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PREFACE 

"At the centre of E~ropean man, domina­
_ting the great moments of his life, there 
lies an essential absurdity." 

- Andre Malraux 

-Kafka and Camus are two great names in modern 

European literature. Volumes ha~e been written on 

them by writers of global reputation. highlighting 

various aspects of their literary genius. In this 

work I have made a limited attempt to focus attention 

on a particular theme - the experience of the Absurd 

~ which they share and to which they give such compel­

ling expressi~n, though in their distinctive ways. 

Kafka and Camus are deeply committed to the 

urgency of their time. 
/ 

Their vision of the Absurd 

offers an ~mage of the perplexity of the modern 

age resulting from ;:eertain tear ingly felt contradic­

tipns and. from the malaise of the twentieth century. 

The i works of these two writers represent not merely 

the mirror-i~~ge of this age, they depict with fidelity 

the 1 i v e d eX peri en c e s 0 f ·the w r i t e r s • In the i r w 0 r k s 

we can see the Jiving human predicament in. the midst 

of the terrible tensions and conflicts of existence, 

the failure to preserve the wholeness of being 

· the predicament which makes for · the feelings of 

dread, anguish and world-weariness. 



2 

Owing to the con~traints of time I have had 

to restrict the ~cope of this study to the examination 

o~ some selected works of Kafka and Camus- I can 

only hope that this does not weaken the strength 

of my argument and the' points I have tried to make. 

I have divided t~e entire work into four chapters, 

namely, 

Absurd, 

( 1 ) The 

( 3) Camus 

Introduction~ (2) Kafka and the 

( 4) . Conclusion. and the Absurd and 

In the first c;hapter I have presented a generaL, 

background o~ the vision of the Absurd and have 

·at tempted to identify the Absurd with alienation 

as a social phenomenon. I have also t~ried to present 

a picture of the milieu which. made the emergence 

of Kafka and Camus almost inevitable. 

Chapter · II deals with Kafka's. vision of the 

Absurd with particular reference to his. The Metamor­

phosis, The Trial and The Castle, where Gregor Sam sa, 

Joseph K. and K. are perplexed beyond endurance· 

·by the intricacies, equivocations and ambiguities 
• 

of ·the world and they find themselves in the· midst 

of the unfathomable darkness extended to endless 

dimensions where their attempts to escape or advance 

prove abortive and they are seen eventually either 

to grope in the void or perish. 

In Chapter III I have tried to present Camus's 

vision of the Absurd with reference to The Outsider 

and . The Plague. The 

Meursault's feeling of 
l,_./' . 

The society in which 

Outsider is a 

the absurdity 

Meursault lives 

case-study of 

of existence. 

demands that 



from bi~th to death . every action of a man should 

~ be formalized in deference to certain conventionalised 

norms. But Meursaul t refuses to disguise his feelings 

and to perform the set hypocritical rituals. This 

brings contradicti'on~ which make his existence absurd. 

In The Plague the individual ~redicament of The 

Outsider takes a universal shape. 

The final chapter, 'the Conclusion', recapitulates 

and reinforces the f i n dings recorded in the ear 1 i e r 

chapters. It also attempts a .brief comparison of 

the insights of the two authors as reflected in 

their characters and situations. 

SHILLONG 

'The 28th Nov. 'BS 
Jvt_~· x~ ~ 

(MANUJ KUMAR DUTTA) 
Department of English 

North Eastern Hill University 
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INTRODUCTION 

And my poor fool ;is hang' d! No, no, no life! 
Why should a dog, a horse, a rat have life, 

Md thou no breath at all? 

- King Lear 

The dictionary meaning of the term 'absurd' is: 

"Inconsistent with reason or commonsense: ridiculous 1 illo­

gical: contradictory: out of tune .••
1 

According to Webster• s 

New Twentieth century Dictionary of the English Language: 

"An absurd man acts contrary to the clear dictates of rea-

son or sound judgement. An absurd proposition contradicts 

obvious truth." Again the absurd is defined as "the state 

or condition in which man exists in an irrational and mean-

ingless universe. and in which man• s life l'a s no meaning 

2 
outside his own existence." In his conversation with 

Eugene Ionesco, claude Bonnefoy casually queried about 

Ionesco' s conception of the word • absurd • and I one sco re-

plied: 

"The • absurd • .~ .. -_-s is a very vague notion. May be, 
, it~s the failure to understand sometQing, some 

universal laws. It is born of the conflict be­
tween my will and a universal will: it is also 
born of the conflict within me and myself, be­
tween my different wills, my contradictory im­
pulses: I want simultaneously to live and to 



' 
die, or rather, I have within me a movement 
both towards death and towards life. Eros 
and Thanatos, love and hatred, love ana-ae­
structlon, it's .a sufficiently violent anti­
thesis, isn't it to give me a feeling of 
~:absurdity• 11 .3 

Charles I • Glick sbe rg writes: 

- .. The myth of the absurd as embodied in modern 
literature contains within itself, like the 
literature of the absurd, a number of embar­
rassing contradictions. To begin with, it is 
impossible to communicate the absurdity of 
existence, it can ••••• only be suggested• 
No writer committed to the myth of the absurd 
actually believes that myth applies to his 
~wn creation."4 

2 

The contradiction between the reality and unreality of 

the universe, be·tween its transperancy and opacity gives 

rise to the vision ·of the absurd. 

The absurd is the feeling of· being in the world and 

yet of not being a part of it, of riot belonging to it. It 

is born of a dialectical pattern of relationship, an anta­

gonistic dualism between two elements -- the irrationality 

of the universe and man• s quest for a rational existence. 

The absurd illUminates .the predicament or plight of man• s 

existence in the face of the obtuseness of an incompre­

. hensible world. The knowledge of a lack of purpose in 



this tuneless universe produces an existential anguish 

which is noticeable in the writings of ~uel Beckett~ 

Eugene Ionesco and others. There is an insatiable hunger 

for authenticity in man but he faces an absurdity of life 

where his hunger is mocked and remains unsatiated. Man is 

in search of a rationally ordered universe, a companio­

nable cosmos but inst.e-ad he fil1ds a chaotic and irrational 

'existence) MasterPBrian writes: 

"what is absurd is the relationship between 
man and the objects of his understanding, 
the link which ties man to the world. The 
world is not absurd, it is irrational, in­
congruous. The absurd is born of man's dis­
satisfaction with this irrationality. 11 5 

The absurd is therefore born of the lack of correspondence, 

or the divorce between the chaos of the universe· and man's 
I 

need for unity. "It is the eternal disparity between man's. 

need for coherence and order, and the world's stubborn 

disorder and incoherence which constitutes the absurd~"6 

(

It is ~he result of man• s failure to establish a relation 

between himself and the universe. In other words, it is 

- -the lack Of correspondence between man and his universe • 
/ 

...... 

Man• s aspira.tions are thwarted by the i:rrationality of the 

universe~ Man's yearnings are at odds with his frustrating 



experience.- He wants to perceive this world as a fami-

liar and comfortable home but this urge is frustrated -

by the unfamiliarity of t;.his universe. While seeking an 

explanation of his existence, man is betrayed time and 

again by the .. unbridgeable gulf between rationality and 

experience." 7 Man fails to explain the irrationality of 

his existence in terms of reason. The patterns of his 

existence .are felt to be without meaning and value. His 

(
· . . lreifason becshomes ineffekcintive ftc miake ua value judgement of 

e. In crt, some d o d srup on oc_curs between 

the individual and his day-tO-day existence. The result­

ing feeling of alienation between -.· man and his life is 

the most elementary way of experiencing the absurd. "In 

short, reason is unable to sound the human dilemma while 

man is condemned to live in it. Man finds himself plunged 

into a maze of irrationality that rests impervious to 

his reason. Do what he may, he remains surrounded on all 
- 8 

sides .by the walls of the absurd ... 

·within the limits of his. absurd existence man be-

comes a self-closed individuality, a prisoner of his own 

self. His search for a meaningful existence eludes him. 

He lives in a universe the key of which is lost and this 



imprisoned condition proclaims the fundamental absurdity 

of his existence. No rational system is available to· 

escape this dilemma. Now, being cut off from society, and 

living in an enclosed self • ~an becomes a fragmentated 

being, he starts shrink~g in stature. His absurdity is 

reflected in his divided self. He finds himself totally 

isolated from his setting. Ionesco in an essay on Kafka 

defines this absurd situation as "that which is devoid of ' . '· 

purpose • • • • cut off ·from his religious, metaphysical, 

and transcendental roots, man is lost; all his actions 

become senseless, absurd, useless ... 9 

The literary representation of the sense of p.bsur­

dity pas a long history •. In modern times, the vision of 

the· absurd has found expression in different forms in 

the writings of Kierkegaard, Heidegger, Nietzsche, Marx, 

Dostoevsky., Freud, sartre. Kafka, camus-and others. This 

visi·on can be traced back to Greek tragedy. Everywre re 

(~We find that the absurd is the result of a ·fundamental 

Lconflict between man and his situation. contradiction 

is the fundamental diagnosis of the absurd, though this 

contradiction manifests itself in various forms in various 

times. In Greek tragedy it is the conflict between the 
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.· individual and the inscrutable divine forces. In the 

primitive ages it was a conflict between the individual 

and the preponderant natural. forces. Ih the Middle Ages 

the conflict was between the individual and feudalism , 

along with its superstructure~ religion. In modern times 

we find writers projecting man as grappling with the pro-

blems of the vacuity or even malignity of existence, 

limitation of reason and absence of faith in an objective 

God. Modem -man, confined within his consciousness, con-

fronts an alien world outside himself. The contradiction 

for him results from his ·quest for truth and the counter-

vailing Tealisation that there is no truth to be found. 

His search for the absolute, the craving for cosmic 

harmony· and the quest for freedom become futile. In Mane, 

the absurd is born of the breaCh between the individual 

man and the system of production. In camus, the sensation 

of the absurd is born out.of a confrontation between man's 

need for clarity and unity and the irrationality of the 

universe. In Beckett, the act of 'waiting for God is shown 

as essentially absurd; it is a conflict with an irreme­

diably static situation, a stagnancy of life: "Nothing 
10 . 

happens, nobody comes, nobody goes, its aweful." Glicks-

ber~ writes: 



"Beckett, in contrasting the infinite aspi­
rations of the soul with the wretched limi­
tations of the body, writes in order to 
demonstrate the impossibility of saying any­
thing meaningful about the fate of man ••• 
His heroes ••• cannot be sure of their iden­
tity or-distinguish between what goes on in 
their consciousness and what takes place in 
the world about them ... 11 -

7 

In Ionesco the absurdity springs from the anxieties ari-

sing from the uncertainty of one• s own identity, from the 

difficulty in communicating with the mechanical confor­

mity of society. He invests his characters with signifi­

cance by "disclosing the underlying meaninglessness of 
. . 

existence and the failure of human communicat·ion. "Ionesco• s 

problem is that somehow the phrase whose very essence is 

meaningless insignificance should become significant with­

out thereby becoming meaningful. It must visibly destroy 

itself, reveal its own absurdity ... 12 In Kafka, the impo-

· ssibility of either affirming or rejecting life reaches 

the climax of ambiguity thus giving rise to the absurd. 

The protagonist of his fictional world is caught as if 

in a spider's net and is.punished without discernible 

reason. The desire of the protagonist to lave a knowledge 

of his existence conflicts with t.re ambiguity and ma.l.evo-

1ence ot a circumambient order. Kafka•· s characters are 

trapped in a nighmarish world. 



In Kafka• s major works the absurdity of man• s 

condition has found a definitiv~ expression. In his 

fictional world we find a clash between an irrational 

world and man• s hunger _for rationality.· Ka_fka depicts 

this contradiction through an antagonistic co-existence 

of two elements --societal and individual. society is 

hierarchical, hide-bound and demonic and· the individual 

is trapped _and undermined. Kafka depicts the irrationa-

lity and horror of existence through his dream-narra-

tives. Kafka's characters find themselves both out of 

8 

touch with their own setting and victims of it. His works 

at once reflect the experience of human isolation and 

the terror that results from an equivocating and malig­

nant system imperilling man's situation. The absurdity 

ot' Kafka • s characters springs from the cleavage between 

them and their environs. They· live in a society with which 
/ 

they cannot interact meaningfully~ a society which puni-

shes people without assigning any reason, a society where 

the slightest error is followed by the gravest punish­

ment. All ~rough his works Kafka can be seen trying to 

strip the mask of hypocrisy off-the face of society and 

to get at the truth. 

In Kafka man is compelled to face the trial of life 
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in a universe whose pattern and temper are not only un­

certain and incomprehensible but have a dehumanising and 

pulverising aspect. His anxiety and forlornness register 

in his monstrous appearances as in the case of the zoolo-

gical transformation of Gregor samsa. Kafka's protago-

nist tries to commune with this world but his attempts 

prove to be -futile in the face of its contrary character. 

"Man• s life pa~ses in a series of crisis in which the 

veiled presence .of 'the law•, acting through impersonal 

agencies (the govt. the police, the office, the castle, 

and so forth), demonstrates the futility of ~utnan effort." 13 

It is a fundamental characteristic of Kafka's writings 

that his protagonists sufFer and are condemned to die 

without any knowledge of their fault. "The protagonist in 

Kafka's fictional world is hunted down_and caught and 
14 

disposed of, without reason." Kafka was profoundly 

concerned with the meaning of human existence which he 

found to be enigmatic and elusive. His characters are 

stricken with an absurd sense of the utter futility of 

their quest for meaning. He presents his characters as 

victims of a system of justice which is incomprehensible 

as wello-llrrational.- In the midst of the incomprehensibility 
(T'-
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of the world, Kafka's characters experience a corres-

pending sense of emptiness, a loss of identity. This 

loss of identity cripples them and ~akes them retreat 

within themselves. An acute sense of anxiety and forlor­

nness slowly consumes them. Their vitality is gradually 

dissipated. Through the plight of his protagonists, Kafka 

presents the plight inherent in the age. "If Kafka is 

such a vital literary figure today, it is because he ·.ex­

pressed with such contr9lled .dramatic irony the de.sperate 

plight of twentieth-century man, cut off from all sources 

of transcendence •" 15 Kafka's characters are lost in a 

labyrinthine world, a world of night-marish entanglements 

which puzzle them but provide no exi¢t. They are in a 
. -v· 

perplexity from which there is no escape. Kafka's works 

thus present the conviction that the human condition is 

beyond understanding and beyond hope. He describes the 

horror and anxiety, the solitude and wretchedness of man 

who is defeated and degraded by his absurd condition~ 

.~ 

Life, as Kafk9 portrays it in his writings, does 

not follow any rational pattern~ The tensions inherent 

in his writings result from the· contradiction between 
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reality and illusion. His heroes live in a mechanised 

world that is marked by· alienness and incomprehensibi­

lity. They are uprooted from their normal setting and 

are cast out in an exiled state where they feel homeless 

and menaced. "With disconcerting irony Kafka projects 

the 'why' of existence against the background of the 

• what' , the given, and thus gives birth in his f.iction 

to the category of the absurd." 16 Kafka symbolically 

presents the mysteri0us appearances of reality, the in­

sanity of mind, the torment of existence and the night-

' mare of meaninglessness. His protagonists are in des­

perate search of k-ruth. But their yearning for tru-th 

is countered by the impossibility of attaining it. Here 

the contradiction arises and· this contradiction enth-

rones the absurd. Kafka's ."unwillingness to reconcile 

himself to the dominance of the irrational generates in 

his world a conflict which, though he is unable to re-

i ·. • i 17 solve t, m..akes up the structure of the tragic v sian." 

The situation of Kafka's protagonists reflects ·the funda-

mental insecurity of man• s imprisoned condition. His 

novels and short stories describe the nightmares, obses-

sions and anxieties of modern man in his damning aliena-
\ 

tion. The nightmare of Joseph K. ·accused of a crime of 



which he m s no knowledge or the predicament of K, the 

land surveyor, or the tragedy of Gregor samsa,.uprooted 

from his family setting by his sudden zoological trans-
/ 

formation and his struggle to cling to and reassert 

himself - all these express the absurd and the tragic 

situation of modern man. 

~Myth of. Sisyphus crystallizes Camus's fundamen­

tal concept of the absu+d. This book is a magnific'knt 
'--"" 

e:Xposition of the central idea of absurdity and is thus 

of eno:tmous importance in trying to grasp the vision of 

the absurd. when carnus wrote The Myth of SisyPhus, the 

notion of the absurdity of h~an condi.:Uon ·was not entire­

ly unknown. Both Sartre 9Ild Malraux bad ·familiarised the 

world with the concept of absurdity through their works. 

But The. Myth of· Svsj:phus has been th~ first major step 

in the search for positive values that could justify man's 

existence in a me aningle·ss world. 

Camus• s writings represent an obsessive aspect of · 

modern consciousness - the theme. of the absurd - which 

reflects the plight of modern man's absurd forlornness 
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in the face of an unknowable world. In The Myth of 

SisyPhus man• s exiled condition is called • a9.surd' • Man 

impulsively aspires for intelligibility and coherence 

which is countered by the incoherence .and indifference 

of the universe. "The absurd is born from this confron-

tation·between the human need and the unreasonable silence 

of the world.n 18 In carnus the .absurd has been articulated 

with a distinct accent. According to camus, a sense of ' 

absurdity is most likely to arise in one of the following 

ways. Firstly, there is the absurd routine. The mechani-

cal ways of modern living may one day cause men to ques­

tion the value and purp~se of their existence. camus 
J 

writes: 

"It happens that the stage-sets collapse. 
Rising, tram, four hours in the office or 
factory, meal, tram, four hours of work, 
meal, sleep and Monday, TUesday, Wednesday 
Thursday, Friday and Saturday, according 
to the same .rhythm - this path is easily 
followed most of the tim~. But one day the 
• why' arises and everything begins in that 
wea_riness tinged with amazement."l9 

Secondly, an awareness of the aosurd finds its source in 

an acute sense of time passing, bringing man nearer to 

death. Thirdly, there is the . sense 1 of the arbitrary cha­

racter of life·_, the sheer contingency of existence, the 



sudden awareness of the alien nature of the wcrld and, 

fin·ally, we may possibly experience the absurd through 

an acute sense of our fundamental isolation from other 

human beings. 

Camus writes: 

"A world that can be explairied even with bad 
reasons is a familiar world. But, on.the 
other hand, in a universe suddenly divested 
of illusions and lights, man feels an alein, 
a stranger. His exile is without remedy since 

.he is deprived of the memory.of a lost home 
or the. :ha,pe of a promised 1 and. This divorce 
between man and his life, the actor and his 
~etting, is properly the feeling of absur­
dity."20 

The absurd, as camus sees it, is the result of the 

disparity between ~an and the intransigent world. • It 
• • •• 

' . 
• • • , the feeling of absurdity does not. sprj,ng from the 

mere scrutiny of a fact or an impression but that it 

bursts from the comparison between a bare fact and a 

certain. reality, between an action and the world that 

transcenos it. The absurd is essentially a divorce. It 

lies in neither of the elem~nts compared; it is born of 

21 their confrontation•" He says: "Absurd is not in man 

22 •••••• nor in the world, but in their pre~sence together." 



The absurd is the antithetically juxtaposed rational 

man in ~n irrational world. The absurd is man-in•the-

world. It is the contradictory combination of the ra-

tional man in a non-rational world. The absurd is 

continge~t upon both elements of the opposition; it is 

the link between them. The world presents itself as irra-

tiona!, hostile and opaque and the conflict between man• s ,, 

desire for complete knowledge of the wprld and the pre­

sence of the unknowable world is responsible for the 

absurd condition of man. While discussing Camus's vision 

of the absurd, Arnold Hinchliffe says~ "The absurd, for 

camus 1 is ~n absence of correspondence between the mind's 

need for unity and chaos of the world the mind experien-
23 

ces· ... 

Now camus says that the world itself is not absurd. 

To quote from The Myth : "This world i~ itself is not 

reasonable 1 that is all that can be ~aid. But what iS1 

absurd is the c9nfrontation of the irrational and the 

wild-ionging for clarity whoSe call echoes in the human 

heart. The absurd depends as much on man as on the world. 
24 

·For the moment it is all that links them together"" 
. . 

The. i3-Psurd occurs when two terms clash -.the desire of 
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the human mind that the world should be explicable in 

human terms, 'and the fact that the world is not thus 

explicable. The absurd thus is born of man•s desire for 

clarity in this universe, a world that can not satisfy 
\ 

it and the perplexity arising from the confrontation of 

map and the worldo 

camus fundamentally differs from some contemporary 

existentialists Who equate the irrational character of 

the universe with the. character of man. Camus agrees 

that the un'ive.rse is irrational but he finds m.an both 

rational and meaningful. "Separating man from his uni­

verse by virtue a·£ this rationality, camus agrees that 

human life can have value and purp.ose, though the chaotic 

universe stands in powerful refutation. In reality, then, 

man and the universe are antithetically related giving 

the age-worn struggle between good and evil the form of 

rational man versus irrational nature, and the good life 

must be lived not in harmony but in defiance of the 

25 
natural order of things... The world is seen as a giga-

ntic and monstrous force against which man must fight 

a forl~rn battle. When man ~onfronts the- irrational world, 
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he feels within him a desire for happiness and reason. 

The absurd is-born of this confrontation between the 

human appeal and the unreasonable silence of the world. 

can the absurd· be overcome? can it be either 

annihilated or remedied? According to camus, the obvious 

response to the absurdity of lif_e is suidl.de -physical 

or philosophical. The Myth of Sisyphus opens with the 

senten~ ---- "There is but one truly serious philosoph!-
' 

cal problem and that is suicide." But camus rejects 

physical suicide on the ground that "If the absurd results 

from the clash between the demand for clarity and justice 

and the • unreasonable silence of the world' , it cannot 

be resolve:d by destroying one term in the polarity which 

26 gives rise _to the problem." Suicide is not a solution 

of the absurd because without resolving, it confounds 

the absurd an~ intensifies it. Killing oneself destroys 

the absurd for that individual only; the absurd will 

persist a~ long as there are men. Physlical suicide means 

suppression of the ~surd by suppressing the individual 

who experiences the irrationality of the world. Camus 
,. , 

says that though life has no meaning, yet -we must go on 
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living. Since the ultimate problem cannot be resolved 

by destroying life, we should accept our existence. 

Suicide is merely a negation of life. camus insists that 

life can be better lived in an awareness ·of absurdity. 

we must learn to live with a lucidity nourished-only by 

"the wine of the absurd 'and the bread of ind:i,££erence ."27 

In order to destroy the tension of the absurd, Kierke­

g,aard, chestqv, H,usserl and Jaspers advocate a rationally 

unjustifiable leap. But Camus refuses any unjustifiable 

leap into a re~onciliation which he calls 'philosophical 

suicide' • camus does not rely on supernatural consola-
. - / 

tions, a transcandental escape. He says: "What can a 

meaning outside my condit~on mean_ to me? I can understand 
28 

only in human terms." And later:- "Absurd does not 
29 

liberate; it binds." Living becomes meaningful in 

keeping the· 'absurd alive. In his Myth of. Sisyphus, Camus 

advocates that man who becomes conscious of the absurd 

should not surrender to either phy~ical or phi~osophical 

suicide. Rather he should try to maintain the absurd. He 

should retain a courageous lucidity in the face of the 

ultimate meaningl,essness of ex:i,.stence and the certainty 

of death. Meaninglessness of life sho~ld not make life 
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unlivable. on the other hand, the absurd man, bereft 

of any illusions about the transcendental realm, can 

be urged to find a better home, a better enjoyment 

here withJtn his finite existence. The absurd man thus 

ultimately becomes a propagator of. the absurd instead 

of being its victim. As has been observed: 

"Unlike many of the existentialists, he (Camus) 
was close enough to the common man ·to know 
that everyman looks forward to a modicun of 
happiness and did not Jump to tie conclusion 
that this looking forward involved bad faith." 30 

Shunning all absolutes, the absurd man demands of him-

se].f "to live solely with what he knows, to accommodate 

himself to what is and to bring in nothing that is not . 
certain •. He is told _that nothing is. But this at least 

is a certainty. And it is with· this that he is concer-

ned : he wants to find out if . it is possible to live 

without appeal ... 31 That is why Don Juan insists on life. 

ratter than escaping it. He knows that be.Y,ond this uni-

verse all is collapse and nothingness and he faces the 

future with utter indifference to use up everything that 

is given. camus•s dilemma-of the absurd conforms to the 

mythical image of Tantalus tormented by water beyond 
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his reach~of Prometheus chained and become~ernal food 

for the vulture and of Sisyphus toiling to push his rock 

to the hill-top even though it must inevitably roll back. 

Sisyphus is condemned to eternal punishment. But his 

futile labour gives him the knowledge of his absurdity. 

His perpetual task gives him dignity. He never gives up 

the effort. His negation of the gods makes him aware of 

his task and this awareness illuminates the ceaseless 

burden he carries and makes him acutely aware of his free-

dam,.· "Sisyphus teaches the higher fidelity that negates 

the Gods and raises rocks. He, too, concludes that the 

all is well. This universe henceforth without a master 

seems to him nei ~ r sterile nor futile. Each atom of 

that stone, each mineral flake of that night-filled 

mountain, in itself forms a world. The struggle itself 

towards, the heights is enough to fill a man• s heart. One 
32 

must imagine sisyphus happy •" Sisyphus• s happiness is 

contained in his struggle which reaffirms the value of 

life. He does not depair because he himself chooses his 

··values and is responsible for his choice. 

while sartre or Malraux wanted to remedy the absurd 

by negating life itself, Camus redeemed the absurd by a 
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dedication to life. camus asserted ·that man must find 

his home in this cosmic· homelessness. camus, though 

apparently a nihilist describing the sad frustration 

of the human condition, seeks to assert certain positive 

values of life. He refuses to yield to the absurd uni-·· 

verse and hi·s refusal turns into an affirmation of life. 

To him awareness of the absurdity of life is a beginning 

and not an end in itself. Cruickshank says: 

"The dynamic of revolt which is produced by 
the absurd possesses sufficient force to 
carry him beyond negati'.m to,.affimation."33 

I I 

ALIENATION AND THE ABSU-RD 

About alienation Nisbet writes: 

"Alienation is a historical perspective within 
which man is· seen as estranged, ·.anomie and 
rootless when cut off from the ties of com­
munity and moral purpose."34 

It ~s a.social phenomenon where man is seen totally iso-
.--.· ~ 

lated from the surrounding ·social scene. Sometimes he is 

isolated even from his.own self. He is not only objectively 

alienated but also becomes a victim of .subjective 
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alienation. A moder~ man. is often seen uprooted, alone, 

cut off from his community or any prevailing system. 

From the social point of view. alienation means that the 
laws of·community make an individual a fragmented self 

and an individual's personal yearning for a familiar 

home clashes with an impersonal and mechanised society 
35 

which looks "inaccessible because of the remoteness •" 

This gulf between the ind*vidual and the society gradually 

widens and becomes unbr~dgeable and the remoteness of 

the individual from society makes his existence absurd. 

In the face of the gigantically monstrous society, the 

individual fails to preserve the wholeness of his indi-

viduality and sometimes cann~t even identify his own 

self. He primarily performs a mechanical role which 

makes life insipid· and meaningless. 

Alienation reaches back to antiquity. For example, 

in medieval literature alienation stands for the estran-

gement of sinful man from qed. Hegel emphasises the 

objective character of alienation. Marx relates the o"rigin 

of alienation with the division of labour. Marx• s concept 

of alienation embraces the manifestation of man's estran-

gement from nature and from himself on the one hand, and 
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the expressions of this process in inter-personal rela-

tionships on the other. To Marx, alienation is a multi­

faceted phenomenon involving 9t the same time alienation 

of man from nature, from his labour, from the species-

being and from other men. The idea of alienation spread 

with a different meaning during the interwar· and post-war 

period. It referred to the malaise that had resulted fran 

the convulsive happenings of the twentieth century: the 

world wars,. Na~ism, Fascism, the German Occupation of 
\ 

France. etc. Camus• s The Outsider 1 J.P.· Sartre• s La Nausea 

or Kafka's wolri<s emph.asise this ~ind of alienation. This 

alienation often arises from man•s negation of a given 

social system because of its ambiguous, hypocritical and 

demonic character. It focuses on what a man is under a 

given social set.ting and what he would wish to be. Here 

the contradiction becomes apparent between man• s hunger 

for reality and the menace-filled unreality of things, . · 

This contradiction makes man's existence absurd, Man's 

spontaneity clashes wi~ the arbitrariness of existence• 

A man is alienated from his surroundings because he finds 

himself pitted against an alien world •. John cruickshank 

says that "The absurd arises froni that sense of perelic-

tion in an alien WDrld Which people feel in varying 
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degrees... He adds: "t-Ie may possibly experience 

the absurd through an acute sense of our fundamental 

isolation from other human be.ings ... 37 Now this aliena-

tion which is a pervading theme in modern literature 

is pre-eminently the theme in the writings of Kafka 

and camus and it gives rise to the overpowering sense 

of the absurd in their works. 

I I I 

' MILIEU 

It is necessary to make a brief survey of the social 

background that made the emergence of Kafka and Camus 

possible. A writer is. conditioned by the compulsion of 

his.time. To this compulsion a writer may r~spond in two 

ways. Either he may conform to it or he may choose to be 

a·non-conformist. In either case, his writing provides a 

mirror to the age •. conflicts and contrad,ictions, c. angst· -c 

and forlornness are for him inescapable experiences. A 

writer also. reacts and responds to the surrounding social, 

political, historical as well as cultural events of his 
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time. He can,not shun the events of his personal life, 

nor can he remain a silent spectator of the happenings 

around him. 

About his commitment as an artist Camus said: 

"Artists of the pest could at least keep silent 
in the face of tyranny. The tyrannies of today 
are improved: they no longer admit of silence 
or neutrality. One has to take a stand, be 
either for or against. well in that case, I am 
against,"38. 

Kafka said: 

" •• • •••••• art fo·r- the artist.s is only suffering, 
through which he releases himself for further 
suffering. He is not a giant, but only a more 
or'less brightlv plumaged bird in the cage of 
his existence ."39 

In the west the Industrial Revolution brought about 

a change, ·not only in the modes of production but also in 

the sphere of human relations. Initially the Industrial 

Revolution acted as. the liberator of mankind and progenitor 

of individual man. But it also ushered in a mammoth growth 

of-technology, which ultim_ately proved to be self-defeating. 

Liberation of mankind paved the way for the creation of 

its own captor, and the progenies of the liberated indi­

vidual man of the Nineteenth century after the lapse of a 
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century, were now experiencing the fate of slaves in 

the midst of technological revolution and its fall-outs. 

The two devastating world wars and the ramifications 

. and legacies of the so-called material progress left a 

bleak world for mankind to live in. The aspiration for 

the liberation of the individual self ultimately created 

an exiled condition. Man's alienation from his surrounding 

social setting res reached a point of culmination. Thus 

man• s correspondence with the universe, society· and even 

with his own self has been totally destroyed. There exists 

a radical-c:leavage between the individual and the ·rest 

of the world and ~e individual has.none as his companion 

excep.t his own desolated image reflected 'through a broken 

and opaque mirror. The change in the social order is total 

and the res~ltant destruction in human experience is de-

picted in the ·• absurd' art form of Kafka and Camus. Thus 

the emergence of Kafka anp. Camus in the arena of western 

lite~ature can be seen to have been not quite accidental; 

rather such emergence was inevitable in the given situation. 

Kafka's life story provides a key to his work and 

philosophy •. His relationship with his father was very much 



27 

strained and this can be read in his writings. Under the 

triumphant Fascism and shattering effects of the world 

war, Kafka's mind was disintegrating and,significantly, 

. this mind in a process of disintegration is. reflected in 

his protagonists. Society tends to become de shaped, 

shadowy and: enigmatic. Kafka's personal anguish becomes 

symptomatic of the general dilemma of his time • 

. Kafka first experienced the anxiety of isol~tion 

at home: 11 At .. home? I live with my parents, that is all. 

It is true I rave a small room of my own, but that is not 

a home, only a place of refuge, where I can hide my inner 

turmoil, only in order to fall all the more into its 

40 
clutches." · His family situation, instead of providing 

a healthy support, beleaguered his literary genius. The 

distance between Kafka. and his family gradually widened 

and ul tirnately l::ecame a distance between his inner self 

and the exterior world. Kafka' s endeavour to find a root 

in his 'family was thwarted- by t.Pe dominant personality 

of his father. He blamed his father for preventing him 

from becoming an independent, self-reliant person. The 

father-complex first give hliD the sensation of an absurd 

e·xi stence. About his father he remarked : 



"You had worked yourself upto such a pos.i­
tion by your own strength that you had un­
limited confidence in your own opinion ••• 
from your arm-chair you ruled the world •• 
your self confidence was so great that 
there was no need for you to be consistent, 
and yet you were always right."41 

28 

All through his life Kafka was struggling against 

hostile circumstances. He said: 

."where I lived I was an outcast, condemned, 
defeated, and although I struggled my utmost 
to flee elsewhere , it was 1 abor in vain, 
because I was trying to do something that 
was impossible, that was beyond my strength 
except for a .few insignificant exceptions."42 

The cleavage at horne extends to Kafka's office life. 

Here also he experiences a gap between his ideal.s and the 

bureaucratic settings of his office. Max Brad writes: 

"It is clear that Kafka derived a great amognt 
of his knowledge of the ·world and of life as 
well as his skeptical pessimism, from his ex­
periences in the office, from coming into con­
tact with warkmen suffering under injustice 
and from having to deal with the long-drawn­
out process of official work, and from the 
stagnating life of files.n43 

. 
The boredom and exhau.stion of his sterile official work 

gradually absorbed him into a feeling of incarceration and 

pain and threatened the flowering of his genius •. He worked 
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as an Insurance official and constantly fretted about 

his duties. He detested bureaucracy but had to work· in 

~ bureaucratic setting. Kafka was born into a social 

and cultural milieu where he was under great social con-

straints and where the problem of assimilation into non-

Jewish society was.very acute. He was a German of Jewish 
\ 

origin and his father migrated to Prague and built up a 

prosperous business there. The cultural environment in 

which Kafka was brought up was completely German. But in 

his early youth he sympathised with the-cause of czech 

nationalism. Unfortunately his German upbringing did not 

-
allow him to identify himself· completely with the czech 

aspirations. so he suffered from a sense of inner con-

tradicUons. When he came to Germany, he did find a con- . 

genial atmosphere for the satisfaction of his cultural 

appet;.ite, but his Jewish origin proved to be deterrant 

to his complete identification·with the cause of aggres­

sive German nationalism •. The instability of Kafka's 

. status and his lack of a sense of belonging anywhere are 

brought out acutely by Gunther Anders 1 "For where indeed 

did he belong? As a Jew not qu'ite to the christian world, 

and as a non-practising Jew - as he originally was -· not 
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quite among the Jews. As a German-speaking czech, not 

quite'among Jews; and a Gennan-speaking Jew, not quite 

among the Bohemian Germans. As a Bohemian, not quite 

to Austria. As an official·. of a workers• insurance 

company, not quite to the middle-elass. Yet as the son 

of a middle-class family 1 not quite to the working class." 44 

Anti Semitism which was to sweep Germany in subsequent 

days, was ~ot on the surface at that time but his intui-

tion perceived the slow but sure penetration of Nazism 

into the fabric of Gennan social life. The reaction of 

Kafka to this growing challenge to his community was 

immediate and direct. He joined a Zionist group in which 

he thought the future salvation of his community lay. It 

is ~lear that Kafk~ derived his experiences from the 

contradictions inherent in his domestic life, office­

setting and social circumstances and it is these contra-

dictions which made his fictional world what it is. In 
. 

his works we can trace the shattering impact of the First . . . 

world war and the subsequent social changes. His works 

reflect the bitter experiences of many Europeans who 

.lived in a world of nightmare, an imprisoned world of 

trial without error, punishment without crime. Being a 
I 

/ 



Jew who lived in the shadows. of aggressive anti-semi­

tism Kafka foretold the fate that was to overtake ·his 

people. 
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C·amus' s literary genius grew to maturity during 

the turbulent years of the Second world war and the . 
beginning of the cold war. Camus who was aware of the 

writer's need for social commitment tenaciously adhered 

to the truth of his own experiences and proclaimed his 
. . 

personal view point with resolute insistence. His sense 

of social responsibility made him concerned with the 

crisis of his time. Emmett Parker writes~ 

"Camus believed that the artist is obliged 
by his very art to bear witness to man• s 
basic right to freedom and justice in the 
face of the historical aberrations of.his 
time."45 } 

Camus then could not remain a silent spectator of 

the contemporary political scene • The German OCCUp:i tion 

of France greatly perturbed him and he joined the Resis-

tance Movement and edited the leading newspaper •combat•. 

The political injust~ce of the post-war society concerned 

him. The agony of the French people under subjection to 



Nazi Germany became carnus• s own agony. About camus• s 

commitment to his age Germaine Bree writes: 

"It has. been his strength as an artist to 
refuse to write any work that did not take 
into account and express directly or in­
direcUy the latent anxieties of his gene­
ration."46 
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Thus we see that The Plague represents the aweful atmos­

phere of the German occupation of France and the hero of' 

The Fall represents the guilt-ridden conscience of post-

war Eunope. Camus never sat in the ivory to~r to look 

disinterestedly at_ the problems of his day_. Being a man 

with sensitive conscience and a keen sense of the writer's 

responsibility, Camus sincerely concerned himself with 

the pre-war and post-war problems. His powerful imagina­

tion made him aware of the inhuman' conditions that threa-

tened. to enslave- humanity. Keats says that a true authen­

tic experience is one that is felt 'on the pulses'. The 

European writers of the pre-war and post-war period were 

moved to review and investigate the human situation under 

the impact of such authentic experience as left them 

agonised and questioning. 

The old, traditional view of God-man ~lationship 

where a benevolent God was seen to -have created the world 
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for his chosen creature-rnan···to live in and work out 

his potentialities thus gives way to an· anguished 

vision a·f the human situation where roan is left high 

and dry 1 intimidated 1 undermined and _perplexed, and 

where therefore the notion of a benefic~ntt deity caring 

for roan is replaced by a vision of hapless and beleagured 

roan having to make whatever he can of the dismal situa­

tion all by himself without any scope for invOking a 

benignant presiding deity. Man and his world were not 

made for each other. The world has an irreducible alien­

nes,s and the incurable absurdity of the situation is 

such Ua t man has to make do with it. 



----~--~--~----~---C H A P T E R - I I 



KAFKA AND THE ABSURD 

"Kafka's world is in truth an indescribable 
universe in which man allows himself the 
tormenting luxury of fishing in a bathtub, 
knowing that nothing will- come of it." · 

- camus 

Kafka• s vision of the tt~wr:d. has an additional dimen­

sion of depth to it which is often abSent in others, in 

that he sees the pathos of human existence more intensely. 

In Kafka's novels man is portrayed as an exile, Kafka des-

cribes a world which is a frightful maze in which there 

is no way out of man• s perplexity. His works deal with a 

bewildering aspect of mystery which lacks solution. Kafka 

communicates the momentariness of hw:nan existence. He 

feels no certainty about anything, demanding from every 

single moment a new confirmation of his existence. 

Kafka's protagonists live in a high~walled prison 

which has an oppressive atmosphere and in whd:ch they 

· suffer from protracted illness. In the unaired rooms of 

~he prison they suffer acutely from the ~gony of infinite 

separation. They toil unavailingly to liberate themselves 
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from this horrifying and agonising situa.tion •. 

To Kafka everything seems to result from a mighty,_ 

inexplicable error which rules like Destiny itself. His 

heroes live, as if, in a gas chamber in which they suffer 
I 

from an agony of de spalr which prov ide.s them no truth 

excep·t that they are alive in a tormented and dehumanised 

state~ They strive to reach the truth but they lack the 

strength for a genuine act of defiance. They are punished 

and doomed and they die like dogs. His world is marked 

by opaqueness and absurdity. It is not a transparent world 

"through which we can glimpse the reality above or beyond 

the shadows. Kafka's human beings find themselves curi-

, ously out of touch with their own setting, and· are unable 

to foresee theltr own chances of survival or doom. They 

are trapped in .. inevitable perplexity and doubt and seem 

incapable of personal salvation. Their damnation becomes 

inevitable. 

Kafka's heroes toil to prove their innocence in the 

eyes of those who regard them with so much suspicion and 

distrust. One can see a humble resolve on their part to 

come closer and justify themselves before the unknown 
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and unapproachable accusers. But they are always driven 

back to their imprisoned st~te. Instead of growing in 

stature, they shrink. Thus we see that K, in The castle 

is reduced to a mere initial, Joseph K. in The Trial dies 

like a dog,. and Gregor samsa in The Metamorphosis is 

reduced to an insect form. 

·Kafka's world, in short, is one of despair, anxiety 

and forlornness although th:l:s world is . not altogether 

devoid of hope. Kafka• s heroes flounder in their struggle 

to come out of a world of nightmare. They aim at reaching 

a goal which is mysterious and unattainable. N. Sarraute 

says: "On th_e bare lands to which he (Kafka) leads us, no 

1 blade of grass can grow... Nevertl'Eless, in spite of the 

forbidding circumstances --circumstances such as would 

seem to blight all hope, K.~Joseph K,and Gregor keep 

. hoping like a Tantalus. Indeed, .they keep up their struggle 

even when it is foredoomed to failure. Let us now examine 

a few of Kafka's works in some detail. 

2 • THE METAMORPHOSIS 

The Metamorphosis opens with a startling image with 

which Kafka describes the zoological transformation of 
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Gregor Samsa who awakens from his uneasy dreams to find 

himself changed into a gigantic insect. Kafka is not the 

first writer to use the insect image in order to portray 

a dehumanised existence alienated from normal life. This 

zoological ~mage is frequently used in modern literature 

as a means of symbolizing 'the degrading absurdity of human 

existence. Dostoevsky has his underground man say: 

.! 

"Now I want to tell you, genUeman, whether 
you care to rear it or not, why I could not 
even become an insect, I tell you solemnly 
that I· wanted to become an insect many times." 2 

Through the depiction· of man in terms of an insect 

Kafka seeks to expose' the dreadful plight of human exi·s-

tence. The narrative device adopted by Ka·fka to l'B ve the 

hero transformed into an insect is calculated to convey 

the dreadful absurdity of his situation. The·crippled 

protagonist's state mirrors the·. state of humanity. The 

story is ·divided into three parts each one of which shows 

Gregor's attempts to reassert himself as a human being, 

to re-establish his communion with his family and each 
I 

part ends with his attempt being rebuffed and Gregor is 

seen being pushed back into his prison room. The sin 
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for which Gregor is dehumanized remains unknown. There 

is·no justification for his frightfully catastrophe -

his transformation into a loathesome insect and for his 

solitude, suffering, sickness and death. Gregor is not 

a wrong-doer. He is rather a gentle and self-sacrificing 

young man. There is no-explicit reason for which the 

catastrophe befalls him, for his dehumanization, estran­

gement, persecution and his deatft. And this is chara­

cteristic of Kafka's vision·. 

camus says that the absurd is the result of a 

fundamental contradiction of life and this contradiction 

must be presecyed and :: .; strengthened in order to under­

stand the absurd work. Kafka in his works ~presents the 

absurdity in a series or parallel contrasts and these 

contrasts are between the natural and the extraordinary, 

the individual and the universal, the tragic and the 

every day~ the absurd and the logical. The tension of 

the absurd and the contradiction is present in The Meta­

morphosis. The opening sentence of the story announces 

the absurdity of Gregor' s life. Everything about Gregor's 

physical condition is reduced to the level of an insect 

whereas Gregor•. s thoughts and feelings are still human. 



once Gregor's metamorphosis is established, there 

ensues a struggle on Gregor's part to seek re-entry 

into his family. His human feelings pe~suade him 

to try to re-establish himself in his family set-up 

while his insect shape blocks his way. Gregor is 

metamorphosed as an insect but at the same t1rne he 
<:t. . 

remains in his thoughts"travelling salesman. on,, one 

level,; Gregor's insect form depic~s his private torments 

and~ on the other, Gregor becomes an exponent of the 

universal human anguish. Kafka establishes Gregor• s 

absurdity by contrasting his insect.form with his normal 

human feelings. 

Gregor is a comm~rcial traveller devoted to his 

family which he supp<brts wi.}h his hard work. He has 

been compelled to take up the painstaking and moncton-

, ous job of a travelling salesman. to feed his famltly and 

to pay ba~k his parents• debts to his chief. Had it not 

been his duty to look after his family, he could pos­

sibly have had a much_more pleasant, though less remu­

ne·rative, job in an office. He. not only draws a re althy 

picture of his family on bis mind's canvas but also 

contemplate:s sending his sister to a conservatory where 



she could learn to be a violinist. But once he is meta-

morphosed, he. finds himself excluded from his family 
. . 

circle • This exclusion makes his existence absurd. 

Gregor's metamorphosis is not an accidental phe~ 

nornenon. T~ metamorphosis has antecedent or concomitant 

conditions. Prior to going to sleep Gregor has some trau-

matic anxieties which make him retreat within himself. 

Under some agonising conditions. Gregor is gradually 

shrinking and becoming self-enclosed. He has an uneasy 

dream because he is already suffering from inner unrest. 

His inner unrest is reflected in his dream. The circum-

stantial evidence of his .wa-king life confirms his uneasy 

dream. The agony of his vraking life is a prelude to his 

metamorphosis. Gregor complains not only about the phy-

sical discomfort of the commercial traveller but also 

about the dehuman~sing effect of his job which makes it 

difficult for him to nave intimate relations with others: 

"Oh God, he thought, what an exhausting job I've picked 

on! Travelling about day in, day out. It's much more 

irritating work than doing the actual business in the 

office, and on top of that there's the trouble of con-

stant travelling, of worrying about· train connections, 



the bed and irregular meals, casual acquaintances that 
. 3 

are always new and never become intimate friends." Before 

the ambivalent· and disgusting character of the read of 

the flrm, ·Gregor' feel: s humiliated . and crippled. He has 

to work in a firm where the chief :ts s the :ts bit of " sitting_ 

4 on high at a desk and talking down to employees". and 

where "the ,.smallest omission at once gave rise to the 

. 5 tl gravest suspicion.•~ Gregor does not exac y get recon-

ciled to his appalling official set up but is ~ompelled 

to bear with it: "If I didn't havE:! to. hold my hand because 

o~ my parents I'd have given notice long ago, I'd have 

gone to the chief and told him exactly-what I think of 

him. That would knock him endways from his deskt"6 Gregor 

looks .forward to the time when he will have saved enough 

money to pay the debts his parents owe to his boss and 
. n 

free~l ·himSelf completely from the tyranical employer. so· ,. 
Gregor's zoological transformation can be seen.as some-

·how related to what Gregor has already been for a long 

time.'Though presented in an apparently unrealistic form, 

Gregor's metamorphosis is terribly authentic in the sense 

that it suggest~ that this metamorphos~s may happen to 

any of us: "Gregor tried to suppo'se to himself that some-

thing like what 'had happened to him to-day might someday 
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happen to the chief clerk; one really could not deny 
. 7 

that it was possible." His gruesome transfor:mation 

shows ·the guilt w.ithout cause, a guilt that can make 
·, 

anybody a monster. The monstrous image first shapes it­

s~lf in·subjective consciousness and then is objectively 

manifested. 

/Gregor• s metamorphosis gives an unpredictably -
hlo&J 

~.C1 tE!_l;,~_ . .tp his life. At first he tries to take everything 
... 

as normal, to "restore all things to their re·al and normal 

condition."6 . But his gigantic, monstrous appearance 

frustrates all hope. He seeks persistently to gain accept­

ance in his familv even though he is rebuffed in his every 
. •; 

attempt. He hankers after the food served by his sister 

knowing that this food provides him no nourishment and 

h~-must starve to death. Gregor ultimately resigns himself 

to the conditions of his insect life but before that he 

puts up a strUggle. His meditations on his bed show him 

in isolation from the external world but still he £rant~-

cally tries to overcome his temporary 'indisposition• •. 

He does not humbly surrender to his metamorphosed condi-

tion. He even considers his physical discomfort as a 

temporary phase of indisposition. He wants to overcome 

his disabili~y to catch the train and to follow the regular 



routine of his job. He wants to come out of his room to 

rejoin the world but ~is monstrous transformation pre­

vents him. He.feels himself drawn once more into the 

human circle but his dehumanised appearance thwarts his 

desire. When Gregor opens the door after a lot of stre-

nuous effort. and makes himself visible to others, his 
I 

grotesque look distresses them and they rebuff. Gregor 

discovers the ·disruption of link between himself and 

others. His father. knots his fist to push Gregor back 

into his r~om •. It is indeed. piteous to see such a devoted 

son driven back into his room with a stick inspite of his . . . 

humble entreaty. that his helpless condition be realised.· 

Here Gregor• s desire to clarify his position and to find 

a place ·in his family is contradicted by his family's 

refusal to allow him to do so. So in the first section 

of the story Gregor awakf?ns to the realisation that his 

life has turned absurd and he has been sundered from his 

f arnily. 

In the second section, Gregor tries to accommodate 

himself to his absurdly hideous predicament. His sister 

G+ete realises his predicament and shows some sympathy. 

It is a horrible task to. devote herself to the service 
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of he.r. monstrous b.rother·. But still- she takes on the 

duty of looking after Gregor. She offers him various 

foods. Gregor is at first allured by the smell of food 

but he crawls back with disappointment finding that his 

most f-avour! te food becomes distasteful to him. Even a 

day before his metamorphosis Gregor's favourite ~cod was 

milk but now he relishes and feels satisfied w~th rotten 

. and decayed stuff because his organic sensibilities have 

been altered by his metamorphosis. His sister offers him 

humanly uneatable food and Gregor swallows it. Besides, 

he feels less. incapacitated and afflicted by his physical, 

discomfort because physically also he reconciles himsel . .f 

to his insect life. 

But inspite of his phy.sical reconcili'ation with 

his insect existence, Gregor retains an emotional attach­

ment to his family. H.il'ding himself under the sofa, Gregor 

recollects his earnest desire in his pre-meia.morphosed. 

stage to revive his family from the. catastrophe that 

followed the collapse of his father's business. when the 

family assembles at tbe table to discuss the financial 

position, Gregor takes keen interest and cannot check­

the temptation to join the. ·Conference • But as soon as he 
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·appears before them, they· rebuff h.irn. His presence in 
\ 

the living room is violently repulsed by his father who 

bombards Gregor with apples. 

The tragedy ,of Gregor• s life reaches its· climax 

and his ·absurdity is fully pronounced when Gregor• s last 

hope centred in his sister in whom he enjoyed "the enthu­

siastic temperament of an adolescent girl," 9 is shattered 

with her dec~aration. that he be got rid of. We see the 

culmination of Gregor's suffering when Grete feels re­

pulsed by Gregor's presence and even refuses to identify 

this huge insect with her brother's memory. She questions 

the presence of Gregor's entity in the bug form and her 

logic is that if it were Gregor, "he would :ta ve realized 

long ago that human beings· can• t live with such a creature, 

and he'd have gone away on his own accord." 10 Gregor's 

alienation from his· family becomes irrevocable when his 

sister, who was to him the last straw to catch at, becomes 

responsible for his death. 

When Gregor• s sister plays on the violin, he feels 

enchanted1 by the music and crawls out of his prison to 

hear the music which seems to be the food h? h3 s been 



longing for. :the deep effect of music makes him question 
J 

his animal exis~~; "Was he an animal, that music had 

such an effect upon him?.He felt as if the way were 
} 

. . ' 11 
opening before him to the unknown nourishment· he craved." 

Gregor• s frightful advance is again repulsed by all and 

' this time his ·sister takes the.leading role with her ver-

dict "we must try to g~t rid of it." 12 Arrd with the third 

attack Gregor finally retreats to his prison room and ., 

starves himself to death. Gregor• s last effort to re-enter 

the human circle fails. 

Thus Gregor's absurd existence comes to an end when 

the contradiction between his desire to reassert himself 

in the human ·circl.e and the rebui£ from members of his 

family is. finally resolved with Gregor• s death. with the 

nourishment still remaining unknown, Gregor expires in his 

room alone. Thus the story which opens with an absurd an-

.nouncement of Gregor's transformation, shows Gregor's 

' ' futile effort to cling to life and ultimately ends with 

his t·ragic death. So against the tradition of acceptance 

and affirmation Kafka's story deals with despair to the 
,, 

point! of annihilation. 



3. THE TRIAL 

In The Trial Kafka deals with the fate of a modern 

man in a worlp whose meaning is not comprehensible within 

the compass of his experience. In this novel we see that 

Joseph K. is accused of a e.rirne the. nature of which is not 

comprehensible to him and is compelled to face the trial 

of life in a hostile universe whose pattern and coherence 

are fundamentally alien to him. 

Of Kafka's "Trilogy of loneliness" -The Trial, 
I 

The castle and America - The Trial presents the passively 

guilty victim-hero who is trapped in an absurd situation 

and is unable to extricate himself from the meshes of his 

absurd situation. He is entangled in a gap between the 

apparent reality and the so-called ideal. manifestation of 

the law which he tries to id~nti.f;y but which always eludes 

him and makes him live in a to:rrnented situation. His case 

shows an absurd dilemma and he .becomes an absurd hero whose 

feverish activity seems to be absurd and abnormal in the 

eyes of an unattainable, remote and mysterious court. 

This novel, like The Metamorphosis opens with 

another explosive. announcement: "Someone must lB ve been 
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telling lies about Joseph K., for without having done · 
. . . 13 

anything wrong he was arrested one fine morning."' This 

unwarranted arrest of Joseph K., in his :.,•tJ.edroom gives rise 

to a series of puzzling questions: who arrests K.? why 

is K. arrested? And what is the nature of his arrest? 

And all these questions remain enigmatically unanswered 

throughoo:t . . : the novel. Any attempt to answer these ques-

tions simply tightens the knot. The more we try to grasp 

these questions, the more do they recede and dissolve 

like ripples leaving us wondering and stupefied. Our 
' 

search for a clue to K's arrest and the nature of the 

arrest lead us only to dd;·scover new levels of enigma. After 

his arrest we find the situat·ion for K. becoming more and 

more complicated and K. himself becoming more and more 

alienated from the commonplace world. 

At the core of th-is novel there lies Kafka's vision 

of the absurd which springs from a disjunction in the world, 

the disjunction between the apparent reality and the ~ambi-

guous and equivoc;:ating character:. of the world. Joseph 

Ke is in a dilemma. He wants to prove that he is not guilty 

of a crime and this is countered by the court• s refusal 

to accept Joseph ?S inndcent. The Trial is informed by a 
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vision of absurdity and at the centre of the novel there 

is a passive man dominated by his situation rather, than 

endeavouring to change it. This novel again presents 

another contradiction -.the contradiction between Joseph K 

and the court that accuses and tries him. The central pro-

blem of the novel, that of guilt, can be understood in 

terms of the encounter between Joseph's subjectivity and 

the enigmatic· trial court. 

The novel opens with the information of Joseph K's 

arrest but we never get even an inkling of any trivial 

offence committed by K. for which he might be arrested and 

tried and this' brings into a tearing focus the unambiguous 

insistence of the hero that he is simply an innocent victim 

of injustice. He encounters the. unjust:,·:. tribunal every 

where on his bed, on the ·street, in the bank and also in 

the cathedral. But the court neve:r specifically announces 

Joseph's crime. Joseph K. persistently seeks to justify 
. ·,~ . 

his innocence and makes an outcry. about his feeling inno­

cent. The protracted process of seif-defence culminates 

in the cathedral scene. In support of his argument in 

self-defence K. produces some papers, even his birth certi­

ficatew but his papers are pushed aside by the warders on 
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the ground that the decrees of the court can never be 

unjust for the decrees are always issued against the 

guilty. And the irony is that the saroe court convicts 

certain people on certain obscure and inexplicable grounds 
, 

whereas others are acquitted on the same grounds. K.faces 

a trial before a court where all cases are conducted on 

a certain foregone conclusion, and the judgement is g~ven 

in camera. Before this court all accused are guilty and 

they are condemned in adv?nce before the cases are legally 

established. There is no need for further trial proceed-

ing and they must die like dogs. Now in a court which !s 

guided by certain foregone conclusions, it is useless to 

see~ .any legal assistance. When K. seeks the Inspector's 

permission to talk to his lawyer over the telephone, the 

Inspector says, "certainly .• •••••• but I don't see what 

sense there would be in that, unless you have some private 
14 

business of your own to consult him about." But at the 

same time he allows K.to do what he wants to. K,cries: 

"what sense would there be in telephoning to an c;dvocate 

when I'm supposed to be under arrest? All right, I won't. 
. 15 

telephone • " 

Every where K. is puzzled by the events which he 

cannot comprehend. He is accused of a crime·. and is under 
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arrest. But when he wants to know the reasons of his 

arrest, he is told by the warders: ... we don• t answer such 
16 

questions." And when K. insists on their producing 

the warrant for arresting him, they say: "eh, good Lord, 

' . , If you would Cbnly realize your position, and if you 

wouldn't insist on uselessly annoying us two, who probably 

mean better by you and stand closer to you than any other 

people in the world."l? 

The roost ludicrous nature of the judgement is that 

K. has been accused of an unspecified crime and is arres-

ted but he is ~lowed to carry on his ;egular business, to 

follow his normal routine~ He is allowed to do his duty 

in the bank. In his astonishment K.enquires: "How c~ I 

go to· the Bank, if I am und~r- ?n;~st?!' and the official 

most surprisingly replies:. "You are under arrest, certainly, 

but that need not hinder you from going about your busi­

ness. You won• t be hampered in carrying on in ~e ordinary 

18 
course of your life •" The trial of K presents a mockery 

of justice. The punishment has preceded the commencement 

of any judicial proceeding. F.roro the very first chapter 

through· a succession of comical events, the farcical cha­

racter of the court, its lack of rational legal codes, 

and its injustice are revealed to K. From the,first chapter 
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where ~~ is arrested in his bed by the warders who come 

without any warrant, to the last where the priest advises 

K. not to-seek any outside help, everything seems to be 

nothing but a farce, a deadly one though. 

The court sits in a dirty, dingy place, in an 

abominable. 1 unjudli.cial atmcbsphere where the Examining 

Magiptrate_ does not·e~en know anything about the convict, 

and .has no qualms about his lament~le. ignorance. In the 

cou,rt the proceedings are kept a secret from the accused 

and the accused has no access to the court records. The 

1'egal records and charg~-sheets are inaccessible to the 

accused and his counsel. The judges wield po-wer which 
' ' 

they are not normally supposed to possess. Greenberg 

says: "The judges are c~edians who'condemn to death. 

19 
Their justice cannot ju!:)tify." K' s situation is really 

baffling. He hires a lawye,r, sees judges, reeeives advice, 

yet never gets any hints about the crime he is accused 

of~ He is referred to one judge after another but never 

sees the High Judges. The whole mechanism of the court· 

' 
has been active against K ~ for a sin which is not de fined. •· 

"K is torn from the pattern of an ordered society 1 . where 

familiarity with things in mistaken for understanding-of 
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them and security is to be found in an accepted and un­

questioned body of conventions, and plunged into. a posi­

tion where he finds himself alone and isolated, not kn'ow-

ing the rules, not knowing if there are any rules; life 

itself at stake, and no 'path or friendly clue' to be his 
20 

guide" · K. faces a gigantic and monstrous judicial body 

which is not only unknown to him, but unknowable. It is 

an unjust tribunal to which K. as an individual remains 

an alien. Bithell says~ 

"'In his efforts to reach his judges he gropes 
like a gro~esque automation through the swiftly 
moving ghost-like hapPenings of a nightmare, 
impellec;i forwards but held back ."·21 

, About this dark, inscrutable organisation K says: 

"There can be no doubt that behind .alL. the· 
actions of this court of justice, that is to 
say in my case, be~ind my arrest and today's 
interrogation, there is a great organisation 
at. w9rk. An organisation which not only employs 
corrupt warders, stupid Inspectors, and Exa-
mining Magistrates of whom the best that can 
be said is that they recognize their.own limi­
tations, but also has at its disposal a judi­
cial hierarchy of high, indeed of the highest 
rank., with an indispensable and numerous 
retinue of servants, clerks, police, and otl'e r 
assistants,· perhaps even hangmen."22 

when K faces such a farcical trial before an unjust court, 



he feels· that the pattern of his past experience is 

destroyed and he is drifting towards a place with no 
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anchorage, a situation of unanswerable riddles. He finds 

himself trapped in a vacuum. His familiar· relationships 

became uncertain. The insecurity of his existence is 

mirrored in the 1 ast chapter, • In the c athedral• • He 

gets a warning of his sentence· f~om a sermon preached 

in the cathedral and in the end he is stabbed to death 

by two officials of the court. 

The anguish that pervades this novel becomes a 

universal anguish. Ronald Gray writes: 

"within those confines one is stifled along 
with Joseph K, baffled by the same endless 
arguments, confused by the inscrutability of 
the court and relieved when execution is 
carried out and claustrophobia ends ."23 

The tragedy of Kafka' s protagonists is that they are put 

to death as ·though by slow poisoning. 

~he opening sentence of The Trial, like that of 

the Metamorphosis; announces the capeivity of K. and he 

is seen drifting towards death by slow degrees. The in-
I 

terval between the arrest of K. and his execution is a 
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prol.onged nightmare, a horrible vision for him. The 

slow but protracted trial gradually overwhelms and 

crushes .K' s will. He fails to affirm himself because 

befqre the cumbersome machinery of the court, the out-
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. rageous absurdity of his trial, his feeble voice sinks. 

He lacks the strength to face up to a world that is so 

.:_~n!scrutable .and so hostile • His failure to encounter 

the monstrous machinery of tile court subtly instils in 
,, 

him a feeling of guilt. The tragic end of K's life has 

been summed up in the following words by Friedman: 

. 
"The world of Joseph K. gradually changes from 
the everyday business world. that he takes 
for granted into a mysterious Gnostic hie­
rarcy that, like some gigantic Octopus, wraps 
its tentacles around the whole of reality 

.until it finally crushes.him to death-­
and most startling of all, does so with his 
compliance ."2~ . 

According to Hubben, Kafka's major theme "is an 

ever-present sense of guilt ... 25 In The Trial al,so the 

existence of a guilt is assumed but its nature remains 

unknown and unexplained. The root of this unspecified 

I· 

guilt may be traced to different concepts. The unspecified 

guilt may correspond to the theological concept of original 

sin but the possibility of the presence of such a guilt 
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in the case of The Trial is not evidenUy present. There 

is also the possibility of the existence of guilt which 

relates to K's whole way of life. such guilt cannot be 

specified because it involves the whole being of the per-

son concerned and· the punishment of such guilt can only 

be death. such guilt can be removed by the total annihi­

lation of the protagonist. The guilt may also be explained 

in terms of some psychological complex as a result of 

which the. son may feel an infin~te sense of guilt in him 

when the stronger personality of the father eclipses his 

comparatively weak' ~lf. This type of guilt is present 

in Tlie Judgement and in The Metamorphosis. The son feels 

guilty subjectively when he contradicts a str9nger oppo­

nent :i;.n the objective father, gradually shrinks within 

hie own self and the feeling of guilt takes deep roots. 

In The Metamorphosis Gregor at first tries to assert his 

innocence with regard to his sudden physical dehumanisa­

tion but his father infuses in him the feeling of guilt 

by refusing him participation in the human circle and then 

pushing him back into an exiled state by pelting him with 

apples., In The Trial such guilt has been generalised and 

depersonalised. 
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Jos~~h K. tries to know the nature of the guilt 

for which he is arrested but in the face of the apparent 

hostility of the court his desire for clarity·becames 

meaningless and because of his ignorance of the charge, 

he ultimately resigns himself to self-examination so that 

he can know his guli.lt •. In the face of the silence of the 

court, K tries to discover the guilt in his own self. But 

one may suggest that the central probl·em of guilt is ul­

timately.focussed neither on the hero's subjectivity nor 

on the unjust court that tries him, but on the encounter 

be. tween the two • 

~-
K. always lives in an atmosphere of intrigue and 

conspiracy. His sincere effort to come to terms with the 

universe is frustrated by the dualistic nature of the 

world which K. · fails to comprehend. He is thus embarrassed 

and constrained by the ambiguity of events ar.ound him. 

His arrest has been announced but he is not under deten-

· tion. He goes about his daily work but he always encoun­

. ters his strong opponents eve·rywhere. His life becomes 

absurd to him because he is trapped·midway between good 

and evil whose contradiction is never resolved till he 

dies like a dog • 
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of his honest effort he cannot interact with his society. 

K. has done nothirig wrong and wants to be known as such. 

But he is .treated by his society as a criminal. This sup­

posed criminality in him makes him guilty and K finally 

gets rid of this guilt in his execution. 

4. THE CAS.TLE, 

•, 

The castle, like Kafka• s other novels and short 

stories, presents an oppressive atrnasphere, full of fra­

stration and dread. Like a riddle, the castle invites K. 

with a tantalizing call but it always remains inaccessi­

vely remote. Though perceived as a benevolent institu-

,tion, the castle always remains ~ysterious and unattain~ 

able and nothing can be definitely predicted about it •. As 

a rule, Kafka writes on different planes at once, and 

this is true of The c·astle as well. one plaJ1e is that it 

presents the picture of the world that is not rational 

and the irrationality of this world contradicts man• s 

search for rationality~ Through the irrationality of this 

world, Kafka wants to expose the essential absurdity of 
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things. Kafka's world is full of enigmas and torments 

where roan is presented as an outcast, debarred from 

acquiring a link with his own community. The plight of 

man is intolerable and there is no solution ·tor him. sane 

unforeseen catastrophe descends upon him, the authorities 

declare hini an outsider without adducing any reason. He 

persist'antly struggles to gain acceptance in the world 

but miserably fails. The worlc;t of, K. is such that while 

. he believes in the reality of the castle, his image of 

the castle collapses and dissolves in his encounters with 

the castle officials. on another plane, '!'he castle re­

presents the predicament of a Jew in Europe, and lastly 

the novel may be interpreted as a representation of the 

spiritual anguish, as a symbol of a tortuous religious 

quest. 

Kafka lends a deep insight into the absurdity of 

human existence. In this novel Kafka presents anotle r 

document of the predicament of modem man for whom the 

world is a puzzle. K., desperately wants to be· recognised 

by the castle authorities but for him the doors of the 

castle cilways remain locked. K. is in a dilemma. He can 

neither gain entrance to the castle nor can he become 
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disloyal to it. He frantically continues his journey to 

reach the castle. Though he stubbornly keeps up his 

attempts to enter the castle, his stubborness immobilizes 

him because of the silence of :the castle offi~ials. Kafka 

here deals with the theme of the fate of _,modern man in a 

world whose meaning cannot be understood within the pur-: 

v iew of human experience. The purpose of life for a modern 

man finally become's an endless but futile quest for the 

meaning of life. Man makes frantic efforts to establish 
' ,, 

an organic relationship with something which lies beyond 

himself but which always excludes &. evades him and this 
.:· 

exclusion and evasion make his existence· meaningless and 

absurd for him •. 

K. claims to have been appointed and summoned as 

Land Surveyor by the castle .which rules over the village 

at which K •. arrives. But on his arrival he receives a 

negative response from the castle. He is not even allowed 
.~' 

·to sleep in the village , inn because to sleep in the inn 

one must have a permit. The Y.oung man who introduces him­

self as the son of the castellan, says: 

••This village belongs to the castle, and who­
ever lives here or :passes the night here does 
so in a manner of speaking in the castle it­
self .•.. Nobody .may do that without the count• s 
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permission. But you have no such pemit, 
or at least you have produced none."26 
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And the· young man sternly says, •you rriu'st quit the count• s 
. 27 

·territory at once .• Although I<. has been asked to came 

to the· village to work as land-surveyor, he is denied the 

privilege of settling in the village •. I<. gradually gets 

·entangled in the maze of ambiguity. He confesses to the 

teacher: 'I am to be staying here for same time and already 

'feel a little lonely. I don• t fit in with the peasants nor, 

I imagine, with the ~asUe.• 28 K. wants to adapt himself 

to the new setting but he is bewildered everywhere: 'He 

felt irresistibly drawn to seek out new acquintances, but 

each new acqu·intance only seemed to increase his weari-
. 29 
ness.• 

As I<. resumes his walk towards the castle, he finds 

himself lost in a tortuous street, a labyrinth which only 

puzzles him: • Far the ·street he was in, the main street 

of the village, did not lead up to the castle hill, it only 

made towards it and then, as if deliberately, turned aside, 

and though it did not lead away from t.te casUe .it got no 

nearer to it either •. At every turn I<. expected the road 

to double back to ~e castle, and only because of this 
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expectation did h~ go on; ne was flatly unwilling, tired 

as he was, to leave the street, and he was ~lso amazed 

at the length of the village, which seemed to have no 

end.' 30 · The castle refuses to admit his claim and treats 

him with injustice. K. consistenUy tries to establish 

his claim, spends his energy on succ~ssive stratagems 

for getting closer to the officials of the castle, parti­

cularly one named Klamm. But h.fs attempts to justify his 

claims remain thwarted. 

Every intermediary through whom K. wants to reach 

the castle fails him. Everything K. encounters is decep­

tive, elusive and incessantly fluctuating. The women 

whom K. meets are also ambiguous. Gardaria, the landlady, 

allows K. to be left alone with her but challenges his 

presence there. Ol'ga, Amalia, Frieda, Pepi - all elude K. 

with their enticing charm and leave him in betwilderment. 

K. Qoe s, as if , from mirage to mirage , ~overs bet~ en 

uncertainties and can settle nowhere. He wants to work 

iri the village and marry and settle and at th~ same time 

he wants to learn the secrets· of the casUe. But his cal-

culations fail and he seems to be cauQht bet-ween the ambi­

guities of the tWo worlds. 
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Kafka is one of the most som~re advocates of modern 

man's predicament in this world' and his endless struggle 

with nothingness. His protagonists. are engul'fed in a deep 

sense of ~guish. His frighteningly ambiguous world is 

pervaded by .a vision of absurdity where the human beings 

grope in the midst of an unintelligibility and incompre­

hensibil'ity and where everything ends in despair. This 

'world is enveloPed in nothingness ~d shadowiness because 

the endless search fCDr truth proves to be futile and the 

search for certainties. of life .ends in death. The castle 
' 

is concerned with a man• s efforts to belong to an inacce-

ssible castle and its inhabitants but these efforts take 

him nowhere. K's every attempt at identification with a 
'· 

higher authority is thwarted. In every--chapter of the novel 

·.there· is 'an attempted expedition, an attempted progress 

towards an unknown, enigmatic· world. K. always has a peri­

pheral existence. He lives outside the boundary of the 

castle and the castle always remains intractable. The 

casUe looms obscurely. over the horizon of his mind. K 

gets occasional gltmpses·of the higher world but a full 

view is always denied to him. 'Now., he could see the castle 

above him c~early defined in the'glittering air, its out­

line made stl:ll ·more definite' bY the moulding of snow 
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the castle collapses: 'The casUe abOve them., which I<. 

had hoped to reach that very day was already beginning 

to grow dark# and retreated again. into the distance •• 32 

-
When I<. hastens his st~ps towards the cast~e., the image 

of the castle dissolves: 'The castle, whose contOurs were 

al~eady beginning to dissolve., lay silent as ever: never 

yet had K. ~en there·.: the slight:est sign of life -per-
( 

haps it was quite impossible to recognize anything at. that 

distance, and yet the eye demanded it_. and 'could not endure 

that stillness.• 33 · I<'s existence becomes absurd when his 

.. hunger to have a fuller knowltedge of the castle., a closer 
. ~ 

identification·with it, is countered by the refusal of 

the casUe officials to accept him. 

In this novel., too,., I<afka deal-s ·with the enigmatic 

character of human existence. Man and the universe are 

at odds with each other: they are at loggerheads. They 

clo)not. fit each other. Here Kafka draws the picture _of a 

society which is inimical to our interests. An individual 

is vulnerable at the hands of a deceptive society. we 

cannot be sure of our locus standi in this world; we do 

not know where actually we belong. our existence is always 
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uncertain, always in jeopardy. There is. a quest, a 

determined kind of search to know. the actual nature of 

our existence, but everyth.ing: seems to be so trecher­

ously mysterious. Society is marked by a lack of trust 

or faith, a sen~ of,incredulity. K., is summoned to the 

castle but he also seems not to have been summoned. The 

Superintendent says~ 'The only· thing I will not agree 

to is that you should be taken on as Land surveyor, but 

in .other matters you can draw on me with confidence.,• 34 

He wants to belong to the place, to accommodate himself 

to the situation but in vain. He S1fiffers from a sense of 

non-belonging, a sense of rootlessness while he Whole-

heartedly wishes to _b_elong. His existence is of ,a floating 

character., The landlady says:: 'You -are npt fro:m the castle, 
. ' ' . . . . -

35 
. 'you are not from the vllllage .. ,, you aren• t an¥thing .• • K • 

. is thus enticed to the castle and then threatened with 

being !thro~ out. In the midst of an enigmatic and hide-

. ous soc-"ety 1 his whole ·being is at stake·. He strenuously 

keeps up an existence - 'Which is threatened by a scanda-
' 

36 lous offici:al bureaucracy. • K' s tenacity is very much 

evident in his struggle to reach the castle, to establish 

a rapport w;J.th the castle officials. But the castle with 

its opacity remains a mystery to him. He remains a 
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stranger to the people o_f the village, to t:te authori­

ties of the castle. K'~ predicament is that he is neither 

repulsed nor accepted by the castle li.nhabitants but every 

where is treated with suspicion. He is regarded as an 

outsider, an alien. 

K, is baffled by the enigmatic nature of-the castle 

authorities at all levels. When he reaches the village he 

begins his jo~rney towards the'eastle but he never gets 

. a full glimpse_ of the castle because "the castl~ hill was 

hidden, veiled in. mist and darkness, nor was there even 

a glimmer of light to show that a.castle was there. On the 

wooden bridge leading from the main road to the village 

K. stood for a long time gazing into the illusory empti-

. ·ness above him~" 37 

On a deeper lever one can see that K' s quest is 

for truth. He has a deep craving for truth which the castle 

alone can satisfy. He i.s toXlllented by the problem of justi­

fying his existence. When.he comes to the village, he is 

hopeful. of fulfilling his mission. But his struggle to 

-achieve certainty is frustrated by the·knowledge of the 

futility of ~s quest. The casUe stands shrouded in mystery 
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and it is beyond K's capacity·to unveil this curtain·of 

doubt~ Although the castle hill is "veiled in mist and 

darkness" when K. arr!ves in the village, he stands for 

a long time "gazing into the illusory emptiness above 

him". At_ £irst he is convinced that the empt~ne·ss is only· 

apparent and later on he encounters the endlessly phantas­

·magoric vision of the castle.' He continues his quest to 

know the reality but this quest is·ultimately nullified 

by the ambiguity of reality. Kafka's works are fragments 
' 

of an infinite quest leading to· endless futility •. 

The world of Kafka is marked by darkness and illu­

sions of· hope. Kafka presents (;L~:.nihilistic picture of the 

world which centres round man's loneliness and isolation. 

Kafka dwells on the senseless.character of human existence, 

an inevitable fc;tct of living in suspense, where man is 

haunted by a sense of fear, where he has lest all inward 

ties with his. fellownen and where life lacks a true founda-

tion. In this· novel,_ The cas.tle, . K' s experiences are symbo­

lic of Kafka's experiences of' life. The real experiences 

of a Jew have been filtered into the texture of the work •. 

The experience embodied in this novel quite closely fits 

Kafka's own experience, the ·sense of ostraciSll1 he often 
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suffered from during his life time. Kafka lived his life 

in. extreme desolation:. All through his life he suffered 

from the pangs of alienation. He had a fluid station in 

life and never found solid ground to stand on. He was 

isolated from the .czechs as a German, from the Germans 

as a Jew, from, his family because of the overbearing nature 

of his f9ther. He lived as a lonely man an<] suffered in­

tensely from the feeling of having remained unaccepted 

in life. Kafka's works symbolise this alienation from 

societ-y, f~om his family and even from his profession. He , 

was denied due recognition during his life time, though 

he is highly admired ~d widely read posthumously. He suf­

fered from a feeling of rootlessness and uncertainty · ' .. ·: 

in life and like J<. in the casUe was certain of nothing 

and needed at every moment a fresh confirm~tion of his 

existence • 1<. in The castle becomes a prototype of a parti­

cular ethos. Hi~ alienation from the village people as 

well as casUe authorities :reflects the feeling of aliena­

tion,of the Jews ·Who were eyed with suspicion and contempt 

in ·Europe. Harry Slochower wr±tes:· 

uKafka' s work depicts the lonesomeness of the 
individual in a .world where hierarchial imped~­
ments are ·intertwined with the nature of exis­
tence'! H'Liman existence appears as a series of 
tortuous compulsions and crucifixions, exacted 
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by an anonymous, ubiquitous enemy. The alone­
ness and helplessness of the modern Orphan 
generation, of the alien and alienated, in 
short, of the Jew, has nowhere been as sustaine­
dly expre~sed as in tl:le works of Franz Kafka.u38 

Being a Jew Kafka came from a race with an ingrained 

feeling of isolation in a hostile world. Kafka belonged to 

a race which had been isolated and persecuted intermitten­

tly for long ~ ars and it w.as difficult for a Jew to feel 

·at home in a non-Jewish atmospl'E re • 

I.ndeed, we can not isolate Kafka's work from his 

real experiences. Kafka pe_rpetually searched for a city 

that would welcome h.im. But for his entrance to the city 

Kafka had to !ilustify his own existence in tie e~ s of others. 

Kafka's works are documents of his agonies of social isola-

tion ~ Living among czechs under the Austro - Hungarian rule, 

as a German - speaking Jew Kafka was acutely aware of his 

odd f»OSition in life~ This isolation and a feeling of root­

lessness heavily weighecj;~ upon Kafka and reflected through 

his works. For Kafka loneliness becomes a recurring theme 

and this loneliness emerged from his isolation from the 

family, hi~ isolation as a member of a. Jewish community. 

As a German-speaking Jew Kafka was in a tormenting situation. 
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He was no where fully ~ssimilated. ·As we said earlier, 

as a Jew, he was a. suspect in the eyes of Czechs and 

Germans around him, and a suspect as a German and a czech 

among the Jews. K. of the castle represents this absur.Pity 

of Kafka's life. He is nelther.welcome nor totally repul­

sed. In K. of The castle one can identify the perplexing 

situation of a Jew who wrestles miserably in a hostile 

world, who,is persecuted without reason, who wishes tore-

claim his rights but dares not, who has been subjected to 
' .. . 

a lot of· arbitrariness, while trying to fit himself into 
' 

the inimicalsit9ation, and who is ultimately consumed by 

his agony and resigns in the face of a fearful leviathan. 

He is seen as an outcast who lis perpetually kept away. He 

suffers from a sense of alienation, which reflects Kafka's 

own feeling of isolation in a dark, iniquitouS and h9~te­

fi~le_d system .• · cut off from the mainstream, having no 

·solid ground to stand upon,· a Jew always strove to belong 

to the larger humanity. The ali,enation of K. from thE! 

village people and the castle officials reflects Kafka's 

own alienation and his persistant striving for assimlla-

tion. 

The castle can also be interpreted as a rel-igious 

,, 
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allegory. It may be interpreted as the symbolic repre­

sentation of a religious quest .• K. of the casUe may be 

considered not merely as a Land surveyor who has been 

summoned but who c;:annot do his work because his calling 

is not recognised, but as a soul who is not sure of Goil' s 

will. The Land Surveyor K •. cannot ascertain his posi~ion; 

his relation to the enigmatic castle remains mysterious 

and undefined. He can not ascertain the will of God. He 

frantically tries to reach the castle but the casUe re­

mains unapProachable. Inspite of his failures, K never 

gives up his quest. The highe_r po-wers that dwell in the 

castle remain incomprehensible, yet K. asserts his humani­

"ty against that. The struggle of K. to assert his claim 

reinfc;>rces the pattern of the absurd •. 

Now rec;rarding Kafka's religious faith, there are 

diverse interPretations. Kafka's friend Max Brod sees the 

inaccessible castle as the mystery of God's rule and divine 

grace~·Brod is responsible for the theological interpre­

tation of Kafka's works. He was the first man who described 

Kafka's theme in The castle as the incommensurability be­

tween man arid the divine and who focussed on man• s attempt 
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to· achieve divine grace. Brod' s interpretation has been 

further supplemented by John Kelly and Muir who consider 

the novels of Kafka as ~ealing with the relations between 

man and God. Muir even compared Kafka's novels to the 
' 

overtly religious. work, • Pilgrims' Progress• and affinns 

that Kafka~s works follo~ the lines of mystical revelation. 
' i 

camus ltn ~is essay on Kafka also discovers in him ata 

attempt towards religious leap. 
~ \ ' 

Thus the subject of Kafka' .s '\"JOrk has been seen as 

an attempt to reconcile the finite with the infinite. But 

the theological mode of inte.rpret~tion has not been acceP­

ted by all~ .Glicksberg wr'ites! 

"There is no strictly religious element in 
, · his novels and. short stories, .no reflection 

of the divine, onlv an intimation of the 
absurd that is beyOnd rea son." 3~ 

Greenberg says that Kafka's religious fai.th is not 

a belief in God but a humger for a lasting meaning, it is 
" 

an eternal trilst of man in something indestructible., some-

. thing permanent. Religion for Kafka is not an unshakable 

faith in God but a perpetual quest for truth in life. 
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"Kafka does not affirm God, however negatively or para­

doxically, in his work. He does not care about God, he 

does not care about theism or atheism, he leaves all that 

behind; his world is entirely the human world." 40 Kafka 

wants to overcome this world, packed with lies, by affirrn­

~ng his faith in a system of truth thouQh his attempt is 

negated by the nature of existence. Kafka's works appear 

absurd because man's hunger for truth remains unsat~sfied 

in the face of the unreality of existence. Margaret chat~ 

terjee r(!omments that J<afka describes "a godless world in 
. 41 

which there is no one way out of man• s perplexity." 

K. in The castle -is also 1n quest of truth. He 

strives to find the right way to reach his goal but he 

stumbles because he ul tirnately finds that, there is no way 

for him to reach his goal and he sometinles even finds that 

goal itself is not visible and known. K's religious quest 

fails to get any where. I£ remains only an attempted tran­

scendence. Leaving aside the muddles of religio!QS contro-
•. 

versies, it cannot be gainsaid that the tension of the 

absurd is conspicuously present· in The castle. It is a 

tension that exists between K. and his world which remains 

unknown and inaccessible to him. The contradiction that 
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K. faces is between his striving to reach the Castle 

and the mysterious and unpredictable nature of the 

castle. 

K •. becomes an allen,, a stranger to the place where 

he actually wants ·to· belong. 'I'his novel presents another 

haunting example of -an absurd fiction where the enigma of 

. absu-rd existence remains unresolved. 



------~--------------CHAPTER-III 

----~---------------~ 



CPMUS AND THE ABSURD 

"For if there is a sin against life, it 
lies perhaps less an despa~ing of it 
than in hoping for another life, and 
evading the implacable grandeur.of the 
one we have. These men have not cheated. 
They were gods of the summer at twenty 
in their thirst for life, and they are 
still gods today, stripped of all hope." 

· ... 'summer in Algiers' 
I 

camus belongs to an era of non-transcendence which 

witnessed man ~king to grasp the essential truths of 

life and posing with· singular honesty and force the ques­

tions germane to tl'}.e human condition. He deals with the 

fundamental questions of human existence which lend them­

selves to the • absurd'. The key word • a.bsurdite' had already 

been definitively pronounced. Camus found himself at the 
' . 

point of history when "western man finding himself in a 

universe whose key has 'been lost can do nothing but pro-
. 1 

claim the fundamental absurdity of his existence." He 

belongs to the tradition of Nietzschian proclamation of 

the ''death of god'; or Marxian ~eistic proclamation of 

'the negation of God; or Malraux's declaration of the 

• death of man' •. But camus• s proclamation of the absur-

dity of the human condition and of non-transcendence is 

more articulately made than that of his predecessors. 
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camus• s works return to the fundamental questions of 

human existence without any metaphysical aid. His works 

show an empirical quality'of inquiry and vision. They 

suggest a naked authenticity of human knowledge which 

comes only through the senses. cruickshank says: 

"what is real for the author of Noces.., 
is what can be experienced by senses."2 

Camus proposed to clarify the proposition of the 

absurd forlornness of man• s condition in the face of an 

irrational world. In this chapter we shall try to iden­

tify the vision of the ab-surd in selected work.s of camus. 

we begin with The outsider. This short yet powerful novel 

may be taken as an illustration of the philosophy of the 

absurd set forth in The Myth of Sisyphus. Nhereas in 

The Myth of Sisyphus the philo,sophy of the absurd is pro­

pounded, in The outsider the absurd is experienced and 

1 ived. Nathan Scott writes: "In the Stranger we· are made 

to experience the sensation of the· absurd with a degree 

of immediacy and in Meursault, the little clerk in· an 

Algerian shipping firm, we rave one of c:;amus• s purest 
3 

renderings, of the absurd man." sartre sees The Myth of 

Sisyphus as an explanation of The Stranger and Meursault's 
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absurdity as given rather than achieved. Meursault is 

seen as an example of the 'Homoabsurdus• of The Myth 

of Sisyphus~ within the simple tale of an Algerian 

young man, Meursault, Camus has enclosed the world's 

absu~ity. Meursault becomes a.prototype of the hero 

of the absurd. 

In The outsider we have the essential themes of 

The Myth of Sisyphus illustrated: the refusal to abide 

by daily automatism, the temptation of hope confronting 

death, the revolt and lastly the urge to +ive. In 

Meursault we see an individual at odds with his society. 

Meursault shows an honesty of feeling and attitude which 

are at variance with social mores. His native truthful­

ness whlch is indifferent to the hypocritical demands 

of society makes Meursault appear to us as a stranger. 

He is a stranger to himself because he cannot give a ' 

meaning to his life~ Finally, he is a stranger to those 

who meet him. This strangeness of Meursault to society, 

to himself and to others makes for an alienation which 

is further accentuated by the unresponsiveness of the 

worldo 

In The outsider, Meursau1t passes through the stages 



78 

depicted in The Myth of Sisyphus. At first he is very 

much influenced by the blind mechanical movement of 

every day life 1 then he liberates himself, rejects the 

temptation of hope and, in the face of the finality of 

death, instinctively chooses not suicide but rebell~on. 

His reward is the richness of feeling and the miraculous 

experience of the present moment• King Jt.dele writes : 

"The Stranger records man• s struggle with the external 
1 

word as well as his conflict with 'society. The novel is 
7 

a concrete image of what camus terms the absurd confron-

· tation between man• s desires and the indifference of the 

universe. Meursault sha~s the fundamental traits attri-

buted to man in The Myth of· Sisyphus, a desire for life 

and a desire for truth. He encounters, however, the 

4 
limitations that the universe places upon his desires." 

A.J<I') 

The Myth of Sisyphus tell~of the sudden discovery 

of .the monotony of daily lif·e.· .The outsider is also 
. ~ovv:..~~ 

largely concerned with the theme of meeha~~ everyday 

existence:~ts in the feeling· e'.fi~Sli·re..i~~ 
,.~-

~depicts the cyclical rotation of mechanical, mono-

tonous life which 'makes the. existence of Meursault absurd. 

Meursault finds his own experience of the surrounding 
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experience of the sensation of the absurd springs when 

his natural response to life contradicts the mechanical 

nature of existence •. t!'leursault is somewhat in a state 
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/ 
.· / 

of donnant feelings so far as society is concerned. // 
... -~ 

.Neither the death of his mother nor the love of Marie 

could rouse him from that state. After the death of his 
' . 

mother, Meursault just goes through a routine proceed-

ing. About the death of his mother he apol.ogetically 

said: " •• 
5 

•• •• it's not my fault," • At the news of 

his mother's death, .. he is not seen grief-stricken or 

over-powe_red with remorse. He reacts with passivity to 

the news of his mother's death and her funeral. The very 

opening of the novel shows Meursault's indifference : 

"Mother died today, or, may be, yesterday; I can• t be 

sure. The;: telegramr- from the Home says: I your mother 

passed away. Funeral tomorrow. Deep sympathy.• Which 

leaves the matter doubtful; i~ could have been yester-
6 

day". . on receiving the telegram Meursaul t seeks leave 

and starts for the Home for the old where his mother 

lived and died. on h~s way to attend h+s mother's fune-

ral, Meursault looks quite listless. On the other hand, 

he is alert enough to record every flicker of every 
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emotion he experiences and every small thing he does, 

sees or hears. 

Meursault. is unable to react with the expected 

modicum of grief at his mother's funeral. At the funeral . . 

Meursault sees others performing certain mechanical ri~ 

tuals associated with death and funeral. They wear aprons, 

look grief-stricken and shed tears • But Meursaul t dis-. 

passionately observes their behaviour. He acts as an on-

looker at the ritual in which he is supposed ·to be. the 

chief performer. At the wake he is so sleepy that ~ can 

hardly keep his eyes open.; Responding to his natural 

urges he smokes and drinks at the wake. He. is seen res-

pending to the immediate dictates of bis senses, " • • • • 

• • the coffee bad warmed me up; and through the open door 

came scents of flowers, and breaths of cool night air. 

I. think I dozed off . for a while." 7 Instead of 1 amen ting 

the oeath of his mother he observes the.details of clothes 

and manners of the persons assembled· at: the wake. Meur­

sault' s behaviour astonishes others and they look at him _ 

curiously and Meursault says: ·~For a moment I had an 

absurd impres·sion· that they had come to sit in judgement 

8 
on me". The mechanical procedure at the wake gives 
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Meursault a feeling of ab~urdity. He feels alienated 

_ from the mourners. In the first part of the novel there 

are several reflections which s~ggest Meursault's alie­

nation thus making him a ~tranger, an absurd hero. During 

the wake Meursault exhibits such reactions as may be 

'expected of a man who sits among a group of mourners 

without belonging to thein. There are instances which not 

only denote a recognition of the absurd but also a deeP-

seated estrangement from others. 

The novel begins with a note of lack of emotion on 

the part of Meursault - such a degree of emotion as we 

usually encounter on specific occasions and as society 

expects of us, no matter whether the emotion in question 
6'\ ~I 

i.s genuinely felt"'- The emotional stasis in Meursault is 

evident in·his reactions to events around him, in his 

. ability to grasp their .socially sanctified significance. 

Meursault fails to establish an emotional contact with 

society and for. his lade of understanding, of 9ympathy 

and respect, he is eventually condemned. His lack of 

reactions to certain established social norms~~~·{!.-·\ 
~ ~ scandalous in the~s of- the convention-bound society• 

He is a stranger because he plays a lackadaisical role 
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in the social drama. 

The absurdity of The Outsider falls in line with 

that of The Myth of Sisyphus since· it is based upon the 

principle of divorce and contrast• In many ways Meur­

sault resembles the absui:d man of The Myth of Sisyphus. 

From the,very beginning he- displays the indifference of 

the absurd hero~ The outsider follows almost totally 

the patterned routine outlined in The Myth• In The out­

sider the absurd springs from Meursault' s encounter with 

society. He faces a confrontation with society because 

he is a non-conformist, thoUgh, just a natural: -one-and 

.. ~not of the ideological variety. After his mother's death, 

society expects that Meursault should adhere to its esta­

blished norms. But he shows an unconscioqs indolence 

and ~·indifference to. these procedures. He is· reluctant 

to accept as binding those reactions Which are expected 

of him and refuses to comply with formaltties. For example, 

society expects to see Meursault terribly grief-stricken 

on account of his mother's death but Meursault has a 

blank, non-descript sort of feeling. The strangeness of 

his mental state finds expression when he goes to his 

employer asking for le·ave and when he catches himself 
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saying apologetically ~at it is··not his fault that his 

mother is dead - an utterance which he recalls with 

shame later. At ~arne Meursault"refuses to see·his 

mother• s body when exhorted to do so and does not re­

frain from smoking during the wake. He does not show pro-

per filial grief. 

. 
At the wake Meursault ignores the cof.fin. He pays 

more attention to the behaviour of the mourners assembled 

there • The coffin is a dividing line, a wall between 

Meursault and others,. Sitting on the other side of the 

coffin Meursault feels himself isolated fiDm the rest. 

He qannot.emotionally participate in the common bereave-

men~. In ~s.confrontati~ of consciences Meursault•s 

uneasiness ~ri,ses .from a feeling of bei.ng separated and 

excluded from the community of mourne~s. His failure 

to put up a show of extreme bereavement, and his 

inability to experience sorrow create in Meursault a 

feeling of estrange~ent. He is a spectator, an observer 

in a world which is alien to him and his alienation is 

reflected in his relations with people. Meursault re­

fuses to fbllow the conventional formula or to be a pre-

tender. "Meursault never says more than he really feels. 
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9 

sider, where society is concerned; • • • • ... • . DUring 

the funeral Meursault's incomprehension of the visible 

manifestations of emotions becomes obvious. Instead 

of re spending to the manifestations of emotions, Meur-

sault reflects on how he might enjoy a walk in the 

country. The point to note is that his adherence to 

truth serves to expose the pretentious behaviour of 

society. Eugene Falk writes: "I 

"In contrast to his own feelings, we watch 
with Meursault' s eyes the feelings and 
emotions of others. we see them either as 
mere records of surface appearances, or 
ridiculous expression of stiff formality 
or of sentimentality, .. lo. 

Meursault does not play the so called social game. He 

is an outsider to the gigantic social mechanism. Every-

thing seems to be meaningless and incomprehensible to 

· him. He feels constrained by the mechanisation of a 

self-righteous society. He i~ surprised by the formalism 

of the telegram. "Your mother passed away. Funeral to-
. 11 

morrow. Deep sympathy.'" Similarly the formalism of 

the .. mechanical burial process confuses Metirsault. The 

entire funeral mechanism seems to be very ridiculous to 

him. Finally, the mechanical trial process exposes 
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contradicts the vagueness and incomprehensibility of 

the univ~rse. 

when we first meet Meursault he is only obje­

~ ctively alienated from the social se~. He lacks 

that dimension of mind which is of the essence. of a 
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. subjective alien. unlike Sisyphus he does not reflect 

on his separation and it is not until he is condemned 

to death t.hat Meursault actually becomes eonscious of 

his alienation. He is a stranger in the eyes of society 

because he cannot just conform to the .social stereotypes • 
.. 

But.Meursault himself does not feel estranged or up­

rooted from the milieu. He is well attuned to it. He 

responds to ammediate physical stimuli. His feelings 

are often influenced by his physical condi·tion. He is 

well attuned to the physical reality and is incapable 

of getting beyond the .literal. He takes interest in 
I 

what other people say. He gets pleasure from his rela­

tionship with Marie. Sentiments or passions do not inter-

fere w~th his physical demands. His physical desires 
~ ~V"( 

such as hunger, thirst and sleep and for periodic swims 
A 

are stronger than any demands that society may make 
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upon him. That is why he drinks and smokes at the fune-

ral. Meursault discovers ~lack of correspondence be­

tween himself and the ritualistic behaviour of others. 

It creates a gap, or a cleavage between Meursault 

and others. But Meursault is not divorced from his 

natural milieu. He clings to his spontaneous life and 

instinetively re.~ponds to his physical cravings. At 

this stage Meursault is a ~tranger to others but not to 

himself. on his return f.rom his mother's funeral Meur- · 

sault does not mind going to a film with Marie and en­

joying a bath with her. She seems to be a thing of na-

~ure, imroensely pleasurable to him: "While I was helP­

ing her to climb on to a raft, I let my hand str~y over 

her breasts. Then she l~y flat on the raft, while I 

trod water. After a moment she turned and looked at 

me •. Her hair was over he~eyes and she was laughing. 

I clambered up on to the raft., b~sides her. The air 

was pleasantly warm and, half jokingly, I let my head 

sink back upon her lap. She didn't seem to mind, so I 

12 
let it st~y there." The dea~ of his mother is not 

much of an incident in his life. It was not unlike all 

other l3Urrounding events: "Itoccurred to me that some-
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how I'd got through another sunday,· that Mother now was 

buried, and tomorrow I'd be going back to work as usual. 

13 
Really,.nothinq in)\ my life had changed". • Meursault 

is in every respect contemporary everyman who is self-. 

enclosed and who reacts rather non-chalantly to the 

happenings around. He returns to his normal rhythm of 

life and recommences his life after the briefest inter-

' ruption giving the impression .~at he would continue to 

live undisturbed, as though, forever. 

Meursault exhibits a complete indifference to every­

thing except immediate physical sensations. At the funeral 

he has no regrets; rather he feels th~ physical inconvett· 

niences. He notes automatically and ~bjectively every­

thing which strikes his eye. The day after the funeral 

he goes ·for ti swim with Marie. He takes her to a comic 

film, sleeps with her ~n his bed. But even in his affairs 

with Marie he shows no more affection or feeling than .he 

had shown for his mother. He does not feel excited at 

her proposal of marriage. vJhen Marie asks him to marry, 

~e remarks calmly: "I did not mind; if she was keen on 
14 

it, we'd get married" • About Marie insisting on his 
' 

marrying her he says:- "I explained that it had no 
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we could get married right away. I pointed out that 

any how the suggestion came.from her; as for me, I'd 
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15 
merely said •yes•" · • on account of his oddities, his 

indifference and· laqk of responsiveness Marie calls 

him 'a queer fellow' • /He responds equally indifferently 

to a lucrative proposal of promotion with the tempting 

prospect of moving to Pari's. The prospect of promo-

tion means nothing to him. Referring to it he says: 

"I told him (the employer) I was quite pre­
pared to go; but really I didn't ca~ much 
one way or the other. He then asked if a 
'change of life', as he called it, didn't 
appeal to me, and I answered that one never 
changed one's _real life; anyhow, one life 
was as good as another and my present one 
suited me quite _well." 16 

Phillip Thody remarks: 

"Meursaul t is a man, who, apparently quite 
unconsciously, accepts the premises on which 
The Myth of Sisyphus is based. He recognizes 
the complete pointlessness of life and the 
'deep lack of any reason for living' of which 
the essay of the absurd speaks. He illust-

. rates by his want of interest in all that 
happens, 'the senseless character of this 
daily agitation• • He believes in none of 
the things which normally give significance 
to li.fe. Family, affection, love, friendship, 
ambition, none of these has any meaning for 
him. only the sensation of being alive either 

remains or seems to matter~" 17 
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. 
Meursault is a stranger because his acts are reflexes 

whereas in a society it is expected that some set rules, 

some established norms should govern one's behaviour. 

Meursault•s strange behaviour is seen as a threat to 

the well-established structure of society and society 

jealously and stubbornly :. s:tarts to guard its norms. It 

cannot allow individual whimsical behaviour to threaten 

the collective· adherence to a system. [Meursault is a 

' stranger among his fellows wi~ their pasts and their. 

fu~\lres, their rituals and nox:rns, their bereavements 

and aspirations' Being so different from them, Meur­

sault is virtually an exile and alone. Camus brings out 

~is strangeness of his hero by contrasting him with 

others, first by showing how he sees other people, and 

then by showing how others see him. "Meursault's passi-

vity is so total that he ·is wholly indifferent to the 

relative importance of courses of action which are pro­

posed to him. ·nrink~ng a cup of coffee or going to 

bed· with Marie have the same significance in his mind. 

• • • • • • He thereby reveals h~self as the • stranger• , 

the 'intruder'.-, the 'interloper' who has entered the 

territorial group from the outside and does not belong."lS 

Paradoxical as it might appear, Meursaul t has a 
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I 

passionate infatuation with life. His only real plea-. 

sure is sensuous pleasure and his spontaneous~ sensu-

ous pleasure is rooted in the present. · He entertains 

neither remorse nor hope because he neither looks back 

nor looks forward. Robert champigny presents Meursault 

as an epicurean pagan hero who adapts himself to what 

he has and makes the most of it.~ 

Meursault's preference for a spontaneous life 

contradicts society's demand for ,an elaborate ritua-

listie life. He acts in accordance with his own instin-

ctive responses. whereas society demands some prescribed 

displays of sentiments and sensibilities even when not 

genuinely experienced, thus rendering such displays 
. . 

hypocritical. That is why'Meursault•s calmness at the 

death of his mother, his failure to display a show of 

' mourning or -weeping shock others. They demand that he 

should have been overpowered by shock, he should have 

wept profusely, he should have had an irreppressible · 

desire·to see his mother's body and he should have pra-

ctised extreme -·penance or contrition. 

Meursault is an • alien• t:o his society. He is an 



excellent example of a man totally alienated ·from the 

' 
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people and~ society around him. His alienation· is the 

result of the feeling of not being on the same wave 

lengths with others, his failure to share their views 

and interests. His alienation reflects his exclusion 

from social participation. He is also alienated in 

the sense that the social events affecting him seem to 

·be quite incomprehensible to Meursault. He S4ffers 

from a kind of social isolation in the sense of dis-

sociation from the set norms of his society. His 

alienation is produced by the juxtaposition of his 

stubborn, though unconscious, adherenee· to the truth 

of his being and society• s obstinacy in adherence to 

certain formalities. 

For Meursault there is only one life, the life 

of the moment, the life he knows very well, the life 

comprising a measU.'r.e of physical and mental ease -

smoking, drinking I the swims, Marie• s soft body and 

transperant dresses - a life that needs no lamentation 

or tears. Meursault is a man who is animated by a 

passion, the passion for the truth of the moment. He 

prefers to die rather than tell lies and this adherence 



to truth alarms the society whic~ cannot bear to face 

the truth. Meursault never says m·ore than he really 

feels. This honesty· about his own feelings makes him 

an outsider in the hypocritical society. Not knowing 
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how to follow the conventions of society,,Meursault 

displays a kind of inattention towards the events around 

him. He is "simply unaware of the emotional reactions 
' 

. expected of him in dif'ferent social situation·s. He is 
' 

completely oblivious of the fact that he is expected to 

express certain sentiments at his mother's funerals; 

to allow a certain period of time to elapse before esta-

blis:qing a liaision with a girl, to tell this girl that 

he loves her, when he simply wants to make love to her: 

to appear anxious to rise to a higher position in his 

off ice ."
19 

The contradiction between the demands of his 

authentic self and those of a hide-bound society results 

in a clash and creates a cleavage between Meursault's 
I 

spontaneous life and the conveJiltionalised system of 

society. Here the absurd is enthroned in this clash. 

Meursault clinicalty observes the details of life around 

him but is bewildered to see the unusual interpretation 

• 
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attached to these details and their unusual connections. 

These interpretations and connections are merely "arbi-

trary conventions designed to giye a superficial veneer 

of logic and familiarity to the inexplicable fact of· 

20 
human existence." Meursault.' s attitude reveals by 

contrast the hypocritical and superficial codes with 

which we disguise this incomprehensible fact of existence. 

He becomes .a social martyr because he cannot be othe·r 

than authentic. Meursault is condemned Simply.because 

he does not play the game of society. He is a man who 

refuses to be a liar: "Meursaul t, although an outsider 

in society and a stranger to himself, is by no means 

completely indifferent to the world. His domain is the 

physical life. To swim, to run, to make love, to these 

experiences-which have given him happiness and which 

make him wish to live the same life again. His indiffe-

renee is not towards life itself but only towards those 

emotions to which society, living on the dead l:>elief 

that the world is reasonable and significant, attributes 

an arbitrary importance. He is the outsider who refu-

ses to play the game of society because· he sees the 

emptiness of the rule, and his failure to conform causes 
21 

society to will his death." 

Thus, for his rejection of conventional emotions, 



society condemns Meursault as a criminal. He faces 

the silence of the world with taciturnity. The laconic 

behaviour of Meursault is loOked upon suspiciously by 

society. So the absurdity of the situation is born of 

the confrontation between his true self and the mecha­

~ical behaviour of soc~al reality. It is a link between 

the world and his self - a link based on confrontation. 

The absurd results from Meursault's conscious awareness 

tl)at his meaningful life is becoming ·meaningless where­

as the meaninglessness of the world is posing to be 

meaningful. His nostalgia- for unity is thus counter~d 

by the disunity and trauma of his experience. Meursault 

is to increasingly feel the intolerance of a system·that 

is opague and primitive in its hostility. The absurd is 

the proof for Meursault that he is part of the world 

but at the same time no organic part of .it •. 

In the middle of the novel Meursault is seen com­

mitting a murder. He kills an Arab. The murder is a 

mere accident. His crime is no more than the mechanical 

result ·of a series of accidental events •. Meursault does 

not regard the. killing as a conscious, diabolic event. 

It is an error caused by the blinding pres~nce of the 



sun: "1 was conscious only of t~e cymbals of the sun 

clashing on my skull, and, less distinctly, of the 

keen blade of light flashing up from the knife, scar­

ring.- my, eyelashes, and grruging into my eyeballs. 

"Then everything began to reel before my eyes, a 
I 

fiery gust came from the sea, while the sky cracked in 

two~ .from end to end, and a great sheet of flame poured 

down through the rift. Every nerve in my body was 'a 

steel spring, arid my grip closed elm the ·revolver." 22 . ' 

Meursault is sorry. Hi's heart sinks, but not so 

much because of the crime as such but on account of the 

inevitable disturbance of his relation with a natural 

world: "I knew I'd shattered th·e balance of the day." 23 

He attempts to give a •natural' explanation be­

cause for him it is the only valid explanation. There 

is no sign of criminality .in his action~ He committed 

the murder because he could not bear the brightness of 

the sun. The glare of the sun worked upon him to the 

point where he found himself doing what he had had no 

intention of doing. "It struck me that all I .had to do 

95 



was to turn, walk away, and think no more about it. But 

the whole beach, puls"ing with heat, was pressing on my 
24 

back •" The fateful act· is over and he becomes aware 
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that through the commission of that act he has destroyed 

the equilibrium of the day. 

characteristically, ·Camus• s characters, because 

of their innate paganism, respond more naturally and more 

powerfully to natural stimuli, <like those of the sun, the 

moon, the sea than to the stereotyped unnatural demands 

of society. They are at odds with a pretence-based so­

ciety but they are in love with nature. 

Meursault would embrace the elements as he embraces 

Marie. His killing the Arab is no vengeance-driven con-

summation of passion but the unconscious act of one be-

fuddled by the sun. 
,. 

Meursault is tried and sentence~ to be guillotined. 

It is only after his trial is over and sentence pronoun-

ced that Meursaul t becomes more keenly aware of the fun-

damental absurdity of man's position in the universe. The 

smouldering feeling of rebellion turns him into a conscious 



rebel. During the process of his trial Meursault re­

cognises the arbitrariness of death to which we all 

are sentenced in one form or another. This revelation 

engenders and raises to the highes.t level of conscious-

ness a sense of physical solidarity with a world where 

there is so much to stimul.ate ·and release his faculties. 

The judicial machinery ~s seen very active against 

Meursault. The prosecutors are making investigation 

' into Meursault's private life. Police enquiries confirm 

that Meursaul t has shown great callousness at his mother's 

funeral. Witnesses are summoned ~o give evidence. All 

of them testify that Meursault s~owed unconventional be­

haviour ell through~ The warden of the Home wq.s sur- · 

prised by Meursauit• s coldness of response on the day of. 

the funeral. 

Then the· judge rears the door-keeper say that Meur-

sault had declined to see his mother• s body, had smoked 

cigarettes and slept and drank. When the judge asks 

Meursault to reply, Meursault says that it is true that 

he smoked and drank. He clings to truth. He cam:- not 

be a prete.nder. He can not lie to escape death. After 

liste·ning to the evidence~ of the witnesses the prosecutor 
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comments: "Gentlemen of the jury, I would have·yc:iu note 

that on the next day after his m~ther•s funeral that 

man was visiting the swimming-pool, starting a liaison 

with a girl, and going to see a comic film. That is all 
25 

I wish to say~" Then he adds with great vehemence: "I. 

accuse the prisoner of behaving at his mother• s funeral 

i d 
. ' 26 

n a way that showe he was already a criminal at heart." 

Meursault is condemned .. to be hanged, not because 

he has killed an Arab, but for his refusal to play the 

game of· society, a game of lies and hypocrisies. He is 

condemned to die for his repudiation of the validity of 

social ritual, for ·his refusal to exaggerate his feelings. 

From the prisoner• s box Meursaul t observes every 

thing detachedly and listens to the trial proceedings as 

if it concerned somebody else. He follows his trial with 

the dispassionate curiosity of an outside observer: 

"The prospect of witnessing a trial .ratre r· interested 
27 

me;· I'd never had occasion to attend one before" and 

then says "It is always interesting, even in the prise-
. . 28 

ner• s dock, to hear oneself being talked about." Albert 

Maquet remarks: "His absurdity emphasises the absurdity 



of the' miserable comedy in which his destiny is at 
29 

stake ... 

Meursault's trial process presents a mockery of 

the j-Udicial process. The judEI.cial process seems to 

be very puerile and ludicrous to him: "For the Lnth 
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time I was asked to give particulars of my identity and, 

though heartily sick of this formality, I realized that 

it was natural enough; after all, it would_ be a shocking 
I 

30 
thing for the court to be trying the wrong man." The 

trial process ironically portrays the hollowness.of the 

social order. To Meursault everything appears to be 

absurd. He finds no relation between.his previous actions 

and the crime reconstructed in the court • As we have said, 

he goes to the guillotine not so much for killing a man 

as'for not having shoWn proper filial grief during his 

mother's funeral vigil. The prosecution tries to prove 

that Meursault's criminal nature is demonstrated in the 

acts during and after his mother• s funeral. The argu­

ments presented by both prosecution and by defence coun­

sel dwell on unrelated events in Meursault•s life between 

his mother's death and the murder. He comically remarks: 

"And certa-inly in the speeches of my lawyer and the 
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prosecuting counsel a great deal was said Bbout me; 

more, in fact, about me personally. than fbout my 

crime .u 31 Faced with the fabricated reconstruction of 

the crime, he begins to feel that he is being ordered 

out of life because he did not play the sacrosanct .. 

game, because he refused to adhere to tl1e funeral rituals. 

Germaine Bree says: "Meursault becomes a kind of social 

martyr, a man who 'dies rather than lie' in answer to a 
32 

question .• " . The society rejects Meursaul t as a • stranger• 

who with his obtuseness refuses to be one of them. It 

pretends to be shocked by Meursault's calmness and de-

mands a display of sensitivity. But Meursault refuses 

to play the conventional game of regret. He does not 

show that willingness to pay homage to conventions which 

most men uphold as sacred. The contradiction which is 

the mainspring of the absurd results from the irrational 

demands of society that Meursault should show a socially 

acceptable pattern of behaviour and Meursault's refusal 

to play any such role in the drama of social justice. 

Meursault's obstinate refusal to play the game poses a 

threat to society Which now flexes its muscles to shield 

its conventions by casting out Meur sault. "Meur sault will 

not don the mask of hypocrisy, will not observe meaningless 



social rituals, will not play in the social comedy. For 

these reasons he becomes a scapegoat and is executed." 33 

As noticed earlier, in the first part of the novel 

there are several reflections which establish Meurasault' s 

estrangement from others. He is present as .an absui'd man 

set apart from the body of mourners. He is an object of 

curiosity, even of suspicion. 

In. the second part of the novel Meursault becomes 

fully aware of his alienation from society, "of the pro-

found disparity between his individual quantitative mo­

rality and the absolute qualitative moral standards of 

the community, of the dissimilarity between his thirst 

for truth and attachment to nature and society's rituals 
34 

and adherence to conventions... So in the case of 

Meursault the absurdity is est~blished by a series of 

contradictions that exist on various levels- Meursault's 

responses to instinctive impulses and society's adhez:ence 

to conventional formula; Meursault clinging to truth and 

society donning a mask; Meursault's attempt to maintain 

authentd:city and society• s ~ttempt to set it at naught. 

Patrick Henry very acutely observes that the two parts 
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of the novel represent the two sides of Meursault's 

absurdity -- in the first part, the unreflective routine 

life of Meursault helps to create the feeling of absur­

dity whereas in the second part the introspective side 

of his personality creates consciousness of absurdity. 

As stated earlier, according to camus, the first 

reaction to the experience of the absurd is suicide. But 

suicide evades on~ of. the principal aspects of the expe-, . . 

rience, viz consciousness. The absurd is born of con-

sciousness and· must live as a truth; the absurd demands 

continuance of truth. The second answer t6 the experi­

ence of the absurd is hope. Hope is the affirmation that 

one day everything will be explained. But hope, like 

suicide, is not the proper answer to ,the demands of ex­

perience. camus says that the experience of the absurd 

can be maintained by rebellion. Revolt is directed towards 

the absurd. If we judge that the. absurd is true, we must 

preserve it and it can be preserved by an act of revolt. 

Revolt will provide a basis for making value judgements, 

even in a disordered world. Man must,· camus says, main-. 

tain a sta.te of revolt by being conscious of the nature 

of the world. camus• s absurd heroes become rebels by 
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choosing to live in the present. They have no regrets 

for the past and no hope for the future. Sisyphus thus 

revel ts by despising tl}e gods, hating death and main­

taining a passion for life. camus writes: 

"Sisyphus, proletarian of the gods~ power­
less and rebellious, knows the whole extent 
of his wretched condition; it is what he 
thinks of during his descent. The lucidity 
that was to constitute his torture at the 
same time crowns, his victory."35 

~.zhat we notice in the case of Meursaul t is that in 

the face of the horror of death, he defends his life as 

the only value he has and defies the society that has 

{ condemned .him, He becomes a rebel not. by fleeing from 

I life but by fleeing into it. His last option is for life. 

Meursault's spirit of rebellion is stirred by the visit 

of the prison chaplain who aSks him to repent and to pre­

pare his soul for immortality. Meursault feels exaspe­

rated by the chaplain's requests and defends the absurd 

life he has led, a life with no transcendental value, a 

life which is the only value he can cling to: "I started 

.yelling at ~he top of my voice, I hurled insults a~ him, 

I told him not t6 waste ,his rotten prayers· on me; it was 
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better to burn than to disappear ... 

His revel t is the refus~l to accept the consolo­

tions of eternity offered by the prison chaplain. It 
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is a defiant attitude in the face of death and this de-

fiance brings only a greater intensity ~o the sensation 

of bei~g alive. Meursault refuses all transcendental 

beliefs which create a value other than that of life on 

this earth. The religious consolations offered by the 

chaplain lead Meursault into a violent affirmation of 

the only certainty - that of this life. Even in the 

face of annihilation he is not deluded by the hope of an 

after life~ For him there is nothing beyond the finite 

existence , no object of faith beyond the orbit of human 

awareness. He.re Meursault becomes a prototype of the 

absurd hero. Glicksberg:. comments: 

"The absurd hero, who is absurd even when he 
rebels, struggles paint'ully but resolutely 
towards the goal of .full disclosure. Nothing 
can deter him from this passionate cornn1it­
ment to the truth."37 

Meursault has full realisation that though life be absurd, 

it must be lived. He affirms: "A life in which I can re­

member this life on eartho That• s all I want of it ... 38 
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Meursault frankly says that he does not believe in God 

and ·rejects any flight from life and thinks that in­

spite of its meaninglessness, life must be lived. He 

does not despair. Like Sisyphus he struggles with the 

senselessness of his condition • ./ 

camus always adheres to truth and the truth for 
' \ 

him is the love of life. He repudiates those who tum 

their back upon life and seek spiritual comfort. He wants 

to face life totally with all its imperfections and in-

justice's. Being a passionate advocate of life, camus 

maintains that man should not abandon the struggle with 

Gthe absurdity. Man shouaid, on the con.trary, nullify the 

absurd by accepting life. camus• s rebellion begins as a 
. 

challenge to the hostile universe. Thus it is that 

Meursault' s impending death intensifies his love for 

life. Just before his execution Meursault manifests the 

consequen~es of the absurd: Freedom, revolt, scorn for 

death and passion for life. 

Meursault's consciousness of the absurdity of 

existence is thus finally awakened. Within his prison 

cell .the world is made clear. His anger with the priest 
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has washed him clean and emptied him of hope. A slow 

persistent breeze blows towards him and purges away all 

the ideas that people tried to foist on him in the 

years behind him. 

"what difference could they make. to me, the 
death of· others, or a mother's love, or his 
God; or the way one decides to live, the 
fate one thinks one chooses, since one and 
the same fate was bound to 'choose• not only 
me but thousands 0f millions of privileged 
people -who, like him, called themselves my 
brothers. Surely, surely he must see that? 
Every man alive was privileged; there was 
only one' class of men 1 the privileged class. 
All alike would be condemned to die one day; 
his tum, too, would came like others. And 
what difference could it make if, after being 
charged with murder, he were executed because 
he did not weep at his mother's funeral, since 
it. all came to the ~arne thing in the end?"39 

when he awakes from his long sleep he finds that 

the stars are shining down on his· face and the cool night 

air soothes his cheeks, thus inviting him to live this 

life more intensely. He· comes to unc;ierstand.why his 

mother, on the verge of her death took a fiance: "With 

death so near, Mother must nave felt like someone on the 

' 40 
brink of freedon, ready to start life all over again." 

Meursault feels a new bond of comradship with the inhuman 

absurd that confronts him. Hi~ final gesture is an act 
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of absurdity~ his passion for life is reinforced in 

his final words: "Gazing up at the dark sky spangled 

with its signs and stars, for the first time, the 

first* I laid my heart open to the benign indifference: 

41 
of the universe... He discovers. a bond that ties him 

more closely to the rest of humanity. His final wish 

strengthens the bond that exists between himself and 

other men: "On the day of my execution ther~ should be 

a large crowd of spectators and that they should greet 

. 42 
me with howls of execra t~on •" The presence of the 

howling crowd would·atleast make him feel less lonely. 

Camus's contention is that* like Sisyphus, we 

can conquer the absurd by facing up to it. Sisyphus does 

not despair; his struggle brings its own reward. Like 

S.isyphus, Meursault chooses to struggle against the ab-

surdity of life by living life to the full inspite of 

its meaninglessness. 

He goes to the guillotine-with the conscious rea­

lisation that* though life is absurd* it must be lived. 

Man bears the full responsibility for his destiny in a 
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universe which is hostile and Which offers no justifi­

cation. It is that ultimate responsibility which impels 

man to retain his authent~9 self and face courageously 

the knowledge of the inevitability mf death. camus•s hero 

wants to transcend nihilism by an ethic of human . respon­

sibility. In the face of the absurdi~y of life, he chooses 

to .anchor himself on earth. He wants to overcorre his own 

exile through refusil'lJ any longer to accede to his alie­

nation from the human world. At the end of The outsider 

Meursault' s final wish to s~e the presence of a hateful 

crowd is his recognition of .. the bond that exists between 

himself and the players of the social game. 

He discovers in the game a bond tbat ties him to 

the rest of humanity. Here we find camus• s final solution 

to the absurd it Robert sayre writes: 

"The solution to the anguish he feels in an 
absurd univer~e lies in· total acceptance 
of life as it is; by living as intensely as 
pessible in the present; tasting deeply the 
pleasure of ~un and sea, he can become united 
with the universe from Which he felt estran-
ged ... 43 . 

carnus adorns· life with a great passion, embraces it fully 

and to him the passion for life compensates for its 

absurdity. 
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2 TillE PLAGuE 

11 While L' Etranger showed the individual moment 

of awareness, and Le Mythe de Sisyphe an individual 

apposition against the absurd, Le Peste is a portrait 

of collective struggle" 44 , thus Brian Mast~rs chara-

cterises The Plague of Albert Camus. The individual pre-

dicament of The outsider becomes a. universal predicament 

in The Plague. Andre Maurais comments:: "The Plague is 

to collective life. what The stranger was to the indivi-

45' ' d!jlal life". In The Stranger the protagonist fights a 

lane battle against a hostile and incomprehensible world 

whereas in The Plague the people of oran are afflicted 

by a bubonic plague and the plague-stricken people fight 

a collective battle against this disaster. Bath these 

navels symbolise a universal predicament- man•s plight 

in an absurd world. It may be said that the predicament 

experienced by a single man in The Stranger becomes a 

mass plague in this navel. In The Stranger Meursault 

is seen cut off from other men of society whereas the 

plague-afflicted people of oran are cut off from the rest 

of the world. To resolve the experience of the absurdity 

and apparent sterility of the world, Meursault rebels 

individually. But in The Plague the revolt becomes 
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collective. 

The Plague can be studied from different angles. 

The general structure of the novel follows the separa-

tion of the whole community from civilization by an un-

warranted disaster, the agonies and .suffering of a whole 

community in the faee of the horrors of death caused by 

the deadly scourge of the plaque. on another level the 

plague represents the incomprehensibility and cruelty of 

the absurd world and the possible reactions of men in 

such situation. The exiled condition of the people of 

oran represents the universal human destiny -the failure 

of man to correspo~d with his surroundings, a basic rea-

son for the sensation of the absurd. on still another 

level, _a very cogent and relevent one, the plague can be 

seen to represent the-German occupation of France. 

In The Myth of Sisyphus Camus says that· the expe-

( rience of the absurd may be born of the mechanical nature 

\ of human existence. This mechanical existence makes human 

~--life insipid and absurd. Man may encounter the absurd by 

his sudden awareness of the monotonous, mechanical and 

meaningfess character of life. The sensation of the 
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absurd may be experienced by a single man or by a com­

munity as a whole. The ~surdity results from the auto-

matic responses to everyday existence. This awareness 

of an absurd existence turns into a conscious revela-

tion when man reflects upon his mortality in the face ·Of 

death. Then the f~.eling of the absurd becomes an awaken-

ing. The Plague deals with this awakening of the inhabi-

tants of oran. camus insists on the banality of life in 

shows how the people of Oran are governed by 
' ' Coran and 

certain set habits. He makes the coming of the plague 

represent various misfortunes in human life such as lone-

liness, suffering and death. But the plague conditions 

also evoke the mechanical character of much of modern 

life, the deadening routine of modern bureaucracy. This 

mechanical existence creates a dislocation between the 

people of Oran and the lite they could have lived •. They 

follow a stagnant pattern of life and this stagnancy 

makes their lives absurd to them. The banality and ordi­

nariness of life had been emphasised at the very begin-

ning of the novel: "Perhaps the easiest way of making 

a town's acquai,ntance is to ascertain. how the.people in 

it work, how they love, and how they die. In our little 

town •••••••• all three are done on much the same 
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lines, with the same feverish yet casual air. The 

'truth is that every one is eared, and devotes himself 

46 to cultivating _habits.n 

This monotonous, routine life is further stressed 

in the ·lines that follow: 

"Certainly nothing is commoner nowadays than 
to see people working from morn tall night 
and then proceeding to fritter away at card­
tables, in cafes, and in small-talk what time 
is left for living • • • · At or an, as else­
where, for lack of time and thinking, people 
have· to love each other without knowing much 
about it."47 · 

This absurd way of living'synchronizes with the ugly 

setting of the town. The town is ·treeless, glamourless 

and soulless with its back turned on the bay: 11 Lack of 

;.rees, the hideousness of tre houses and the absurd 

layout of the' town•-48 provide an appropriate setting 

for the novel. 

The novel holds the key .. to.- camus• s consciousness 

of absurdity. It presents Camus's belief that since all 

men must die I human existence is meaningless~ It also' 

provides Camus's belief that men who are fighting 
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against the plague, a common enemy to them, can ulti-

mately give same meaning to their lives and achieve a 

sense of human solidarity. 
/ 

In this novel one sees the emphasis placed upon 

the absurdity of the world and of the human condition 

devoid of justice. Life continues to be meaningless; 

Man acquires nobility and dignity in living it. camus 
. ' 

shows us how it is possible to acknowledge the fact of 

the absurd w_ithout either evading it or surrendering 

to it. In' The Plague· Camus focuses on· the human. pre­

dicament in an absurd universe where people are sepa-

rated from their near and dear ones by the sudden in­

vasion of the plague •. People are aware of a sense of 

separation because the town is cut off from the out.e:. 

side world. This isolation of the people from those 

to whom they are closely attached and also from the 

re'st of the world creates a forlorn condition for them. 

The plague like a social disease spreads everywhere,· 

penetrates every nook. and corner of the town and creates 

havoc on the lives of the inhabitants. The first con-

tradiction that the plague brings out is the struggle 

between the epidemic and the community. Though at first 
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taken aback by the sudden coming of the disastrous 

plague, the people of oran gradually know how to live 

with it, i.e., thev reconcile themselves to the plague 

conditions. The plague conditions gradually get assi­

milated into their habit. Thus we hear cottard say~: 

"I • ve been feeling much more at ease here since the 

plague settled in." 49 But gradually their conscious­

ness is stirred up and they put up a fight aga~st their 

common enemy~ Rebellion against the plague becomes their 

choice. The plague is a common concern for all and they 

fight in a body: 

"The plague bad swallowed up everything and 
everyone. No longer were there individual 
destinies; only a collective destiny, made 
of plague and the emotions shared·by all ... 50 

Everybody is involved in the resistance because the 

plague threatens all equalJy/ : "The plague was no res-
'-

pecter of persons and under its despotic rule everyone, 

from the Governor down to the humblest delinquent, was 
. 51 

under sentence." · During the plague days everybody 

is in the same boat. This collective concern of the people 

has .. been put in the following words by Andre Maurois: 
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"It is no longer a single Sisyphus but a city of 
52 

Sisyphuses who find themselves crushed by disaster ... 

Let us now have a more detailed view of the work. 

The setting of the plague is the Algerian coastal town 

of oran, whose inhabitants are suddenly bewildered by 

the t _ .,~, unexpected sight of rats. coming out of their 

.. holes to die in the streets. At first the rats die by 

twos or threes and then they tumble out of every hole 

and die in batches. The'!" we. inhabitants of or an are 

themselves infected by the bubond:c plague and fall 

·victims. At the initial stage the town authorities are 

hesitant to apply the necessary prophylactic measures. 

They even hesitate to utter the '1/iOrd • plague' but when 

the. number of victims increases at an alarming rate. 

the town authorities decide to declpre a state of siege 
I 

and Oran stands separated from the rest of the world. 

Then the authorities order the closure· of the city gates. 

oran ceases to be in touch with the rest of. the world by 

normal means of communication and all_ qorrespondence 

~ith the outer world is forbidden. With the closing of 

the gates the people of. Oran find themselves in a closed 



world of isolation arid suffering. They are in an 

exiled state·. There are two principal initial· human 

experiences of the plague-ridden town •. In.the first 

place, the .. plague sets the inhabitants face to face 

I16 

with the reality of suffering and death, and, secondly, 

by segregating the pe.ople of Or an from the rest of the 

world, the plague suggests that th: re is no escape 

from realities. ~o the initial emotion shared by all 

the Orani~ns. is ·"the sense of exile and of deprivation, 

with all the cross~currents of revolt and fear. set up 

~y these.n 53 And this feeling of exile is nothing but 

the absurd as defined· by camus. It is life without 

future and without hope. The strongest emotion the 

plague brought to the town is that of exile and it is 

nothing but "that sensation of a void within ~ich never 

left us,· ~at irrational longing to hark back to the 

past or else to speed up the march of time , and those 

keen shafts of memory that stung like fire ."
54 

.. This 

exiled condition makes the life of oranians absurd: 

"Hostile to the past, impatient of the present, and 

cheated of the future, we were much like those whom 

men• s just-ice, or batred, forces to live behind prison. 

bars." 55 
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The narrator .adds: "Each o; us had to be content 

to live only for the day, alone under the vast indiffe­

rence of the sky." 56 They have to suffer from a sense 

of abandonment and futility in a wprld whose indiffe-
. I 

renee and caprices they cannot understa.t:td: "·:They had 

been sentenced, for an unknown crime, to an indeterminate 

57 
period of punishment." . · Thls existence under the plague 

may be characterized as • absurd' as identified by camus 

in The Myth of Sisyphus. The plague by its emphasis 

upon isolation, is an allegory of 'the hostile nature of 

an existence that like an unpredictable fatality sets up 

the state of siege and. imposes the final punishment of 

death. 

The absurd negates all belief in the future except 

the pos~ibility of living in the immediate present. 

Nothing is left with the plague-stricken people except 

a series of present moments~ The absurd which takes the 

form of the plague makes man prisoner of the immediate 

moment. The plague becomes an appropriately dreadful 

symbol of the absurd, because like the absurd, it pre-

' 
sents the same evil of separation~ ·the same sensation 
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of a yawning void. 

Father ·Paneloux at first asserts that the plague 

.is a just puniShment inflicted by God on a sinful 

people: "Calamity has·come on you, my brethren, and, 
. 58 

my brethren, you deserved it." He continues his ser-

man: "The just man need have no fear, but the evil-

doer has good cause to tremble. For plague is the flail 

' of God and the world His threshing-floor, and implacably 

He will thresh out His harvest until the wheat is sepa­

rated from the chaff.••
59 

But this seemingly unshakable 

faith in God ultimately crumbles when he witnesses the 

death of an innocent child. In· him Camus portrays the 

rational man who cannot stand up to the realaty of the 

absurd. He is caught in a dilemma. He can neither aban­

don God nor accept Goo's world. Father Paneloux stands 

for that absurd man who cannot get reconciled to the 

plague condition and at the same time lacks that strength 

to rebel. He believes in God and he is concerned with 

absolutes. Dr •. Rieux says: 

"Panel6ux is a man of learning, a scholar 
He hasn't come in contact with death; 
that• s why he can speak with such assurance 
of the truth -- with a capital T. But every 



country priest who visits his parishio­
ners, and has heard a man gasping for 
breath on his deathbed, thinks as I do. 
He'd try to relieve human suffering before 
trying to point out its excellence ."60 

1]9 

Docto:r; Rieux, the author of this chronicle, has a 

unique response to the plague. Like C?tl"e r inl'}abitants, 

he also suffers from a sense o; isolation. He is sepa-

rated from his wife who left oran before the outbreak of 

the plague and finally died in the sanatorium. His reac­

tion to the scourge is that since no religious consola­

tion c~ help one to e,;.ade it, one must fight against it 

as one finds it and not just accept it. The plague engen­

ders in him a challenge or a spirit of rebellion to 

transcend all the evils of the world_within the limits 

of existence. He knows that though the world cannot be 
., 

transformed, it, can at least be resisted. In the midst 

o{ widespread suffering, Doctor Rieux refuses to accept 

christianity as a remedy. He says that since God allows 

evil to. exist, it is better not to attempt to understand 

a problem beyond human comprehe~sion: "Since· the order 

o<fi the world is shaped by death. mightn 1 t it be better 

for God if· we refuse to believe in Him~ and struggle 

with all our might against death, without raising our 
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. 61 
eyes towards the heaven where He sits in silence?" 

He knows that the plague is "a never~ ending defeat" 
. 62 

and his. "victories will never be lasting •" 

vet there is no reason for giving up the struggle~ 

Doctor Rieux, like Sisyph~s, carries on ceaseless struggle 

knowing that it may be proved futile • The struggle for 

him is a real b attle against the absurd and he wants to 

make as much of it as possible. The plague must be fought 

tooth and nail and tie re must be no bowing down: "The 

essential thing was to save the greatest possible number 

of ~ rsons from dying and being doomed to une11ding sepa-

ration. And to do this there_was only one resource: to 

fight the plague. There was nothing admirable about this 
63 

attitude J it was merely logical." Rieux never looks 

up to divine help to overcome the plague but looks it 

in the face and puts up the utmost resistance to it. In 

his struggle with the plague he tries to wre·st a meaning 

for humanity. At the end of the novel we find that the 

fury. of the plague subsides, the serum begins to be 

effective and the town returns to normalcy. The dis­

appearance of the plague makes people rejoice. But Rieux 



knows that the victory cannot be a permanent one; 

it is merely a temporary respite. He knows that the 

bacillus of the plagu~ never dies. They are only'in 
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a passing state of inertness and will revive again to 

strike. Dr. Rieux•s relentless struggle is best seen 

against his knowledge that the batUe is in the long 

run futile. The point for camus is ~at ib is through 

such~~ struggle waged by the absurd man that 

meaning 'is acquired and values_ are born: such meaning 

and values transfigure the cntherwise meaningless exist-

. _ence. "And, indeed, as he listened to .the cries of joy 

rising from the town,· Rieux remembered that such joy 

was always imperilled. He knew what those jubilant 

crowds did not know but could have learned from boOks: 

that the plague bacillus never. dies or disappears for 

good; that it can lie dormant for years and years in 

furniture and linen-chests; that it bides its time 

in bedrooms, cellars, trunks, and bookshelves; and that 

perhaps the day would come when, for the bane and the 

enlightening of men, it ro~sed up its rats again~.·.·. and 

64 
sent them forth to die in a happy city." or. Rieux•· s 

rebellion is a contention with the absurd, wi;ile 
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trusting in the meaning that arises from this conten-

tion. He gains a clear understanding· of the permanent 

and sphinx-like evil in the world. His is no suffering 

without a e>truggle. His protest is charged with revolt. 

But he protests without hope. The plague suggests that 

the condition of man is such that he must learn to live 
' . 

without hope. He knows that his protest will die in the 

fac~ of the silence of the universe. But still he cl~gs 

to his rock like Sisyphus. This is his tragic situation: 

"Camus calls on men to take up Rieux~ s task of healel;' 

in t.ne neve,r-ending. struggle to wrest meaning from the 

dialogue with the concrete situation, from the absur­

dities of history and society.n 6 S 

As we saw earlier, this work can be understood at 

one level with reference to the contemporary political 

situation. Camus responded to the demands of his time 

with a unique sens±t:iyity. He ~mphasised the vital role 

a writer should play when facing the social, political 

and philosophical prpblems of his day and this beli~f 

led him, not only to participate in the French Resistance 

Movement but also to concern himself with social and 

. politic:al problems of the post-war France. He focussed 



his writings on the problems and controversies that 

ran through the crisis of the war per~od and also of 
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the post-war world. Having a keen sense of the writer's 

responsibility and-gifted with a vigorous imagination, 

c amus was well av-1are of the terrible conditions in which 

vast numbers of human beings were condemned to live and 

it was camus•s concern. not only to protest against these 

inhuman conditions but also to involve others in the 
I 

Resistance Movement. war had to be resisted, otherwise 

it would mean the occupation of Europe· from which there 

would be no recovery. so he appealed to all Europeans 

and people of the world to build up a united resistance 

against war. Dr. R. Haggis remarks: 

·~It is ( Le Peste) among other things, a book 
about the Second world war: through the fic­
tional account of an outbreak of plague c.amus 
conveys to us the.experience of the defeat 
of France in· 1940 and of German Occupation 
that followed.i,66 

Camus took an active part in the underground movement 

against ,Hitler• s armies who turned France into a prison. 

The plague becomes an image of fascism, of the oceapa­

tion of Franca by Germany. 

Albert Maquet writes: 



11 At the moment wLen the book appeared, minds 
barely delivered from the nightmare of the 
dark years of the war quite naturally were 
inclined to recognize the plague as being 
the German Occupation and the struggle against 
the epidemic as the very action of the Resis­
tance."67 

124 

The plague describes the horrible atmosphere of the German 

Occupation of France and the collective fight put up 

against it. Camus uses a plague-stricken city, cut off 

fr.om the rest of the world and its inhabitants quaran­

tined, as a model of the situation of the world as he 

experienced it: war and Occupation, the infection of Nazi 

ideology, the display of strength in the StFUggle against 

Nazism and Fascism. 

Here in this novel Camus celebrates the human 

communion which is established by a collective rebellion 

against the common evil. Germaine Bree writes: 

uLa Peste installs the temporary but despoti­
cally dreary, petty, and deadly round of 
endless collective regimentation and priva-
tion in an atmosphere of weary horror --- the 
atrnosphe re of the German Occupation of France. n 68 

But· this is certainly not the deepest level at which 

camus• s vision as it emerges· in The Plagu.e· can be treated 
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and grasped~ The Plague mpy be seen immediately to 

be rooted in the French history of a certain specific 

period, but what the author does is to give the tale 

and vision a power and suggestivity whereby it rises 

and expands beyond the specific context and acquires 

a defini~ve universal significance: man is in an 

absolute predicament in this world under the sentence 

of death; there is nothi~ beyond this World except 

perhaps a malevolent det~. ·In this absurd scheme of 

things where there is no means of communication, far 

less understanding between man and his situation, the 

only way of making the menaced humam situation worth­

while and bearable is to take up the gauntlet against 

the unfeeling, even cruel fate and act courageously 

and doggedly in obedience to one's sense of solidarity 

with the fellow-m,ortals in ~peril. It is man alone 

who can come to the aid of man' when nothing else does. 

Like the doctor in The Plague, one must, like a little 

Prometheus, declare war, as an act of faith, against 

man• s enemy, as in the Greek myth, and all this with 

the lucid consciousness that death will finally win 

and that the next generations will have to take up the 

fight again.· 



-------------~----.-
CHAPTER-IV 



CONCLUSIONS 

'·'A man has need of happiness, true. But he 
needs, too, to find out what he is." 

camus. 

In their fictional world Kafka and Camus render 

the tortured, yet authentic quest of the twentieth century 

mind. The task which Kafka undertook and left unfinished, 

was carried by Camus in his lucid manner to its natural 

culmination. Kafka built upon the intellectual experience 

of the early twentieth century and Camus,· who had passed 

through the agonising days of the second,World war and 

Fascism, was in a position to depict this absurd situation 

with more acutely felt e~rience and emboldened convic­

tion. The absurd world of Camus was not qualitatively a 

different one f~am that of Kafka. Only Camus found the world, 

because of the time element, more irrational and hollow •. 

Both Kafka and Camus portray their characte'rs having feel-

ings and experiences which are universal, which are latent 

in all men~ Their characters represent the anxieties and 

isolation which afflict the contemporary society •. Their 

characters are strangers bound to an indifferenh·· and in­

comprehensible world; they are aliens in a universe whose 
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illogic and illusions stare- them in the face. Both Kafka 

and Camus explore the agonising experiences of the modern 

man who, if a generalisation, is permissible, undergoes 

an unjust trial without any guilt. 

carnus was provoked' and held by the themes of KeUka's 

works, His works reflect the Kafkaesque qualities of writ- · 

ing , In his e s say on Kafka '·Hope t:sal.:.'? \he ...f.b §Urd in the work 

( j of Franz Kafka• , Camus discovers and recognises the para­

doxes and contradictions whiCh characterize Kafka's works. 

He says that Kafka's works are absurd because· they repre-

. sent the. fundamen~al ambiguity of life. Camus writes1 

· "These perpetual oscillations between ·the 
natui;al and the extraordinary, the indi­
v id~al and the universal 1 the tragic and 
the everyday, the absurd and the logical 1 

are found throughout his work and giye it 
both its resonance and its meaning." 

These ar:e the par.adoxes whltch1 Camus feels, must be enume-
' 

rated and the contradictions which must be underscored ip-'--/ 
u 

order to understand the absnd work_. Camus says that the 
7 

absurdity can be given form in a series of parallel con-

trasts and. Kafka expresses tragedy through the commonplace 

and the absurd through logic. 



1.28 

camus•s concept of the irrationality of the uni­

verse has many affinities with that of Kafka. Both are 

concerned with the fate of man in a universe- whose logic 

and j us.tice are not catlprehensible ~ {!_rt the thoughts of 

both Kafka and Camus the feeling of absurdity arises from 

the clash of the desire of the human mind that the world 

sho\.tld be explicable in human terms and the· fact that the· 

world is not so explicable. The search for life• s meaning 

and the sea_rch for truth are constanUy defeated by the 

irrational world. For Kafka and camus are profoundly dis-

turbed by this alien world where people die for trifling 

reasons or for no reason at all. Both the novelists -have 
. ~-·· 

exposed the '~nauthentiqity ofk~ociety where K. dies like 

a dog without any specified fault or Where Meursault is 

_condemned to die for smoking at wake. It is a false social 

structure where false values win at the cost of authentic 

ones. In the face of the iron structure of a false society, 

the characters of Kafka and camus find themselves alone 

and .helpless. They symbolize man caught in a hostile 

. / •, world and the strangeness of the wor13
7
makes them strangers. 

· · They ·Vf= arn. to move in harmony with the world but because 

of the incomprehensibility of the world, they fail to 
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communicate. with it. Camus says that in the strict sense 

of the t~rm the absurd means a strange but unavoidable 
' / 

link between the world and man - a link based on confron­

tation.· The absurd stems from the· shock of discovery that 

human desires are. just insupportable and without consequence. 

The works of both Kafka and camus represEint the most modern 

theme -the theme. of dislocation and alienation. Their 

characters experienCe a displacement, a discordance that 
. ' 

exists between themselves and their world. Their desire 

for rationality is incongruously juxtaposed. with the alien . . 

thrust of an irnperv ious universe. Thus
5 

we see Meursaul t . . 

·becoming a victim of the hostility of a theatrical society. 

His spontaneous responses contradict and offend the 
!" • • 

insincere, hypocritical codes of society. The people of 

Oran become victims of the sudden onslaught of a bubonic. 

plague and fight an unequal· battle for survival •. In Kafka 

Joseph I<. of· The Trial is accused and executed for an un­

defined crirne and I<. of The castle is caught in a vacuum 

from which there is neither exit nor retreat. Gregor•s 

desire for continued participation in the family business 
j 

is ~ebuffed by those for wham he had to accept a self­

annihilating job and suffer the tortures of the damned. 



But one fundamental difference between Kafka and 

camus regarding their approach to the absurd should be 

noticed at this stage. camus•s protagonists try to assert 

the value and purpose of their living though the regimen­

ted universe stands in powerful refutation. The.violent 

outr~e of this irrational and unjust universe cannot sub-

due inherent human virtues. Camus says that though the 

universe is irrational, man must find his happiness within 

the. limits' of his finite existence. Camus defines absurdity 

as a magnificmt.t struggle between man and the world. 

camus• s protagonists ·possess. a spirit of rebellion and 

throw a challenge to the hostile universe and attempt to 

establish ·a h~rmonious relation with it. Thus Sisyphus 

wants to find a meaning in his hopeless job. Though he is 

condemned to unrelieved and.fruitless labour, he never 

gives up his struggle, never loses heart. Meursault,.a 
" 

scapegoat for a hypocritical society, ultimately feels a 

sense of a physical solidarity with the· existing world. 

These characters are unflinching in the face of tragic 

destiny,' t.he.y exhibit· resolute endurance, their/ spirit 

is never. totally exhausted by the absurd. About Sisyphus 

Camus· says so memorably, •one must imagine Sisyphus happy' 

and ·Meursaul~ lays his heart open to the 'benign 



131 

indifference of the universe• • In The Plague Doctor Rieux 

will never give up the struggle. On the other hand~ .he 

unflinc~ingly encounters the Plague that has wreught such 

a havoc. He· ~ows that the germs of the plague cannot be 

totally and finally de strayed, 'fhey,. remain hidden and in a 

dormant state to revive again and one must prepare oneself 

to fight the plague as and when it should ~cur, 

Kafka, who died early at the age of fortyone, had. 

the agonising experiences of the First world war. Those 

experiences, coupled with the tragedy of daily existence 

at whic~ we glanced earlier, deeply touched and tormented 
I 

' 
the sensitive youth and as a visionary Kafka could antici-

pate the chain of tragic reactions that would follow the 

Great war. In his novels- and short stories Kafka undertook 

a sustained enquir,y to diagnose the roots of the social 

malady and in the process he placed before his readers a 

world tormented by nightlnares; hollowness and futility.· 

Camus repeatedly ,writes about violence, absurdity 

and death. But even then he attempts to· avoid the r·•nihi-· 
' I 

listie pessimism of Kafka. He .never abdicates faith - his 

faith in men, his fellow-men. He never loses faith lln 

regenerative action even when it can only bear temporary 
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results. Kafka, on the other hand, presents a :.tnihili-

stic universe in ·spite of the flickers of hope that seem 

to sustain his.characters. 

Kafka presents a gloomy and despairing picture of 
Ct. 

man• s position in a demonic universe •: He presentsAneuro-

' 
tic obsession in his works, "neurotic because his chara-

cters are from the start stricken with an absurd sense of 

2 
the utter futility of their quest for meaning •" The quest 

" 

for meaning on the part of Kafka's pratagonists always 

ends hopelessly. They suffer fran an acute sense of empti­

ness, an erosion,almost a loss of identity. They just drift 
. ~ 

in the sea of life without any rudder or anchorage. They 

wander about and are ordered about even when they seem to 

have chosen a path to follow and a destination to _reach. 

This nihilistic aspect of Kafka's writings has been con-

vincingly described-by Glicksberg in· the following words: 

"Man wanders I lost and alienated, in the nltght 
of being I without a fixed destination, but he 
keeps on wandering, asking himself in perple­
xity what he s_hall do to be saved while reali­
zing all the tifne that there is nothing to be 
done. Kafka could never make clear to himself 
the meaning of h'Unlan existence. Like a sleep­
walker he groped his way through the labyrin­
thine corridors of a dream without end, a 
dream within a drec3Jll, trying to firid an answer 
when he was inwardly convinced no satisfying 
answer was to be found."3 
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Kafka was convinced that the human condition was beyond 

understanding and beyond hope and beyond redemption. Thus 
/ 

his characters, inspite of their urge to live~ are con-

demned to die with hellish toments. Gregor :Samsa thus 

starves himself to death in an imprisoned state before 

being swept away wi~ the other rubbish and Joseph K. dies 

like a· dog, 

Kafka presents an oppressive world in which his men 

live • They live in a dark, unaired room where they are 

puzzled by the horri.ple images of themselves reflected in 

their consciousness.which in its turn, reflects the hide-

ous Organisation of human relationship. In their prison­

room they suffer terribly from the agony of infinite sepa­

ration .·'ifis is a world of human debaserrrent and dehumaniza-

tion in which the characters gradually shrink. Think of 

Barnabas and the family of Olga and ~alia, and the con­

trasted images of the castle and the village impinge power-

fully on our awareness. The world of the casUe is one of 

libidinous, jealous, spiteful and vengeful lords in their 

hierarchical order while most villagers, men and women 

are kept waiting, guessing .and hoping -all in a state of 
' 

igno~nV and eroded self-respect~ Kafka's is a grotesque 



and ambiguous· world where sickness and disgust combine 

to make the mortal's existence absurd, horrible, painful 

and pathetic, Kafka describes a frozen, degenerate world 

in which the hero is paralysed and this agonising para-

lysis extends over all his works. His characters are 

ridden by fear and guilt which ultimately dissipate them~ 

exhaust them to death. 
" 

The presence of the chilling image of a grotesquely 

monstrous phantom is not seen ~ camus. The disconcerting 

gloom and cloud whictl mark Kafka's world, is not visible 

in camus. Camus• s characters are often seen breathing in 

a sunny atmosphere. While Kafka's characters choke in 

closed chambers, c amus' s characters get a full view of the 

open sky. The trial of Joseph K. is held in .a dingy roan; 

I<. meets the Superintendent in a faint light and Gregor 

sits motionless in his prison roan staring at the darkness. 

Meursault, on the other hand, is seen having a bath with 

Marie on the sea-beach with the sun shining, if somewhat 

tyranically over
1 
their heads. The wannth of a female body, 

the. odors of the sea, the soothing light of the moon make 

camus •s characters cling to the natural universe and resign 

themselves to the grandeur of the universe~ Thus in The 

Outsider we see that even in the prison cell stars shine 



down on Meursault's face and the cool night air fans 

· his cheeks. Gregor in Kafka sta~es himself, dies of 

suffocation under a sofa and his starved and dried out 

body is swept ~way with rubbish. Kafka often reminds 

one of webster's torture chambers as in ·The Duchess of 
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Malfi and ·The White Devil on .the one hand:, and Hitler• s 

qas chambers on the other. The psychology of·camus•s pro­

tagonists is generally different. Meursault, even on the 

verge of death, wishes to start life all over again and 
, 

opens his heart to the 11benign indifference of the uni-

verse ... 

Jo'seph I<. in The Trial and I< •. in The castle are 

always under restraints and their existence becomes absurd 

because they cannot freely choose their way of life. Camus• s 
. ' .. . 

char~cter&, on the other hans, seem to defy the barriers 

imposed on them. They prefer natural life·and this prefe­

rence contradicts the superimposed barriers of the f2Cciety 
. . 

and thus· makes existence absurd.· ~.-Jhile Joseph K. moves 

under the 'strict vigilence of the sphiriks-like tribunal, 

c amus• s Meursaul t moves under the open sky. Kafka's cha-

racters suffer to be intimidated, fear-strikeri dwarfed 
\ 

and diminished, while Camus's protagonists unflin~hingly 
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wrest life in the face cf death. 

The unedifying, slimy character of the world that 
l 

. Kafka presents is not a little due to most of his women 

characters who are often given the role of tools, of acce-

ssories in relation to thetr dark masters. One can usefully 

recall in this connection the many mistresses in The Trial 

and The casUe. Of easy morals and ambiguous intent, they 

wou~d seem not to lB ve known self-respect and dignity. 

While both Kaf~a and Camus present the impossible situa-

tion of men, their approach to the solution of the problem 

is different. Despite striking affinities, Kafka and Camus 

have same fundamental differences so far as the remedy of 

the absurdity of life is concernedo 

To transcend the absurd ·condition, Kafka seeks 

solace, though ~motely, in religion. But Camus, branded 

as an. atheist, rejects all theological consolations, and 

ultimately his.half-hearted optimism seeks reconciliation 

with this material world. To him it is better to wage even 

a hopeless fight in the known world, than to aspire· for 

an unknowable and unattainable paradise. 

Individual man, according to camus, is facing a 
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world that provides no rational justification for his 

existence and consequently he might be forced to resolve 

the dichotomy of the situation by self-annihilation. As 

noticed earlier, camus rejects this solution as .self­

defeating, since an individual deciSion is not a real 

solution to a universal and perpetual dilemma. camus pres..: 

cribes a reconcili~tion with the absurd, because what can-

not be cured must be endured and human endeavour should be 

to add honour to this endurance. To.strive for discovering 

a meaning in this meaningless world might be a hopeless 

exercise but carnus urges upon man to undertake the ~ask 

since he believes that that way and that way alone man 

could justify his unjustifiable existence. J ~P. Sartre 

remarks: 

"Albert carnus• s views are entirely on earth, 
and Kafka is the nevelist of impossible 
transcendenc~~ for him, the universe is full 
of signs that we cannot understand; for eamus, 
on the contrary, . the tragedy of human exi­
stence lies in the absence of ari'y transcen-
dence ... 4 · 

For Camus, there is no life after death. camua• s 

hero does not believe in heaven or God. Though he ·is at the 

mercy of alien and unpredictable forces, he does not look 
I .. 



upward to heaven, which is an unknown land to him. He 

does not catch a glimpse of any religious significance 

in his·life to mitigate his unrelieved suffering. He 

rather seeks to assert his solidarity with the human 
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existence. because he knows that there is no supernatural 

power for him in which he can take refuge. For Camus 

there can be·no meaning beyond his human condi'tion: "Having 

thrown off.all illusi~s~ or so he thinks, camus•s absur­

dist hero faces the universe without any lofty faith to 

5 
sustain him.'~ 

· For carnu·s God does not exist. so it is a folly to 

rely upon any external aid. Man must find out the compass 

of his enterprise within himself. He must decide his own 

course of life. c amus refuse·s to. accept ~y doctrine of 

divine transcendence. Camus is concerned with the natural 
~ ;: ~ 

and does not attempt at an affirmation of values that lie 

beyond the sphere of the natural. And since for Camus 

·there is ,no world beyond, man must make his finite expe­

rience an end in itself. It is not, as in the case of Kafka, 

a .me an s to reach a religious goal • 

camus sees "~he human voyager as utterly alone and 

with nothing, to rely, upon except the compass ·of his mind 



and heart, Man must give himself his own directions: 

it is up to· him, and to him alone, to decide where he 

shall go,"6 · 
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tr camus no illumination :IS possible, But in the 

case of Kafka the l_;ight of. transcendence occasionally 

flashes but never totally illuminesyThfsroccasional 

flashes simply daz,z!e the, eyes and never blaze the path~ 

For this reason Kafka's universe is more nihilistic than 

that of camus, In c.amus there ;is no attempt at transcen-

. dence at all !I Man 'm\lst seek his solidarity with this world. 

But in Kafka there are attempts at transcendence but such 

attempts remain always unrewaroed. so the basic difference 

between Kafka and camus lies in the .. fact that the former 

seeks to find consolation in a. spiritual, faith while the 

latter questions .t.he validity of spiritual ques.t and seeks 

solidarity with the environing material world. 

J . 
It is an ifnage o-f the imperilled human situation 

~------ •, 

that both I(afka _and Camus get .across to the reader in their 

p~werfully distinctive ·ways •. If our examination of Kafka• s 

.te~ts (those we nave ch~sen for the present purpose) nearly 

reveals a v.i,sion s;im,ilar to that of Gloucester in King 

Lear . "Like flies to wanton boys are we to the Gods; they -
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kill us for their sport", Camus• s world would seem to 

suggest a situation where the invitation'of the earth, _ 

the only_ place conceivable for humankind, incongruously 

coexists with .a pitiless repudiation of human cr.avings. 

Both the writers survey the scene with a nakefL 

integrity and peer into the fate reserved for mari unflin­

chingly. 

Both can be seen to stand in an organic relationship 

witl1 their predecessors right since the' Greek tragic wri-

. ters (Jor b~·th>are seeking t,o, .come to grips withi: · man• s 

predicament with as much sympathy and courage as any writer 

. of the past with a similar thrust of miny 
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