis there is no reason to believe that anythi'n
matters, then that does not matter either, and we can approacﬁ’
our absurd lives with irony instead of heroism or despair.

ave to resent or
al skepticism, it
an limitations. It



