










































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Ph.D. Thesis - R. Srigley McMaster - Religious Studies
permanent and inescapable nature of human life. But since human nature does not change
we still suffer the shame of our actions. But no matter. There is no danger that we might
overcome that shame because the account denies that any genuine act of love is
possible.?’’ So we are judged without law and without order and without the possibility of
improvement. According to Clamence this is the “keenest of human torments™'"; it is
also one in which he seeks to imprison all human beings in order to serve his own
ambition.

Clamence’s solution of the judge-penitent helps to sustain the impression created
by the little-ease that he is struggling with real human duplicity while at the same time
allowing him to satisfy his apocalyptic ambition to bring all such duplicity to an end. I
will discuss the former aspect of the solution first, the latter second.

There is a simple way to bring out the problematic character of the judge-penitent
symbol and to indicate the manner in which it precludes human duplicity rather than
expressing it faithfully. One only need ask which term of the symbol expresses which
side of the duplicity. Is the judge a manifestation of the proper order of love? Or is it the
other way around? Is the remorse of the penitent the right expression of love and the
moralism of the judge its antithesis? We can leave aside for the moment the fact that
Clamence himself plays both roles, which is already a corruption. A penitent seeks the

forgiveness of the one he has harmed. He cannot forgive himself. And a judge’s role

requires that his own life be free of similar failings if his judgement is to have both
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credibility and soundness. The real problem with the formulation is that both terms of the
symbol are expressions of Clamence’s self-love. In other words it is a set-up. Neither
term expresses the true nature of human dividedness. Given the structures of the little-
ease, Clamence’s judgements are as inordinate and false as are his confessions. They are
intended to crush his listeners and enhance his own sense of superiority, not fo clarify the
machinations of self-love or to restore human relations.'? And the same is true of his
repentance. Clamence repents in accordance with the demands of the little-ease. But he
does not do so in order that he or anyone else might change their ways but to ensure that
those demands remain permanent while simultaneously creating the sense that he has
satisfied them. Clamence does not change his way of life at all and he extends the same
courtesy to others.”" His role as judge-penitent therefore guarantees the continuation of
his own self-love and encourages the same in others as a means of controlling them. It is
a corruption of human nature and not an expression of its struggles.

The apocalyptic character of Clamence’s ambition is what illuminates most
clearly his relationship to, and the nature of, Christianity and modernity. The need for an
apocalypse rests on the assumption that life is a problem that requires a solution. But not
just any solution. The degradation to which the apocalypse is an answer is complete and
therefore requires a solution that is boﬂ1 complete and unprecedented. One twentieth-
century name for this aspiration is “the final solution.” It is a sectarian notion that denotes

the pursuit of a new arrangement of human affairs to be brought about by the elimination
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of whomever or whatever is deemed the source of humanity’s age-old troubles. For the
Nazis it was the Jews and any other non-Aryan influence; for the Soviets the bourgeois
and capital; for a modern Western liberal anything that stands in the way of the
technological pursuit of perfection.”** No matter how well the apocalyptic thinker
manages to mask this outcome by attempting to write his demands and aspirations into
| the very fabric of human life, this structure remains a permanent feature of all apocalyptic
accounts.”'® The apocalypse ushers in a new order that is both total and qualitatively
different from anything that preceded it. Another twentieth century name for this
aspiration is the end of history.*'¢

Clamence knows that the madness of modernity is the consequence of such
apocalyptic ambitions. This does not mean he will abandon his own apocalyptic
aspirations, however. To the contrary, he believes he has discovered the apocalyptic
solution to end all apocalyptic solutions. Nonetheless, his judgement about the nature of
the madness is illuminating.

Deprived of their natural curb, the judges, loosed at random, are racing through

their job. Hence we try to go faster than they, don’t we? And it’s a real madhouse.

Prophets and quacks multiply; they hasten to get there with a good law or a

flawless organization before the world is deserted. Fortunately, / arrived! I am the
end and the beginning; I announce the law. In short, I am a judge-penitent.*'’
This is a compelling description of the modern world. The violence of modern

apocalyptic creeds and movements has come close to making the world a desert.2'® But

this has not diminished in the least modemity’s apocalyptic ambitions. One prophet or
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quack is outbid by another in a frantic and seemingly inexhaustible attempt to establish
the perfect kingdom before everyone alive is dead and there remain nothing but ruins to
rule over.?’® The image captures the strange persistence of these apocalyptic ambitions in
modernity. Nothing grabs our attention or seems compelling anymore unless it promises
some kind of revolution or a brand new system of thought that will finally shake down
the mystery of the universe. And it seems that no matter how many times this ambition is
disappointed we somehow find a way to sustain the illusion that perfection is just around
the corner and thus to keep the apocalyptic engine running. Clamence is a case in point.
The description of the modern world is his own so he understands the madness of its
apocalyptic desires. Yet it does not affect him. He too has a final solution, so he is as mad
as the rest of them.

According to The Fall the madness of the apocalyptic ambition lies in its attempt
to escape the structure of reality as it is revealed through Clamence’s fall and his
experience of the laughter. That reality has many dimensions or features, but it is best
understood as a play of erotic forces. One either gains or loses one’s humanity depending
on the character of one’s participation in that play of forces. Unlike both Christian and
modern apocalyptic accounts, this one takes the struggles of our divided nature seriously.
It also identifies the real source of the modern and indeed any form of resistence to
participation in that reality. Behind such apocalyptic ambition is a self-love that has

grown to extraordinary proportions and that refuses to accept its limited place in the order
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of the cosmos. It is not, as Camus sometimes suggests in The Rebel, a noble or even

natural desire for salvation.

Camus creates Clamence in order to illuminate the nature of modernity and to
explain the complicity of Christianity in its project. Much of that analysis we have
explored in the preceding pages. But one of its most fundamental features still needs to be
examined. In The Rebel Camus tackles the same problem, but the analysis there remains
incomplete because it is hampered by assumptions and methodological restrictions that
prevent him from examining his subject fully and honestly. In The Fall those assumptions
and restrictions are absent. Here Camus no longer labours under the assumption that
Christian and modern apocalyptic aspirations are potentially benevolent; nor does he
restrict his analysis to important but secondary phenomena like the absurd and rebellion
that distract him from an examination of the fundamental character of modernity.
According to The Fall all apocalyptic ambitions are bad and distorting because they are
motivated by an unrestrained self-love. So far so good. But the analysis of The Fall goes
even farther. It answers a question that Camus first posed explicitly in The Rebel but
which he was struggling to articulate in several earlier works.””® Modernity represents an
extreme form of self-love. True. But self-love is nothing new in itself. What then
distinguishes it from the self-love of previous historical dispensations? The reason the

question is pressing is due to the unusual character of modernity. Modernity’s violence
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far exceeds that of any other historical dispensation, even in relative terms.”' But in
addition to that violence it has also encouraged a kind of moral confusion that is difficult
to understand if not to describe. Camus offers a compelling account of it in a passage
from The Rebel that we have already noted.

In more naive times, when the tyrant razed cities for his own greater glory, when

the slave chained to the conqueror’s chariot was dragged through the rejoicing

streets, when enemies were thrown to the wild beasts in front of the assembled
people, the conscience could remain firm and judgement clear. But slave camps
beneath the flag of freedom, massacres justified by a the love of man or a taste for
the superhuman, in one sense cripple judgement.”?
According to the description modernity is both extraordinarily violent and passionately
moral. How are we to explain this strange concurrence of ambitions? I think that the title
of the book and the odd way in which Clamence goes about satisfying his self-love
together suggest an answer to that question and go a long way to explaining the peculiar
nature of modernity and its Christian origins.

Clamence is a self-lover who wants to satisfy his desires in whatever way he can
and whatever the cost to others. There is nothing new about that. It is 2 human disposition
that is possible at all times. But there is also something peculiar about Clamence’s self-
love that will perhaps be clearest if we contrast it with the ancients. Like Camus’
conqueror ancient tyrants and demagogues (not to mention normal citizens) were

certainly willing to commit immoral acts in order to serve their interests. As troubling as

such deeds may have been to their finer sensibilities, nevertheless they did not feel
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compelled to hide the true character of those deeds from themselves or to construct
accounts in which they appeared to be noble or good. Thucydides’ accounts of Pericles’
funeral oration and the speeches of the first Athenian embassy to the Lacedaemonians are
a case in point. Perciles speaks about Athens’ establishment of “eternal memorials” to its
“friendship” and “enmity” or evil alike.”® And when the Athenian delegation questions
the Lacedaemonians about their moral objections to the acquisition of empire, they do so
by appealing to nature.”” “Did justice ever deter any one from taking by force whatever
he could? Men who indulge the natural ambition of empire deserve credit if they are in
any degree more careful of justice than they need be.”” My point is not to commend
these deeds and aspirations anymore than it was Thucydides’ when he first wrote about
them. Rather, it is to note the frankness and clarity of the description of Athenian self-
interest é.nd the fact that it is considered in some sense natural.

Clamence’s narrative is the antithesis of this account in almost every respect. He
is as immoral and self-interested as the Athenians, yet he is deeply concerned to appear
moral and in a sense even to be moral. And his narrative matches his mhbition. The
degree of sophistry and the odd self-deception that it entails just to satisfy this ambition
are staggering. Why not speak frankly about his immorality like an ancient Greek might
do or like one of the early slave dealers he discusses in chapter three? This is not merely a
problem of hypocrisy or an expression of the normal type of concealment necessary for

unscrupulous deeds to be effective.??® Clamence desperately wants to feel himself pure
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while at the same time committing very impure acts. This is the strange phenomenon that
Camus points to in The Rebel. Moderns willingly commit horrifying acts of violence yet
they do so in order to fulfil a moral obligation — Camus’ “slave camps beneath the flag of
freedom.” How are we to explain this? The title of Camus’ book gives us a first clue.

The Christian teaching about original sin and our fallen condition is responsible
for this odd structure in Clamence’s narrative and in all modern apocalyptic movements.
The experience of life as radically fallen casts a dark shadow over all our dealings and
implies that every human desire is somehow unnatural. However its effects are
particularly problematic with regard to our least noble desires. Self-love may be ugly and
out of proportion with the character of life as we all know it, but it is not therefore
demonic. Yet this is precisely what Christianity teaches, and it has encouraged that desire
to grow historically and to extend its ambitions in order to match its billing. Clamence’s
transformation of the natural and benign judgement of the laughter into the horrors of the
little-ease is a concrete illustration of that change and of how it is accomplished. A self-
love raised in and shaped by these Christian structures will not easily be satisfied by
moderate judgements of any kind, whether for or against; and it will flatly refuse the
charge of self-love or immorality when applied to its efforts to overcome what it
perceives as the unnaturalness of the woﬂd. As Camus argues in The Rebel there is a deep
and puritanical hatred of life at the bottom of these formulations that is antithetical to the

Greek account, even in the case of its worst desires.””’ In The Fall that hatred is manifest
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in Clamence’s constant references to the modern desire for purification and cleansing that
lies at the heart of its social and political programs. The Nazis cleanse the world of the
Jews who they claim corrupt it;*?® the bourgeois clean up human life through organized
leisure activities that stymie eros and encourage a deadening rational order;** and despite
his Don Juanism and with the exception of a few good moments, there is in Clamence a
sense of contempt and even hatred of women and of real erotic attachments. There is
more than a little sadism in Clamence’s talk of death in relationship to his partners. And
one has the strong impression that real flesh and blood women are somehow deeply
distasteful to him.*°

The modern desire to cleanse or purify the world is a direct consequence of the
Christian doctrine of the fall and original sin. So too is modernity’s frightening moralism
and its inability to face its own self-love frankly and to do what can be done to diminish
it. Indeed the Christian and modern accounts have created an alibi for self-love that
allows it to grow exponentially while maintaining its good conscience. It is not surprising
in this respect to find a modern writer like Machiavelli recommending the Christian
religion for anyone who would wish to secure a principality for himself and to serve his
self-interest.”! Machiavelli simply notes the self-love inherent in the teaching and
appropriates it for his own purposes. But he does not avail himself of the elaborate
Christian assurances of good conscience, and in this sense he is more moral, or at least

more honest, than those from whom he has learned. All of these elements conspire to give
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modernity its peculiar moral viciousness. The entire construction — the moral excesses
and the demonization of desire — are consequences of the doctrine of the fall, which
eliminates those “natural curbs” to excess that Clamence mentions and in the absence of
which the judges are set loose and the world is filled with apocalyptic prophets and
quacks bent on destroying the very fabric of human life.?* According to The Fall the way
out of this nightmare is to follow Clamence in his awakening and to take the path that he
was offered but refused — the Greeks.

* * *

After describing his adventures in debauchery and before settling permanently
into the little-ease, Clamence pauses for a moments and laments: “We shall never get out
of this imxﬁense holy-water font [bénitier].”*> This remark sums up the critique of
modernity in The Fall. The excessive self-love apparent in modernity stems from its
continuation of the Christian teachings about the fall and redemption. But unlike
Clamence, Camus knows there is a way out of this situation. The nature of that escape is
apparent in the Camus’s use of religious imagery, particularly in The Rebel, The Fall, and
the posthumously publish text, The First Man.

These titles seem to read like a lesson from the catechism. Human beings rebel
against the divine order and as a consequence they are exiled from paradise and fall from
their originally perfect natures. But this is not the final scene of the narrative. The story

finds its completion in the healing and return of the first Adam - the first man — and the
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restoration of creation. Appearances to the contrary notwithstanding, this is not Camus’
narrative. Our analyses of both The Rebel and The Fall make it clear that Camus was not
furthering the Christian/modern project but criticizing it. And the substance and imagery
of his books confirm it. The Christian notion of human rebellion is a distortion of its true
nature that leads to modern excesses. And the fall is not an salutary insight into the nature
of human evil but a false doctrine that exacerbates human self-love by encouraging its
worst excesses and giving those excesses a good conscience. But how about The First
Man? The first man is not the new Adam or a symbol of some anticipated redemption.
Rather Camus uses the symbol to describe human nature before the fall — i.e., before or in
the absence of the corruptions of the religious dogmas that have guided the West for some
two thousand years.” It is not a perfect human being that Camus means to describe, but a
human being as he is naturally, with all his glories and failings. The exemplar of that
nature in The First Man is constructed out of events from Camus’ own life. It is his

attempt to describe that Greek heart of which he often spoke.”*
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Notes

1. In September 1952 Camus wrote to his wife, Francine: “I understand that they [Sartre
et al.} are just discussing my work, and I was the first one to find it debatable, even on the
deepest levels. But I have nothing to say if they are accusing me personally, because then
every defense becomes a self-apology.” Oliver Todd, Albert Camus, A Life, 311.

2. This was the methodology of both The Myth of Sisyphus and The Rebel.

3. See the section of “Totality and Trial” in The Rebel. Here is an example of the analysis:
“Totality is, in effect, nothing other than the ancient dream of unity common to both
believers and rebels, but projected horizontally onto an earth deprived of God.” Albert
Camus, The Rebel, 233.

4. In the final section of The Rebel Camus hesitates, and returns to the notion the
modernity is a deformation of Christianity. “But when the Church dissipated its
Mediterranean heritage, it placed the emphasis on history to the detriment of nature,
caused the Gothic to triumph over the romance, ans, destroying a limit in itself, has made
increasing claims to temporal power and historical dynamism.” Ibid., 299.

5. Consider the following passage from The Rebel: “Terror and concentration camps are
the drastic means used by man to escape solitude. The thirst for unity must be assuaged,
even in the common grave. If men kill one another, it is because they reject mortality and
desire immortality for all men.” Ibid., 247.

6. Ibid, 10.

7. Both philosophical essays are prefaced with qualifications that make clear the
provisional nature of the analysis. In The Myth of Sisyphus Camus says that his discussion
is a “point of departure.” In The Rebel he tells the reader that the book will not get to the
“root of things.” Albert Camus, The Myth of Sisyphus, 10 and The Rebel, 4.

8. Cited from Albert Camus, Resistance, Rebellion, and Death, 59.

9. In his Preface to the 1958 edition of The Wrong Side and the Right Side, Camus wrote:
“What I have tried to say here is that in one way or another it will be like The Wrong Side
and the Right Side and that it will speak about a certain form of love.” Albert Camus,
Lyrical and Critical Essays, 15.
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10. During an interview in 1956 Camus said that a certain affection for the first Christian
is the only thing he has in common with the character of Clamence. Albert Camus,
Lyrical and Critical Essays, 320.

11. “Deprived of their natural curb, the judges, loosed at random, are racing through their
job. Hence we have to try to go faster than they, don’t we? And it’s real madhouse.
Prophets and quacks multiply; they hasten to get there with a good law or a flawless
organization before the world is deserted. Fortunately, I arrived! I am the end and the
beginning; I announce the law. In short, I am a judge-penitent. Albert Camus, The Fall,
trans. Justin O’Brien (New York: Vintage International, 1991), 117-118.

12. In de Beauvoir’s case, see her The Mandarins. In Sartre’s, see his “Réponse a Albert
Camus.”

13. Tony Judt, The Burden of Responsibility: Blum, Camus, Aron and the French
Twentieth Century (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1998), 104.

14. In response to this type of interpretation, which had become fashionable in Camus’
own time, he replied: “There, in parentheses, is my only similarity to the Jean-Baptiste
Clamence with whom “people stubbornly insist on identifying me.” Albert Camus,
Lyrical and Critical Essays, 320.

15. Jean Onimus, Albert Camus and Christianity, trans. Emmett Parker (Alabama:
University of Alabama Press, 1970), 92.

16. Ibid., 94-95.

17. Ibid., 100.

18. Ibid., 98.

19. Ibid.

20. Ibid.

21. Albert Camus, Lyrical and Critical Essays, 320.
22. Onimus, Albert Camus and Christianity, 92.

23. In his various responses to Rambert, Rieux makes it clear that he does not object to
Rambert’s insistence on the importance of romantic love itself. ““No,’ [Rieux] said
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vehemently. ‘You are not wrong.” Albert Camus, The Plague, trans. Stuart Gilbert
(London: Penguin Books, 1960), 136. The most one could say critically is that Rambert’s
account is incomplete because it leaves no room for other loves. But this is something
Rambert corrects during his time in Oran. Whatever else one might say about his
achievement, he is anything but selfish.

24. Tobid,, 93.

25. Augustine, The City of God, Book XIV, trans. G. Walsh, D. Zema, G. Monahan, D.
Honan (New York: Image Books, 1958).

26. For a description of the little-ease, see Albert Camus, The Fall, 109-ff. For the
correspondence between the Greeks and the laughter, compare Ibid., 97-98 with 96. In the
later passage Camus writes: “Until then, the laughter continued to drift my way, without
my random efforts succeeding in divesting it of its benevolent, almost tender quality that
hurt me.” See also Ibid, 39, where Clamence offers this description of his first experience
of the laughter: “Please don’t misunderstand me; there was nothing mysterious about that
laught; it was a good, hearty, almost friendly laugh, which re-established the proper
proportions” (my emphasis). The laughter is not Christian judgement or the voice of God.
It is something that gently restores proportion in contrast to Clamence’s exaggerated
sense of himself.

27. Albert Camus, The Fall, epigraph.

28. Robert C. Solomon, Dark Feelings, Grim Thoughts: Experience and Reflection in
Camus and Sartre (London: Oxford University Press, 2006), 198.

29. Albert Camus, The Fall, 67.
30. Robert Solomon, Dark Feelings, Grim Thoughts, 206.

31. Oliver Todd quotes the following remarks by Camus regarding his relationship to his
wife: “T am the first one responsible, because part of me has never stopped thinking
instinctively that human affairs are not serious. It’s also that I have hurt so many people
around me...And really I don’t know how to get out of it, when I think that Francine may
continue to be what she is right now.” And again: “For entire days I have the most
frightful opinion of myself.” Oliver Todd, Albert Camus: A Life, 320, 299.

32. Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, Book 11, 1107a 15-20.
33. Robert Solomon, Dark Feelings, Grim Thoughts, 208.
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Holdheim (New York: Schocken Books, 1972).

41. Ibid., 207.
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44. Solomon writes: “His fall does indeed point to a capacity that we all share, and
Christianity provides just one version of it. In this again, I think Philip Quinn is right on
the mark, but Camus rightly raises the question of whether the Christian worldview is the

only cure — or, rather, whether it is the cause — of this state of affairs.” Ibid.

45. This is a large part of the argument of The Rebel. The same ambition is apparent in an
interview with Les Nouvelles littéraires Camus gave in 1951. See Albert Camus, Lyrical
and Critical Essays, 354.

46. See Saint Augustine, Homilies on the Gospel of John, V, 1, in The Nicene and Post-
Nicene Fathers, Vol. VII, ed. P. Schaff, trans. J. Gibb and J. Innes (Grand Rapids: Wm.
B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1956), p. 31. See Kierkegaard’s similar assessment of
virtue in Seren Kierkegaard, The Sickness Unto Death.

47. Jean Onimus, Albert Camus and Christianity, 92.
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51. Ellison acknowledges that this may not have been Camus’ intention. “It has been my
purpose to show that Camus’s [sic] enigmatic récit, although it may have been
consciously (authorially) conceived as a text about our modern imprisonment in guilt,
became, in the actual writing, the dérobade by which narration reveals its ironic
relationship to the subject matter or message it conveys.” Ibid., 42.
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62. “Because the attachment of self to other is nothing more than the projection of self-
love, the most adequate metaphor to express the loving relationship is that of
imprisonment: ‘In the end I became attached to her in much the same way as I imagine a
jailer relates to his prisoner’ (1506)...0n the psychological level, therefore, a subject
incapable of relating to the other as existential reality creates a game in which it is

- possible to refuse the other s identity by fictionalizing it or otherwise rendering it
harmless. This happens not only in the realm of eroticism, where a jailer tries to control
the secretive essence of the prisoner, but also in the political-historical arena, as Camus
demonstrates in a short parable on man’s need for authority.” Ibid., 34.

63.Ibid., 35

291



Ph.D. Thesis - R. Srigley McMaster - Religious Studies
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65. “No doubt this naming is he result of a fundamental tendency in language to say what
is beyond words, to create a coherent metaphorics where there is nothing but a void
demanding interpretation. But the naming is inevitable and productive of meanings. If
Clamence had not identified his crime and assumed the cloak of guilt, there could have
been no representable actions or matter for confession, but only the hovering around an
absent center whose proper expression is silence.” Ibid., 43.

66. Ibid.
67. Ibid., 34.

68. For an interesting analysis of this problematic and the effort overcome it, see Jean
Baudrillard, The Transparency of Evil: Essays on Extreme Phenomena, trans. James
Benedict (London: Verso Books, 1995). See also Jean Baudrillard, The Perfect Crime,
trans. Chris Turner, (London: Verso Books, 1996).
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Neoplatonism, trans. Ron Srigley (Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 2007), 118-
127; “Summer in Algiers” in Lyrical and Critical Essays, trans. Ellen Conroy Kennedy,
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Justin O’Brien (New York: Paragon House, 1991), 265; The Plague, trans. Stuart Gilbert
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71. Ellison, Of Words and the World, 29.
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Ellison argues that one of the difference between The Fall and the rest of Camus’ books
is that in the latter he seeks to escape the “sobriety of moralisme.” Ibid., 27.

74. Ellison, Of Words and the World, 31.

75. There is still the odd inconsistency in Ellison’s analysis. In the final line of the
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78. Ellison, Of Words and the World, 42-43.
79. Albert Camus, Christian Metaphysics and Neoplatonism, 42.

80. During some of his worst post-fall moments he looks back with longing on this time
of his life. It is not innocence he craves, but the innocent way in which he was able to
indulge his self-love without his conscience troubling him.

81. John Burnaby’s book Amor Dei is still a good source for this aspect of Augustine’s
work. John Burnaby, Amor Dei: A Study of the Religion of St. Augustine (Norwich: The
Canterbury Press, 1991).

82. Saint Augustine, Confessions, trans. R.S. Pine-Coffin (London: Penguin Books,
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favourites occur during Augustine’s description of his love of love and his attachment to
the theatre in Book III and his account of the limitations of Platonic philosophy in Book
VIL

83. One of the best works on the literary structure of the Confessions is Robert
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Confessions (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1989).

84. Clamence’s erotic nature is apparent throughout 7%e Fall. In Augustine’s case
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unlike all the other guests at the symposium in the manner in which he is moved by
Socrates’ speeches, a man who claims to have “expert knowledge of nothing but erotics.’
Plato, Symposium in The Dialogues of Plato, trans. Seth Benardete (London: Bantam
Books, 1986), 178de.

:]

85. In the Confessions, for erotic excesses see Books II, 2, I1I, 1, VI, 12; for the lust for
experience, Books I1I, 1-3, VI, 7-9; and for his relation to the highest things, Book VII,
10-21.

86. In the Confessions, Book VII, which explores the inadequacies of the “books of the
Platonists™ and includes a rather dubious bit of plagiarism from the Symposium, is
followed by an account of Augustine’s conversion in Book VIII.

87. Albert Camus, The Fall, 117.
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88. Ibid., 126. The allusion could easily recall Augustine’s fight against the Donatists, a
sect that he ultimately condoned the use of violence to suppress. Clamence claims one of
the important things he discovered during his pontifical adventures was how “empires
and churches are born under the sun of death.” Ibid., 127.

89. Ibid., 80.

90. The following is a good example of this struggle from the Confessions: “My inner self
was a house divided against itself. In the heat of the fierce conflict which I had stirred up
against my soul in our common abode, my heart, I turned upon Alypius. My looks
betrayed the commontion in my mind as I explained , “What is the matter with us? What
is the meaning of this story? These men have not had our schooling, yet they stand up and
storm the gates of heaven while we, for all our learning, lie here grovelling in this world
of flesh and blood! Is it because they have led the way that we are ashamed to follow? Is
it not worse to hold back?’” In the following chapter Augustine offers notion of the “two
wills” in order to explain the difficulty of the struggle. Augustine, Confessions, Book
VIII, 8-9.

91. Confession creates the illusion of having been given the inside story, which is why it
is an essential element of the confidence game. For a good example of how this game
looks in practice, see Herman Melville, The Confidence-Man in Herman Melville (The
Library of America, 1984), 835-1112. Clamence perfects the art by giving creating the
impression that he is giving the real story behind the other real story. This insider game
can be played endlessly. It seems compelling to us because of the manner in which it
repeats the pattens of the Christian about divine providence.

92. In part this is the argument of Christian Metaphysics and Neoplatonism. Camus
continues it in his analysis of the history of metaphysical rebellion in The Rebel.

93. Harvey Mansfield does a good job of explaining this subtlety and complication. See
Harvey C. Mansfield, Machiavelli’s Virtue (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press,
1996).

94. “Men in general judge more by their eyes than by their hands, because seeing is given
to everyone, touching to few. Everyone sees how you appear, few touch what your are;
and these few dare not oppose the opinion of many who have the majesty of the state to
defend them.” Niccolo Machiavelli, The Prince, trans. Harvey C. Mansfield (Chicago:
The University of Chicago Press, 1998), Book XVIIL
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95. “A prince should thus take great care that nothing escape his mouth that is not full of
the above-mentioned five qualities and that, to see him and hear him, he should appear all
mercy, all faith, all honesty, all humanity, all religion. And nothing is more necessary to
appear to have than this last quality.” Ibid.

96. Ibid., VIL

97. Albert Camus, The Fall, 11.
98. Ibid., 141-142.

99. Ibid., 134.

100. See Ibid., 39 for an example of this restoration of judgement regarding his bad
deeds. Regarding his good deeds, see Ibid., 86-89.

101. This is the central argument of my interpretation. I make it in detail below.
102. Albert Camus, The Fall, 84.

103. The only commentator I know of who has commented on this odd structure of
Camus’ cyclical books is Serge Doubrovsky in his essay “The Ethics of Albert Camus.”
What Doubrovsky says in this regard is extremely insightful. The problem is that it
amounts only to a passing remark that is offered as part of a larger argument that is
Doubrovksy’s main concern. My analysis explores these structures comprehensively and
deepens Doubrovky’s initial insight in the process. Serge Doubrovsky, “The Ethics of
Albert Camus” in Germaine Brée, Camus: A Collection of Critical Essays, ed. Germaine
Brée (New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1962), 71-84.

104. See Albert Camus, Preface to The Wrong Side and the Right Side in Lyrical and
Critical Essays, 15

105. Albert Camus, The Fall, 83, 86.
106. Ibid., 102-108.

107. The “little-ease.” Ibid., 109-116.
108. Ibid., 127-ff.

109. Ibid., 144.

295



Ph.D. Thesis - R. Srigley McMaster - Religious Studies
110. Ibid., 147. As indicated elsewhere in the text, Clamence is talking only to himself.

111. Ibid., 11; 20. Though the latter passage does not refer to the Holocaust directly, it
does so as a statement of Clamence’s ambition. This ambition extends as far as the death
of all living things, though Clamence realizes their might be a solution that would afford
him the same satisfaction without all the physical killing.

112. In response to the suggestion that he is digressing from his principal subject,
Clamence says: “I am sticking to my subject with all that about friends and connections.”
Ibid., 32.

113. Ibid., 138-144. Roughly the description of his vocation as judge-penitent.

114. Ibid., 33, 34, 48, 50, 55, 58, 68, 76, 102, 142. These are only the explicit references.
There are many others that make precisely the same admission without the overt

language.
115. Ibid., 73.

116. See John Burnaby, Amor Dei, (Nbrwich: The Canterbury Press, 1991).

117. Saint Augustine, The City of God, trans. Gerald Walsh, Demetrius Zema, Grace
Monahan, Daniel Honan (New York: Image Books, 1958), Book XIV.

118. Albert Camus, The Fall, 109.
119.Ibid,, 117.

120. Ibid., 68.

121. Ibid., 67.

122. Ibid., 64-65.

123. Ibid.

124. Ibid., 11. The Soviets are the main target of Camus’ critique of totalitarianism in The
Rebel. See Albert Camus, The Rebel, 226-245.

125. In The Rebel Camus gives the example of the town of Lidice as evidence of this
attempt by the Nazis to erase all evidence of their crimes. See Ibid., 184-185.
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126. Ibid. The story received popular attention through the publication of William
Styron’s novel, Sophie’s Choice.

127. Albert Camus, The Fall, 7.
128. Ibid., 8.

129. Ibid., 46.

130. Ibid., 14.

131. Ibid., 7.

132. Ibid., 45. This is clearly a criticism of people like Sartre and Merleau-Ponty, who
provided Stalinism with arguments to justify its crimes.

133. Ibid., 6.
134. Ibid., 45.

135. Camus raises the same problem in The Rebel, though he does not answer it there.
Consider the following remarks from the Introduction: “In more naive times, when the
tyrant razed cities for his own greater glory, when the slave chained to the conqueror’s
chariot was dragged through the rejoicing streets, when enemies were thrown to the wild
beasts in front of the assembled people, the conscience could remain firm and judgement
clear. But slave camps beneath the flag of freedom, massacres justified by a the love of
man or a taste for the superhuman, in one sense cripple judgement.” Albert Camus,
Essais, 413.

136. Albert Camus, The Fall, 39.
137. Ibid., 38-39.
138. Ibid.

139. The self-love formulation, his good deeds, and the notion of completion are all
thinly veil references to Saint Augustine, whose work Camus explored in Christian
Metaphysics and Neoplatonism. The Vert-Galant is of course Henry IV. Clamence is fond
of such comparisons. Earlier in the text he writes of himself: “Half-Cerdan, half de
Gaulle, if you will.” Albert Camus, The Fall, 54. Toward the end of the book the
comparisons finally reflect Clamence’s real ambitions: the pope, John the Bapist, Jesus,
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and God himself. Ibid., 120-ff, 146, 143.
140. Ibid., 39.
141. Ibid., 96.
142, Tbid.
143. Tbid., 89-91; 86-89.
144. Ibid., 89-90.

145. Plato, Gorgias, trans. James H. Nichols (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1998),
512e.

146. Ibid., 511a.

147. Plato, Phaedo, trans. Hugh Tredennick, in The Collected Dialogues of Plato, eds.
Edith Hamilton and Huntington Cairns (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1961),
64a.

148. Albert Camus, The Fall, 80.
149. Tbid., 86.

150. Plato, The Republic of Plato, trans. Allan Bloom (New York: Basic Books, 1968),
604bc.

151. Plato, The Laws of Plato, trans. Thomas Pangle (Chicago: The University of
Chicago Press, 1980), 803b.

152. Ibid., 803c-¢.
153. Albert Camus, The Fall, 88.

154. Camus has more than a passing acquaintance with Plato’s dialogue. It likely was a
mix of direct reading in the dialogues and the work on Plato done by his friend, Brice
Parain. See Albert Camus, “On a Philosophy of Expression,” in Lyrical and Critical
Essays, 228-241.

155. Ibid., 803c.
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156. This is consistent with an argument that Camus makes on several occasions. He
admitted to having a “sense of the sacred” or divine but did not believe in an after life.
Christianity’s apocalyptic aspirations compromised its ethical insight regarding divine
reality. See Albert Camus, Lyrical and Critical Essays, 364. Camus offers a similar
insight in the following remark: “The limits. Thus I shall say that there are mysteries it is
suitable to enumerate and to mediate. Nothing more.” Albert Camus, Notebooks 1942-
1951,126.

157. Consider the following remark from chapter four: “Most often, on the other hand,
we confess to those who are like us and who share our weaknesses. Hence we don’t want
to improve ourselves or be bettered, for we should first have to be judged in default.”
Albert Camus, The Fall, 83. Or this: After describing his performance during the
motorcycle incident, he wonder about a different sort of response about which there is
absolutely nothing impossible: “If I had been the friend of truth and intelligence I claimed
to be, what would that episode have mattered to me? It was already forgotten by those
who had witnessed it. I’d have barely accused myself of having got angry over nothing
and also, having got angry, of not having managed to face up to the consequences of my
anger, for want of presence of mind.” Ibid., 55. Or this. After saying that slavery with a
smile in inevitable, Clamence suggests that we could also face up to the situation much
more honestly. “We owe them that compensation, don’t we? In that way, [by refusing to
admit what we are doing] they will continue to smile and we shall maintain our good
conscience. Otherwise, we’d be obliged to reconsider our opinion of ourselves; we’d go
mad with suffering, or even become modest — for everything would be possible.” Ibid.,
47.

158. Concerning the hypothetical nature of the image, see Ibid., 110.
159. Ibid., 96.

160. Ibid., 141-142.

161. Ibid., 96.

162. Ibid., 72.

163.1bid., 96.

164. Ibid., 97.
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165. For a good discussion of the modern conception of the physical universe and its
teleological aspriations see Eric Voegelin, “The Moving Soul” in The Collected Works of
Eric Voegelin, Vol. 28, What is History? And Other Late Unpublished Writings, eds.
Thomas Hollweck and Paul Caringella (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press,
1990), 163-172.

166. See Jean Baudrillard, The Perfect Crime.

167. Ibid.

168. For an further elaboration of the meaning of this distinction, see Eric Voegelin,
“Configurations of History,” in The Collected Works of Eric Voegelin, Vol. 12, Published
Essays 1966-1985, ed. Ellis Sandoz (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press,
1990), 95-114.

169. Albert Camus, The Fall, 97.

170. Camus is ambivalent about the role of Israel in the advent of modernity. See my
discussion of this ambivalence in chapter two above.

171. Ibid. The lines with which this passage concludes are a joke at Sartre’s and
Jeanson’s expense. “Since then, Greece itself drifts somewhere within me, on the edge of
my memory, tirelessly... Hold on, I, too, am drifting. I am becoming lyrical! Stop me,
cher, 1 beg you.” In their responses to The Rebel both men mocked Camus’ lyricism as
beautiful but empty speech. Camus pays them back by showing them the kind of
company their mockery has them keep. See Francis Jeanson, “Albert Camus ou I’ame
révoltée,” Les temps modernes, no. 79 (mai 1952), 2070-2090. See also Jean-Paul Sartre,
“Réponse 4 Albert Camus,” Les temps modernes, no. 82 (aoiit 1952), 334-353.

172. Albert Camus, The Fall, 98.

173. The playfulness is apparent in the language of the description: “I felt as if we were
scudding along, night and day, on the crest of short, cool waves in a race full of spray and
laughter.” The sense of measure is found in the images of clarity, the absence of
confusion, and the corresponding ability to navigate among the islands meaningfully.

174. This notion of harmony with oneself and the world is a constant theme in Camus’
early writings. Its content here matches those early work perfectly. See The Wrong Side
and the Right Side and Nuptials in Albert Camus, Lyrical and Critical Essays, 19-105.
See also Camus’ 1958 Preface to the former work in Ibid., 5-17.
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175. This is not an ideological assertion. It may be that the Greeks are the best in the
West. But Clamence suggests that similar insights and practices can be found in the
“Orient” also. Ibid.

176. Kierkegaard was right in his account of this opposition but wrong in his assessment
of which side to prefer. “Very often, however, it is overlooked that the opposite of sin is
by no means virtue... No the opposite of sin is faith, as it says in Romans 14:23:
‘whatever does not proceed from faith is sin’.” Seren Kierkegaard, The Sickness Unto
Death: A Christian Psychological Exposition for Upbuilding and Awakening, 82.
Whatever is not faith is sin, and that includes virtue. Camus explores the formulation in
Christian Metaphysics and Neoplatonism.

177. Friedrich Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil: A Prelude to a Philosophy of the
Future, trans. Walter Kaufmann (New York: Vintage Books, 1966), Part Four, 168.

178. Albert Camus, The Fall, 83-84.
179. Ibid., 84.

180. Ibid., 83.

181. Ibid., 14.

182. Ibid., 116.

183. The follow account is derived largely from Kierkegaard. See Seren Kierkegaard, The
Concept of Anxiety: A Simple Psychologically Orienting Deliberation on the Dogmatic
Issue of Hereditary Sin, ed. and trans. Reidar Thomte (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1980).

184. Genesis 3: 7, King James Bible.

185. See Camus discussion of this teaching in his chapter on Augustine in Christian
Metaphysics and Neoplatonism.

186. In the modern period, the most vivid depiction of that movement from a Christian
standpoint is the character Ivan Karamazov in Dostoevsky’s The Brother Karamazov. See
particularly the chapters “Rebellion” and “The Grand Inquisitor.” Fyoder Dostoevsky,
The Brothers Karamazov, trans. Constance Garnett (New York: W. W. Norton &
Company, 1976).
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187. In the Christian theology that grew out of this doctrine the experience has become
even more complex and dialectical. The usual practice is to direct any criticism of the
condition back to the critic as further evidence of his sinful nature generally.

188. This teaching is expressed with great clarity by Kierkegaard. “It is specifically the
concept of sin, the teaching about sin, that most decisively differentiates Christianity
qualitatively from paganism, and this is also why Christianity very consistently assumes
that neither paganism nor the natural man knows what sin is; in fact, it assumes that there
has to be a revelation from God to show what sin is.” Seren Kierkegaard, The Sickness
Unto Death: A Christian Psychological Exposition for Upbuilding and Awakening, 89.

189. Albert Camus, The Fall, 117.

190. In the Republic Socrates tells Glaucon in the Republic, “‘it is finest to keep as quiet
as possible in misfortunes and not be irritated, since the good and bad in such things
aren’t plain, nor does taking it hard get one anywhere, nor are any of the human things
worthy of great seriousness; and being in pain is an impediment to the coming of that
thing the support of which we need as quickly as possible in these cases.” ‘What do you
mean?’ he said. ‘Deliberation,’ I said, ‘about what has happened’.” Plato, Republic, trans.
Allan Bloom (New York: Basic Books Inc., 1968), 604bc.

191. Dostoevsky’s account of the teachings of Father Zosima is one of the best
contemporary discussions of this aspiration. Fyoder Dostoevsky, The Brothers
Karamazov, 266-303. See particularly the section entitled “Of Prayer, of Love, and of
Contact with Other Worlds,” 297-300.

192. Albert Camus, The Fall, 109-110.
193. Ibid., 110.

194. “With the intelligent ones it takes time. It is enough to explain the method fully to
them. They don’t forget it; they reflect. Sooner or later, half as a game and half out of
emotional upset, they give up and tell all.” Ibid., 141.

195. Ibid., 138.

196. See Nietzsche’s history of the origin of Christianity in The Anti-Christ. Friedrich
Nietzsche, Twilight of the Idols/The Anti-Christ, trans. R. J. Hollingdale (London;
Penguin Classics, 1990), 24-27. For a similar account, see also Friedrich Nietzsche, On
the Genealogy of Morals/Ecce Homo, trans. Walter Kaufmann and R. J. Hollingdale
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(New York: Vintage Books, 1989).

197. As Clamence makes absolutely clear, he absolves no one. Albert Camus, The Fall,
143.

198. Clamence’s ultimately aim is to elevate himself to a position from which he can
judge all things. “How intoxicating to feel like God the Father and to hand out definitive
testimonials of bad character and habits.” Ibid., 143.

199. See Martin Buber’s essay “The Tree of Knowledge.” There Buber writes of the fall:
“This stern benefaction is preceded by the passing of sentence. It announces no radical
alteration of that which already exists; it is only that all things are drawn into the
atmosphere of oppositeness... But the curse conceals a blessing. From the seat, which had
been made ready for him, man is sent out upon a path, his own, the human path. That this
is the path into the world’s history, that only through it does the world have a history —
and a historical goal — must, in his own way, have been felt by the narrator.” Martin
Buber, On the Bible: Eighteen Studies, ed. Nahum Glatzer, (New York: Schocken
Books,1982), 21.

200. The “means” formulation is evident in the following lines: “Because I longed for
eternal life, I went to bed with harlots and drank for nights on end.” Albert Camus, The
Fall, 102.

201. Ibid.

202. Plato, Republic, 614b-621d. Unlike the extraordinary violence and sexual disquiet (I
will not say repression) that runs throughout the account in Revelation, the Republic
offers a sustained criticism of such things, whether in this life or the next, and encourages
measure and good judgement in comparison.

203. Albert Camus, The Fall, 142-143.
204. Ibid., 141.

205. Ibid., 141-142.

206. Ibid., 34.

207. Ibid., 84-85.
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208. “Covered with ashes, tearing my hair, my face scored by clawing, but with piercing
eyes, I stand before all humanity recapitulating my shames without losing sight of the
effect I am producing, and saying: ‘I was the lowest of the low.” Then imperceptibly I
pass from the ‘I’ to the ‘we.” When I get to ‘This is what we are,’ the trick has been
played and I can tell them off. I am like them, to be sure; we are in the soup together.
However, I have the superiority in that I know it and this gives me the right to speak.”
Ibid., 140.

209. Ibid., 85.

210. “What can one do to become another? Impossible. One would have to cease being
anyone, forget oneself for someone else, at least once. But how?” Ibid., 144-145.

211. Ibid,, 117.
212. Ibid., 142.
213. Ibid.

214. For a good discussion of the Nazi practice and ideology, see James Rhodes, The
Hitler Movement: A Modern Millenarian Movement (Stanford: The Hoover Institution
Press, 1980). For an comprehensive analysis of the Soviet prison system and its aims, see
Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, The Gulag Archipelago, Vols. 1-3, trans. Thomas P. Whitney
(New York: Harper & Row, Publishers, 1973-1974). For an interesting discussion of the
modern technological pursuit of perfection and its consequences, see Jean Baudrillard,
The Perfect Crime.

215. See Norman Cohn, Cosmos, Chaos, and the World to Come: The Ancient Roots of
Apocalyptic Faith, 2™ ed. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2001).

216. See Francis Fukuyama, The End of History and the Last Man (New York: Perennial,
1992). See also Eric Voegelin, The New Science of Politics (Chicago: The University of
Chicago Press, 1952).

217. Albert Camus, The Fall, 117-118.

218. The concrete consequences of these movements have been well documented.
Stéphane Courtois estimates that the ‘Communist’ wing of modernity alone is responsible
for the deaths of almost 100 people. See Stéphane Courtois ef al., The Black Book of
Communism, trans. Jonathan Murphy and Mark Kramer (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 1999), 4.
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219. Clamence discovers this limitation earlier in the book during his discussion of
women. If you kill everyone, who will be left to adore you? Ibid., 67, 143.

220. See Albert Camus, “Helen’s Exile” and “Prometheus in the Underworld” in Lyrical
and Critical Essays, 148-142, 148-153.

221. See Niall Ferguson, The War of the World: Twentieth Century Conflict and the
Descent of the West (London: Penguin Books, 2006), xxxiv.

222. Albert Camus, Essais, 413.

223. Thucydides, History of the Peloponnesian War, trans. Benjamin Jowett (Amherst:
Prometheus Books, 1998), 11, 41.

224. Camus makes a similar point in The Rebel about the manner in which Callicles
objects to Socrates notion of virtue in the Gorgias. “Even when Plato anticipates, with
Callicles, the most common type of Nietzschean, even when the latter exclaims: ‘But
when a man appears who has the necessary character...he will escape, he will trample on
our formulas, our magic spells, our incantations, and the laws, which are all, without
exception, contrary to nature. Our slave has rebelled and has shown himself to be the
master’ — even then, though he rejects law, he speaks in the name of nature.” Albert
Camus, The Rebel, 27-28. Like so much of the analysis of The Rebel, Camus does not
pause here to work out the consequences of this important insight.

225. Thucydides, History of the Peloponnesian War, 1, 76.

226. See Niccold Machiavelli, The Prince, trans. Harvey Mansfield (Chicago: The
University of Chicago Press, 1998).

227. “[Joseph] Maistre hated Greece (it also irked Marx, who found any form of beauty
under the sun completely alien), of which he said that it had corrupted Europe by
bequeathing it its spirit of division. It would have been more appropriate to say that Greek
thought was the spirit of unity, precisely because it could not do without intermediaries,
and because it was, on the contrary, quite unaware of the historical spirit of totality, which
was invented by Christianity and which, cut off from its religious origins, threatens the
life of Europe today. ‘Is there a fable, a form of madness, a vice which has not a Greek
name, a Greek emblem, or a Greek mask?’ We can ignore the outraged puritanism. This
passionate denunciation expresses the spirit of modernity at variance with the ancient
world and in direct continuity with authoritarian socialism.” Albert Camus, The Rebel,
193. As to the Greeks at their worst, Camus writes: “The Greeks are never vindictive. In
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their most audacious flights they always remain faithful to the idea of moderation, a
concept they deified. Their rebel does not range himself against all creation, but against
Zeus, who is never anything more than one god among many and who himself was
mortal... It is a question settling a particular account, of a dispute about what is good, and
not a universal struggle between good and evil.” Albert Camus, The Rebel, 27.

228. Albert Camus, The Fall, 11.
229, Ibid., 7-8.
230. Ibid., 58, 63-67.

231. Niccold Machiavelli, The Prince, XVIII. “A prince should take care that nothing
escape his mouth that is not full of the above-mentioned five qualities and that, to see him
and hear him, he should appear all mercy, all faith, all honesty, all humanity, and all
religion. And nothing is more necessary to appear to have than this last quality. Men in
general judge more by their eyes than by their hands, because seeing is given to everyone,
touching to few. Everyone sees how you appear, few touch what you are.”

232. Albert Camus, The Fall, 117. Camus’ criticism of the doctrines of the fall and
original sin and his understanding of their connection to modernity date back at least to
1950. “The revolutionary spirit rejects original sin. By so doing, he sinks into it. The
Greek spirit doesn’t think about it. By so doing, it escapes it.” Albert Camus, Notebooks
1942-1951, 265.

233. Ibid., 109; Albert Camus, Thédtre, récits, nouvelles (Paris: Gallimard, 1962), 1531.

234. “For the past two thousand years the Greek value has been constantly and
persistently slandered. in this regard Marxism took over from Christianity.” Albert
Camus, Notebooks 1942-1951, 263.

235. Albert Camus, Lyrical and Critical Essays, 357.
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Chapter Four: Before the Fall
Learn to love what is imperfect.

Albert Camus

The First Man is an incomplete manuscript that was published posthumously
some thirty-five years after Camus’ death.! All that we possess is the first part of the text
and perhaps a portion of the second, both of which are unedited.> Camus’ notes indicate
that the original plan of the novel was a triptych organized according to three themes or
subjects: “1% Part: The Nomads, 2™ Part: The First Man, 3" Part: The Mother.” The
organization seems to have changed in the writing. The title of the first part in the extant
manuscript is not “The Nomads™ but “Search for the Father.”™ I think this change is
significant for the book’s symbolism, but more of that in a moment. The text is an
autobiographically inspired narrative that traces the journey of a young man from the
poorest neighbourhoods of Algiers to the heights of European power and fame. The
manuscript breaks off before giving an account of his life in the later dispensation. What
we learn of mostly in The First Man are Jacques Cormery’s various attempts to gain some
knowledge of his father and of his childhood and adolescence in Belcourt, the poor
quarter of Algiers where Camus himself was raised. Because of its incomplete character
anything we say about the book will therefore be tentative and provisional at best. We
simply do not know what Camus would have done with the manuscript had he lived to

complete it. But that limitation having been admitted, there are nonetheless a number of
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things we do know about the book, particularly about its responses to the types of
questions I have been exploring in this work. The following chapter is my attempt to
explain some of them. |

My analysis of The First Man is comprised of two parts. The first part is an
interpretation of the manner in which Camus recasts the experience of suffering or
misfortune from which Christian and modern apocalyptic formulations arise in
commonsense language symbols derived from his own early experience of life. Camus’
aim in reinterpreting these» experiences in this way is to offer an alternative account that
better explains their nature while also easing the apocalyptic ambitions that they are used
to justify. The second part examines Camus’ use of a particular Greek text — Plato’s
Symposium — as a template for organizing the general structure of the book and
illuminating the meaning of several of Jacques’ early religious and philosophical
experiences. This textual organization of The First Man continues the recasting of
experience that I describe in part one. But it also adds to that analysis by indicating in an
exemplary way how the Greeks generally and Plato in particular offer more compelling
accounts of this range of experience. These insights raise two further questions
concerning the construction of The First Man. The first concerns its relationship to the
analysis of The Fall; the second the manner in which it completes the project of the
cyclical books. A few words in response to both questions will help to orient my

discussion.
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The First Man returns to the experiential sources of Camus’ best insights into
human nature® as required by the plan of the cyclical book and it completes the analysis of
The Fall by continuing its religious symbolism and making good on its promise of an
account that is free of the distorting influence of the Christian doctrine. As to the latter
aim the most obvious connection between the two texts is found in the symbolism of their
titles. The reversal of the chronology of the events of the biblical account is our first
indication of the meaning of that symbolism. In The Fall Camus argues that it is precisely
the Christian doctrine of the fall and its various modern appropriations that are
responsible for the apocalyptic excesses of our time. His analysis of Clamence’s “fall”
and the manner in which he reformulates the experience illuminates the character of the
Christian teaching and the motives for its creation. To state Camus’ main critical insight
simply, there is no fall. The Christian teaching is not a description of the human condition
but a construction that serves several different purposes simultaneously, the most
significant of which is to satisfy human self-love in a way that shields it from reproach
and self-criticism more effectively than the various strategies of the ancients.® In The Fall
Camus analyzes that teaching critically but does not offer an account of human life that is
free of its influence. That positive account does not come until The First Man. In this
book Camus sets out to describe the character of human life as it is before the fall or apart
from the influence of the Christian teaching about that event. He concludes that like

Jacques Cormery we are all the first man.” To see this is all we need do is look around
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and within us and describe what we see and feel.® Camus’ book is exemplary because it
provides us with a vivid and compelling image of how these things are done and reminder
of all that we have lost in our frantic rush for perfection.

* * *

The First Man opens with an exploration of Jacques Cormery’s attempt to learn
something about his father. Henri Cormery was killed in 1914 during the Battle of the
Marne when Jacques was only one year old.” Apart from a few scraps of information here
and there Jacques manages to learns almost nothing about the man through his various
inquires and conversations. His mother cannot even recall with any certainty his full
name, let alone the sorts of things Jacques seeks to know.'® Jacques’ mature explanation
of this oblivion of the past is both social and natural. For the poor the demands of the
present are so overwhelming and imperious that there is little time for reflection on what
has been. There is a physical or economic component to this absence of memory: there
are fewer “landmarks in space” in the lives of the poor because they “seldom leave the
place where they live”; and there are fewer landmarks in time because their lives “are
gray and featureless.”'! There is also a cosmological component to the explanation.
Jacques usually associates it with the bareness of North Africa and the manner in which it
relentlessly draws back into itself all traces of human civilization.'> Compared to this
landscape human life is but a fleeting shadow to which people vainly try to give

permanence. The poor are more in accord with this aspect of the cosmos than are the rich
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and ambitious who seek by all means to endure and stand out. For Jacques’ family, and
particularly for his mother, it is otherwise. Everything gets swallowed up in a
forgetfulness that is virtually complete. And so he is able to discover almost nothing
about his father apart from a few briefly stated facts and characteristics."

The failure proves instructive. The genealogical analysis provides Jacques with
some insight into his father’s character and also into his own. But the real lessons come
only after he abandons that analysis and faces directly the world that draws all human
things into this oblivion or forgetfulness, rich and poor alike. The genealogy was Jacques’
attempt to discover who he was or his nature. In this context nature means the sorts of
things he claims to have lacked while growing up in Algiers — ethics, guidance, religion.
“And the sons and grandsons of these had found themselves on this land as he himself
had, with no past, without ethics, without guidance, without religion.”"* But what Jacques
eventually learns is that these absences are neither unnatural nor lamentable and that
neither is the absence of his father in either a physical or symbolic sense. Fathers die
before their sons, particularly in times of war. That is the order of life. And war itself is
not unnatural.’* Moreover the world is not without order. The absence of guidance, ethics,
and religion notwithstanding, that order is apparent to both the haves and have-nots of
human culture and civilization through its quiet but abiding presence, though that
presence may also be ignored or silenced. In The First Man history, culture, and

civilization are almost always presented as human constructs — artificial and ephemeral
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though also somehow necessary.'® The world is what endures. It may be less forthcoming
with its lessons than most human traditions, but they are ultimately more instructive and
salutary.!” This is why Jacques ultimately learns more about his father through the
random stories of those who first settled in Algeria and from his observation of the lives
of those who now inhabit it than he does frofn all his genealogical efforts.'® His father’s
truest nature and his own are writ large across the land that stands before him each day
and before all others who inhabit it.' Henri Cormery is the first man, but so is Jacques,
and so is every human being born into the world.”® This understanding runs throughout
the book as a guide for the analysis and the source from which arises its emotional
climate. It is the reason why the account of life that it offers is completely free of the
world weariness of a doctrine like Augustine’s saeculum senescens and the boredom of
the post-historical life of post-modern man.?!

* * *

The first thing one notices when reading The First Man is the extraordinary
density or richness of the experiences Camus describes. Camus once lamented the
disappearance of landscapes from modern art. Here they come back with a vengeance.
The sounds and smells and even the climate of North Africa are felt on almost every
page. The world that Camus depicts is dense with real things that shake or move Jacques
in various ways. The smell of the cedar chips at the cooperage, the dusty and sun-baked

streets of Belcourt on a Sunday afternoon in August, and the dark and foreboding yard
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where he goes to fetch the chicken for slaughter — all this reveals a world full of meaning,
sometimes frighteningly so. This type of description is intentional. In The Rebel Camus
argues that the principal problem with the Christian teaching about the drama of fall and
redemption is that it “empties the world of its substance.”” The argument is roughly
equivalent to Voegelin’s notion of dedivinization but without the approbative sense that
Voegelin occasionally attaches to it It captures the sense of emptiness that modern
philosophy either relishes or bravely attempts to overcome and gives an account of its
origin.”* Camus’ response to the problem in The First Man is more compelling than even
the best arguments of The Myth of Sisyphus and The Rebel because it refuses to accept the
problem on its own terms and instead offers an affirmative account that rests on simple
observation and description, albeit very astute observation and description. The human
will is not as powerful as we might be tempted to think by the accomplishments of our
technologically driven science; and despite the presuppositions of our leading ideologies
the world is never silent.””> What Camus says about the struggles and meanings it entails
corrects these modern assumptions and replaces their apocalyptic excesses with truer,
more moderate explanations of the character of human life. I turn to those explanations
now. They form the heart of Camus’ positive analysis in The First Man.

There are hope and despair and tension and opposition in the world of The First
Man because such things exist in life. But they are not conceived apocalyptically. There is

a sense of measure in the way Jacques describes almost everything he experiences or
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witnesses. Moderate does not mean mediocre or complacent, however. There is a richness
to his judgement that is less intense or exciting than what we find in apocalyptic accounts
but far more meaningful once the religious and modern pyrotechnics have abated. It may
not thrill in the same way, but the wisdom Jacques offers is something that will get you to
work in the morning.

It is difficult to say which tension or opposition is most basic in The First Man
and which best accounts for the character of life as Jacques experiences it. Is it Jacques’
poverty and the silence of his mother versus the world of learning and culture he
discovers at the lycée and in books?*® Or is it the anonymity of North Africa in
comparison to the fame and notoriety he achieves in Europe??’ Or are these merely two
sides of the same coin? In The Wrong Side and the Right Side Camus says that he does
not want to choose between the wrong and right sides of the world and does not like a
choice to be made.? The magnanimity of this statement is due to his awareness of his
natality and mortality.”” Camus has preferences, certainly. The beauty of Venice and
Genoa is for him preferable to the damp gray loneliness of Prague.*® Yet life itself
includes both places and its meaning seems to lie in the movement between the two
aspects of the world that they represent. The best life is achieved through the acquisition
of the judgement and insight necessary to negotiate one’s way among these experiences
and to do so sensitively and thoughtfully. You can skip Prague with its dreary darkness if

you wish, but you cannot avoid the darkness in life that Prague represents and that is
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found in Genoa and Venice too.’!

In The First Man good and bad are never understood apocalyptically and they are
never taken as descriptive of any naturally occurring thing. The indices Jacques uses to
describe life are always those of better and worse, not good and evil. The lives of the poor
in Belcourt may be truer or more sound than those of the rich, but they are not for that
reason perfect. Uncle Ernest is an admirable man in many ways, but he is also “ignorant”
and “mulish.”** This is not liberal mediocrity or an unwillingness to make judgements on
Camus’ part. The book is filled with judgements of the rich and poor alike that are
penetrating and insightful. Rather it indicates Camus’ awareness that life simply does not
divide itself neatly into the categories of saved and damned so earnestly employed by
Christian and modern apocalyptic thinkers. Utopian aspirations are usually not content
with promises of perfection in a future dispensation. Perfection or at least intimations of it
must also be experienced in the here and now. Jacques’ descriptions of human nature
undermine this sensibility or aspiration by showing how unfaithful it is to the actual
texture of things and perhaps also by reminding us of a time in our own lives when we
experienced life without the mediating influence of such categories — our childhood.

The moderation of Jacques’ judgement is particularly apparent in the way he
responds to things he finds ugly or repellent. Life in the “light of the first momings of the
world” may be preferable to “the world of the men of his time and its dreadful and

exalted history,” but the latter has to be faced nonetheless and responded to in some
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way.” The opposition between nature and history that Camus occasionally posits in The
Rebel is not present here in any form.* In The First Man history is not nature’s antithesis;
and though the latter may be dreadful, it need not be. Even the men in the story who are
most attuned to nature’s rhythms — Emest, the Arabs, the men at the cooperage — have
histories and are subject to the vicissitudes of time. Indeed they are more so than their
wealthy counterparts because there is little to protect them from history’s harshest
aspects. Their lives, too, are history. Less exalted than the modern versions, certainly, but
for Jacques they offer more fitting examples of how to comport oneself in relation to the
changes and movements that make up human life. Modern history is a corruption of that
effort whose excess lies in its unwillingness to relinquish back to nature and its “immense
oblivion” that portion of reality that is the self. Camus illuminates this excess by
contrasting modernity’s exalted history with Jacques’ reflections on his father’s grave and
his own mortality.

And yet now he knew from the bottom of his heart that Saint-Brieuc and what it
represented had never been anything to him, and he thought of the worn and
green-encrusted gravestones he had just left, acknowledging with a strange sort of
pleasure that death would return him to his true homeland and, with its immense
oblivion, would obliterate the memory of that alien and ordinary man who had
grown up, had built in poverty, without help or deliverance, on a fortunate shore
in the light of the first morning of the world, and then alone, without memories
and without faith, he had entered the world of the men of his time and their
dreadful and exalted history.*

We all owe nature a death. Though we may try to deceive ourselves that this is not so,

such ambitions do not often repay the effort necessary to sustain them. Usually they result
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in little more than empty, wooden images of our self-love, and not the living virtues and
insights necessary to the best life. Camus offers an account of this disposition in Nuptials.
“The most loathsome materialism is not the kind people usually think of, but the sort that
attempts to let dead ideas pass for living realities, diverting into sterile myths the stubborn
and lucid attention we give to what we have within us that must forever die.”*

The same type of moderation is apparent in Jacques’ other judgements. One of the
best examples is found in his partial reformulation of the communist/bourgeois
opposition. Against the revolutionary teaching of the Marxists he claims that while the
various working class groups of Algeria are generally tolerant of one another they are
extremely xenophobic and in no way the model proletariat of the ideology when it comes
to matters of employment. The men in Jacques’ life would accuse “in turn the Italians, the
Spaniards, the Jews, the Arabs, and finally the whole world of stealing their work.”*’” The
point of the accusations is not a desire for mastery or wealth or leisure as the socialist
ideology claims, but ironically for more servitude.

It was not for mastery of the earth or privileges of wealth and leisure that these

unexpected nationalists were contending against other nationalities; it was for the

privilege of servitude. Work in this neighborhood was not a virtue but a necessity
that, in order to survive, led to death.*®
This analysis violates the Marxist doctrine in a variety of ways, but nowhere more so than

in its claim that there are aspects of human life that affect the movements of history other

than the economic ones recognized and taught by the official doctrine. Moreover it does
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so in a way that contradicts the doctrine’s claim to establish historical and economic
perfection or to be the harbinger of that perfection.

A similar sort of critique is apparent in Jacques’ assessment of the other side of
the opposition, the bourgeois. During one of his summer holidays Jacques is forced by his
grandmother to work in order to support the family and is made to lie publically for the
privilege of doing so.* The job is simple office work and Jacques despises it. The
problem is not that he is unwilling to work but that the work itself is empty or
meaningless. Unlike the work he witnessed in the cooperage, where the efforts of a
skilled craftsman would lead to the construction of an object “the worker could
contemplate,” here the work produces nothing.”

[TThis office work came from nowhere and led nowhere. Selling and buying,

everything turned on these ordinary, petty actions. Although he had lived till then

in poverty, it was in this office that Jacques discovered the mundane, and he wept
for what he had lost.*!

This is an astute analysis. The world has its emptiness and life can be harsh and
bleak. But these are not the same thing as the emptiness Jacques discovers through his
brief stint in the world of bourgeois capital. With the little he has Jacques still feels richer
than those who inhabit this world and live according to its aspirations. Whether through

neglect or ambition or some strange religious aspiration*

their actions open up an
artificial emptiness below or beyond the natural emptiness of the world that Jacques

describes elsewhere.* Yet the bourgeois are not for all that evil.* Jacques describes the
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disposition of those he encounters in the office and tries to account for their presence
there. But his descriptions of their failings never go beyond the normal range of human
vice — servility, inattention, resentment.*’ This does not mean that Jacques sits lightly to
such motivations and dispositions or to the “soulless” emptiness they encourage.*® He
does not. Camus allows his distaste for these things to be felt through a chanhing scene in
which Jacques, fed up with the meaninglessness of his daily routine, seeks a reprieve by
escaping to the dingy courtyard behind the office where he can savour the pungent “odor
of urine” emanating from the Turkish toilet.*” And we should not forget the other
experience that Camus associates with Jacques’ escape from the stifling bourgeois world.
Beyond the familiar odors of the neighbourhood stirring within him there is another
obscure desire he experiences that is associated with the glimpse he catches of Mrs.
Raslin’s legs.*

We can sense from these images just how far down the ladder of human ambitions
bourgeois capital is for Camus without falling prey to any apocalyptic judgement about its
character. In this regard Camus’ assessment is even more penetrating than Marx’s, who
repeats the ugliness and violence of the bourgeois world in his own revolutionary
politics.*

There is another example of the moderation of Jacques’ judgement that merits
discussion because it corrects a misunderstanding that appears occasionally in The Rebel

and that underlies in part the apocalyptic aspirations explored in The Fall. It occurs
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during his visit to the veterans hospital where he encounters concretely the consequences
of war and the nature of human suffering.® Apocalyptic accounts interpret suffering and
evil as objections to human existence as we experience it in the present and argue that
they provide the clearest grounds we have for needing a world other than the one we
have.’! Just as Clamence exacerbates the nature of his fall all the better to justify his
utopian solution, apocalyptic thinkers exacerbate the nature of human suffering in order
to justify their utopian aims as well as the less than utopian means they claim to be
necessary in order to achieve them. Confusion about this structure of apocalyptic thinking
is what most compromises the argument of The Rebel. Though Camus’ principal aim in
that book is to critique the excesses of these apocalyptic aspirations he sometimes accepts
the exacerbated or distorted account of human suffering on which they rely for their
meaning.*? This is what creates the impression that the book’s argument is self-defeating
or circular and the sense that Camus is favourably disposed, if not to apocalyptic modes
of thought themselves, then at least to the problems in human existence from which they
derive their meaning.”® In The First Man this confusion is eliminated, yet the significance
of the account that replaces it is easily overlooked because of the subtly of its expréssion
and its freedom from the apocalyptic structures that we now tend to take as paradigmatic
of all meaningful speech about these experiences. In The First Man Camus’ account is so
quietly commonsensical we have to be careful that we do not miss it. The general |

emotional and intellectual climate of the book is one of a deep and sane humanity and a
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generous but un-blinkered moral clarity. Yet as apparent as that humanity and clarity are
to the reader they still require some unpacking.

Jacques’ account of his visit to the hospital is written from the point of view of a
fourteen-year old boy and therefore belies the normal types of immaturity that one
expects from a child that age. The other thing to keep in mind is that Jacques is not
speaking about his own suffering, so his clarity or objectivity may be greater than what
we might otherwise expect. Had Camus completed the book to the point when Jacques
reaches the age of seventeen we would likely have known his response to that problem.
Seventeen is the age when Camus himself suffered his first serious bout of tuberculosis.*
These qualifications notwithstanding there is real insight in what Jacques’ says about the
way we experience human suffering that goes some way to clarifying and healing our

apocalyptic excesses.

The most obvious thing about the account is that there is no excessive lamentation
about the misfortune of the veterans and no panegyric to the irreparable nature of human
suffering. This descriptive moderation is apparent throughout the book but it is
particularly evident in the episode with the veterans. Lamentation is of course a fitting
human response to suffering and misfortune. According to Socrates in the Republic it is
something that human beings desire by nature.” Yet excessive preoccupation with
suffering is neither salutary nor conducive to good judgement. Though it might be going

too far to draw parallels between Jacques’ reflections on the misfortune of the veterans
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and Socrates’ declaration of the need for “deliberation” in the midst of our worst
sufferings, there is nonetheless a remarkable similarity between the two accounts in terms
of the patterns of response that they recommend.*® Though Jacques experiences
compassion for the veterans, which is the active component of lamentation, he does not
pity them and he does not feel overly sad for them.’” Instead he responds to their
misfortune in the same way that he does to every other new experience he undergoes — he
“immediately incorporate[s] it into [his] view of the world.”*® That incorporation may not
be deliberation in the fullest sense, but it is something akin to it, and it is something that
Jacques and his friends do naturally. The children do not judge “this world of cripples” to
be sad.* This is not because they are cold-hearted but because of what they see in the
veterans themselves. Some are “closed-mouthed and somber,” it is true.®® But the
majority play willingly and mischievously with the children and manage to cope with
their infirmities in some way. This attempt to understand is evidence of the children
practicing the kind of reflection that Socrates recommends as a means of responding to
human suffering and of overcoming its worst temptations. Jacques recognizes these
injuries as corruptions of the natural order of the human body. Indeed witnessing them
makes him reflect on “the miraculous nature of the body’s mechanics” in comparison.®'
But that sober assessment is not the end of the matter. It encourages further reflection. Is
this particular veteran’s suffering bad? If so, how? And what might be done about it?

These are the sorts of questions that are implicit in the responses of Jacques and his
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companions to their encounter with this world of suffering.

The experience also provides them with an opportunity to learn about one of the
principal causes of these things, namely, war. Since Jacques has never experienced war
first hand this bit of instruction offered by the soldiers and staff of the hospital is likely
not equivalent to critical insight. But it does have its effect. It encourages in the children a
certain realism about war and about the fact that it is an inescapable feature of life.®> As
Jacques says, war, too, became “part of their universe” and therefore had to be accounted
for in some way. No doubt the bulk of that accounting would come much later in life. Yet
the start the children receive at the veterans hospital is a good one if they hope to gain a
sense of the many faces of war and its terrible consequences. Moreover, the frankness of
Jacques’ response is the antithesis of modern ideological thinking about war in which
utopian aspirations or ideas replace concrete observation as a means of establishing the
truth of the matter. We may all wish that war were less frequent than it is, and that hope
itself might help to diminish its likelihood in certain circumstances. But hope alone
cannot abolish the dispositions of human nature out of which war and blood lust issue and
a belief in the ultimately salutary effects of the conflicts authorized by a given ideology
will inevitably obscure the real nature of its consequences in a way that Jacques’
immature yet frank observations do not. Jacques himself expresses no such hope and
possesses no ideology. The North African world in which he grew up offers neither.”’ Yet

his realism about the nature of war and its consequences promises a safer and more
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reasonable world and a better understanding of the phenomena than those of his
ideological rivals.®

Jacques’ realism is apparent in another of his responses to the veterans’ injuries —
fear.® After being struck by the extraordinary nature of the body it occurs to him that he
too might be deprived of its wonders. Then “an unreasoning fear at the idea that he too
might be mutilated” takes hold of him, though he soon forgets it.* The easing of
apocalyptic tensions is ultimately salutary but it also comes at a price. Human suffering
may not be an eschatological event of everlasting moment, but it has its harsh aspects
nonetheless and they must be faced honestly and directly. Violent mutilation is
undesirable and Jacques is right to fear it. This is a normal human response. While
hobbled briefly by a sprained ankle Jacques wonders about what life would be like
without the ability to run and play freely.®” The thought expresses a kind of compassion
for the veterans at the same time that it provokes a fear about his own vuinérability. If war
did this to the veterans and even worse to his father, what is to prevent it from happening
to him? The compassion and the fear are reasonable responses. But so too is the fact that
Jacques forgets both of them almost immediately. It may be childish disregard, or an
expression of youth’s almost infinite strength and irrepressible delight in the world. But
interpreted in the broader context of the book it emphasizes that element of good
judgement that knows how to have done with an experience once it has been understood

and how to silence fear or grief for the sake of other, more important considerations.
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That, too, is a form of Socratic deliberation, albeit youthfully expressed.
* * *

I said at the outset of this discussion that it is difficult to know what is the most
basic tension in The First Man, the one that Camus offers in place of the various
apocalyptic formulations that he sought to overcome. There are a number of candidates.
Nietzsche’s distinction between the Apollinian principle of individuation and the
Dionysian movement toward primal unity in The Birth of Tragedy is a possibility. It is
consistent with the tragic nature of Jacques’ account of greatness, but it is less effective at

capturing his moral hesitations about those who aspire to it®*

as well as his reservations
about its opposite — poverty.” Moreover it also tends to reintroduce the divine/human
antithesis that Camus is attempting to supercede as the contradiction on which that
aspiration rests.”” Martin Buber’s distinction between I/Thou relationships and I/It
experiences is another plausible candidate.”” Camus was familiar with Buber’s book and
commented on it favourably in relation to his own work.” Its influence can be seen in
passages that at first glance might appear to support Nietzsche’s interpretation but which
seem closer to Buber’s analysis upon further reflection. In these instances the
individuation/primal unity formulation gives way to something more like Buber’s
distinction between the surface character of I/It experiences and the encounter with

substance afforded by I/Thou relationships. Camus claims that Jacques has two lives. The

first is the “everyday surface of his outward life”’; the second is one whose “history would
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be told as a series of obscure yearnings and powerful indescribable sensations,” from the
fragrance of “jasmine and honeysuckle in the upper neighborhoods” to the warmth of a
woman’s body.” Like I/Thou relationships, the various encounters that make up Jacques’
“second life” always occur in relation to particular things, never in abstraction from them.
Yet they also put him in contact with a world that is somehow boundless or urirestricted
by any phenomenal reality.” This too is consistent with Buber’s account.

It may be that both accounts influenced Camus in some measure and that traces of
them can be found in his work. But I think there is good textual evidence to suggest the
influence of another source in the construction of The First Man that played an even
greater role than either of these two — Plato’s Symposium. First the prima facie evidence.
Camus was certainly familiar with the Symposium as well as with other Platonic
dialogues. He acquired this familiarity in a number of ways — from his research for
Christian Metaphysics and Neoplatonism, from his study of Brice Parain’s work on Plato,
and through his own mature readings of the dialogues.” It is true that there is no sustained
analysis of Plato in Camus’ books. The most Plato gets is a brief allusion here or there.
Yet he is never far from Camus’ mind. And when such allusions do occur they are highly
favourable and most often of some importance for the argument Camus is making.
Usually they point to the folly of modernity or the illusory nature of the goods it offers
and indicate the depth and sanity of the ancient world Plato represents by comparison.”

The other piece of prima facie evidence is apparent in the structure of the cyclical
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books. The planned theme of the third cycle of books was to be love or eros.”” We know
that this cycle was to involve a return to the Greeks and an attempt to determine what had
been lost in the transition from Hellenism to Christianity.” At the confluence of these
ambitions love in the Greek sense emerges as the most obvious candidate for what has
been lost in the West as a result of the advent of Christianity. And if this insight is
coupled with Camus’ abiding preference for Plato, then the Symposium begins to appear
as the obvious place he would look in order to find and then elucidate a Greek
understanding of love. In addition to this prima facie evidence there is also textual
evidence in The First Man that attests to Camus’ use of the Symposium in both its
thematic organization and construction. I will discuss the thematic parallels first, and then
turn to the details of the text’s construction.

The movement between poverty and abundance that Camus describes in his first
books and that he promised would be a central theme of his third novel is indeed apparent
in The First Man.” The poles of that movement are understood and configured in a
number of different ways. First of all there is the trajectory of Jacques’ own life, in which
he moves from economic and cultural poverty to extraordinary riches of both types.®
While we might be tempted to think of this movement as one of straightforward
improvement, it is not. Jacques is extremely successful by any measure, yet he is no
apologist for bourgeois capital. It is therefore not surprising to find him having trouble

putting together these different worlds in the middle period of his life. At one moment he
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declares his preference for the sparseness and anonymity of poverty, and at the next he
declares the impossibility of enduring such a life in comparison to the fullness of the one
he has lived.®! This awkward shuffling back and forth between the relative merits of
poverty and abundance continues for much of the story without ever being adequately
resolved or even understood. I think it would have been resolved had Camus managed to
complete the text, though not in the manner of either capitalism or socialism. Rather 1
believe that the way in which Camus might have approached the problem is indicated in
part through a comparison with his source text — the Symposium. But first a few more
words about other configurations of the themes of poverty and abundance in the text.

It is Jacques who most clearly embodies the movement between poverty and
abundance in the story though that movement is also apparent in other characters.
However that is not the only meaning that the terms have in the analysis. They are also
associated individually with specific characters. Georges Didier personifies wealth, as do
several others of his class, though the rich are not plentiful in this portion of the
manuscript; and there is of course a large cast of characters who exemplify poverty —
Uncle Ernest, Pierre and his family, Daniel. In both of these cases the association carries
with it little dramatic weight. When it comes to Jacques’ parents it is otherwise. Jacques’
mother, Catherine Cormery, is so closely associated with poverty that she emerges as a
symbol of that condition in the economy of the narrative. When Jacques loses his

bearings and forgets the lessons of poverty it is always to his mother and the truth she
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represents that he turns in order to regain them. Camus’ notes for the novel make it clear
that this symbolism was intentional® and would have been worked out in detail in the
.third part of the novel.®

Henri Cormery occupies a similarly important place in the symbolism of the
novel. But it is not poverty that he represents, though when we first meet him he is as
poor as his wife.% Despite this similar circumstance Henri embodies the disposition or
state opposite to the one represented by Catherine Cormery — abundance. Not in the sense
of what he has achieved, however. Henri lives only to the age of twenty-nine and his
accomplishments, though not negligible, are limited.®* Jacques’ most common way of
reflecting on the nature of his life is to associate him with the French colonists of 1849
who were the first modern Europeans to settle in Algeria.*® That group was not rich
either, but their voyage to Africa carried with it both the promise of wealth and the
resourcefulness necessary to bring it about.” There is a criticism of the politics of
colonialism in Jacques’ reflections on this group.*® But there is also admiration and pity
for these tough and determined people who soon find out that their own histories, for
better and worse, are inexorably mixed up with the history of this beautiful but
unforgiving land.* According to Jacques Henri is like‘them and shares their
resourcefulness. Only twice in the story do we meet Henri in real time and on both
occasions he proves to be equal to the difficult circumstances in which he finds himself.*

Despite the extraordinary hardships his family faces Henri manages to provide for them,
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even after his death.” And when he is finally defeated it will be due not to a personal
failing but a shell fragment through his skull.

There is one final use of the terms poverty and abundance in The First Man. In
addition to their descriptions of different dispensations of Jacques’ life and their
identification with specific characters in the story, Camus complicates their usage by also
having them denote different existential dispositions that are found in all characters
independently of their social class. The economic analysis is sublimated into one in which
poverty and wealth are judged by standards of value other than those recognized and
employed by economic theorists of both the left and the right.” The relative affluence of
the bourgeois world Jacques encounters in the office is to him utter destitution in
comparison to the material and existential riches he enjoys in the far poorer world
Belcourt.”® These types of meaning are also implied in the other two usages of the terms,
certainly. But here they are broadened out to encompass and illuminate the nature of
human life per se. The descriptions of poverty and resource that Camus develops through
accounts of Jacques’ and his father’s lives never remain purely individual; nor do they
denote conditions that are exclusive to those raised in North Africa. Rather they become
part of a broader account though which Camus is able to explore the tensions and
movements of human nature itself. And here as in his description of Jacques’ life, sorting
out the relationship between them gives Camus some trouble. How to describe these

things? What is truer, poverty or abundance? And how should one live given this
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structure of life?

In the 1958 Preface to The Wrong Side and the Right Side in which Camus
announces and anticipates the themes and concerns he wished to explore in his next cycle
of books, he explains the matter in a way that this problematic character disappears,
though not the tension and the terms of the tension themselves. In this text he claims to
feel humility “only in the presence of the poorest lives or the greatest adventures of the
mind. Between the two is a society [he finds] ludicrous.”®* In this formulation poverty and
wealth, the high and the low are not opposed but share a similar nature or insight into the
character of life that unites them. This is particularly apparent when they are compared to
what lies between them - a bourgeois society that Camus claims is ludicrous. The poor,
whether in spirit or materially, are closer to what is real because they have little to shield
them from its worst aspects as from its best. This closeness to real things is also apparent
in those who undertake great adventures of the mind. They dispense with the comforts
and self-satisfaction of bourgeois life in order to pursue the highest things. This does not
mean that the adventurers of the mind experience only what is noble and beautiful while
the poor encounter only what is ugly and harsh. Though there is some truth to this notion,
it would be false to accept it uncritically and without qualification. For Camus both
aspects of life are available to the poor and the great alike. Here as in The First Man what
brings them together is a common need and a shared disposition to see things as they are.

The noble and the beautiful, the ugly and the tragic — these are the stuff of life for all
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human beings. Poverty and resourcefulness denote the nature of human reality, regardless
of age, economic station, or even ability. But what has all this to do with the Symposium?
The analysis of human nature that Camus develops by means of these images
matches the analysis of eros in the Symposium in both its content and its genealogy. It is
difficult to say whether Camus was working with the Symposium directly when he was
writing The First Man, or whether its influence on the composition of the text was more
indirect and atmospheric. Whichever the case the parallels between the two books are
significant and therefore require some explanation. The following analysis reflects what I
have been able to understand about them.
First the genealogical parallels. In the Symposium Socrates/Diotima teaches us
that eros is the son of Poros (resource) and Penia (poverty).
When Aphrodite was born, all the other gods as well as Poros [Resource] the son
of Metis [Intelligence] were at a feast; and when they had dined, Penia [Poverty]
arrived to beg for something — as might be expected at a festivity — and she hung
about near the door. Then Poros got drunk on nectar — for there was not yet wine —
and, heavy of head, went into the garden of Zeus and slept. Then Penia, who
because of her own lack of resources was plotting to have a child made out of
Poros, reclined beside him and conceived Eros.”
The three-part structure of The First Man repeats the triad of Poros, Penia, and Eros of
the Symposium’s genealogy both in form and content. Catherine Cormery is poverty,
Henri resource, and their child, Jacques, is eros. The point of the book is to explore the

dual character of eros through an analysis of Jacques’ life in relation to the existential

poverty and resourcefulness symbolized by his parents. The two texts also match in terms
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of their assessment of the importance of eros for human life. In the Symposium Socrates
claims to “have expert knowledge of nothing but erotics™;* in The First Man Camus
planned to speak of “a certain form of love” and to explore the full amplitude of human
nature by means of its erotic movements.”’

The Symposium analysis, had he managed to complete it, would have ﬁelped
Camus to overcome his occasional worry about the apparent antithesis between poverty
and resource that he sometimes s@ggles with in The First Man. Ever since Augustine’s
reworking of the anthropology of the Symposium in book seven of the Confessions®™ and
his recasting of eros’ unity into two distinct types of love — human and divine — in The
City of God,” these sorts of confusions have carried the day. But they do not exist in the
Symposium itself. The dispositions or states denoted by these terms are not opposed in the
Christian sense, as troubling as their coexistence may sometimes be. Indeed the text does
everything it can to undermine such a supposition.'® The high and the low, poverty and
resource, are bound together in eros and in a human nature that we all share. We are all
like Penia in one sense — uninvited nobodies attempting to bamboozle our way into the
party. But we are also like Poros — we have resources, too, and so there are reasons why
perhaps the door should be opened to us. Both are permanent features of human nature,
apparent in the richest souls as in the poorest, and both are inescapable.

In addition to this general structure of the text there is a particular episode in The

First Man that follows the analysis of the Symposium as a template for its construction.
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Here too the question of whether Camus was working with the Symposium directly
remains open. But there are a sufficient number of parallels between the two texts at least
to suggest a positive answer. The episode in question occurs during Jacques’ celebration
of his First Communion and the subsequent festivities that have been arranged by his
family.'™ The first scene takes place in the Church where Jacques and his fellow initiates
are studying the catechism. The method of instruction is recitation and the “spiritual
training” the boys receive is entirely orthodox. The problem is that it is also entirely
empty because the words it employs “meant absolutely nothing to the young
catechumens.”'”

The catechism and the priest’s instruction are a restatement of Agathon’s speech
in the Symposium. Jacques’ response to it is a repetition of Socrates’ critical assessment
of Agathon’s account. Like the catechism itself Agathon’s speech is orthodox in the
precise sense. It repeats popular opinion but without attempting to improve it or educate
those who hold it.!®® That does not make it as traditionally religious or repetitious as the
priest’s instruction. Nonetheless it suffers from a similar problem. After having his idea
of love refuted by Socrates, Agathon admits that “it’s probable, Socrates, that I knew
nothing of what I had said.” Socrates’ reply is telling: “And yet you spoke beautifully,
Agathon.”"™ Jacques response to the priest’s instruction restates Socrates’ criticism of
Agathon. The things Jacques experiences as a catechumen makes him dream “richer,

deeper dreams featuring sacerdotal objects and vestments glistening in the semi-
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darkness” — that is to say, religious objects or artifacts.'®” These things are beautiful,
particularly in comparison to the rougher world of Belcourt to which Jacques compares
them. But he also knows that they afe somehow empty. The contrast between the two
worlds parallels Socrates’ response to Agathon’s request to share his wisdom when he
first arrives at the symposium. Socrates says (ironically) that in comparison to Agathon’s
wisdom, which is “brilliant and capable of much development, since it has flashed out so
intensely from [him] while [he is] young,” his own “may turn out to be a sorry sort of
wisdom, or disputable like a dream.”'® The beautiful but dream-like quality of what the
priest offers and the relative sparseness of Jacques life by comparison is a re-enactment of
this exchange between Socrates and Agathon. Jacques’ wisdom, like the poverty of his
life, is a sorrier sort of thing than the beauty of the priest’s religion and the wonders of the
church. But it is truer nonetheless, just as Socrates’ wisdom is truer than Agathon’s
beautiful but empty rhetoric about love.

The priest and Agathon are matched throughout this sequence in the text. There is
even a similar violence in both accounts. In The First Man the priest strikes Jacques
across the face, mistakenly thinking that he had made fun of him.'”” Jacques takes the
blow without crying and without cowering, but for the sake of the order of things
arranged by his family he consents to continue with his religious instruction. But he must
do so tongue in cheek, as it were, in order to stanch the bleeding caused by the blow.!®®

This matches the scene in the Symposium perfectly. Socrates, too, describes a threat of
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violence — from Agathon. He likens his speech to the head of the Gorgon, which Agathon
sends against him in order to “turn [him] to very stone in speechlessness.”'® Two threats
of violence, both of which are motivated by a desire to silence a perceived impertinence.
Agathon thinks that Socrates is having a joke at his expense, just as the priest thinks
Jacques is mocking him and his authority. What else is Jacques’ “tongue in cheek”
response to the priest’s instruction but an playful expression of Socrates’ ironic
assessment of the merits of Agathon’s eulogy?''®

Another parallel between the two texts is apparent in the convérsation that occurs
between Agathon and Socrates following the former’s speech and in Diotima’s initial
discussion with Socrates about various possible confusions concerning the nature of eros.
Aspects of these conversations are reworked in Jacques’ assesément of his religious
instruction and his response to the party that he encounters when he returns home after
receiving Communion. These parallels deepen Camus’ substantial analysis of the nature
of eros and clarify the inadequacies of the Christian account in comparison. In the prelude
to his own speech Socrates tells us that prior to meeting Diotima he was confused about
the nature of eros in much the same way that Agathon is.!"’ Like Agathon his confusion is
due to his acceptance of a number of false dichotomies that cause him to simplify the
nature of eros in a way that obfuscates its true character. The dichotomies are well known
to us. If eros is not beautiful, then he must be ugly; if he is not immortal, then he must be

mortal; if he is not divine, then he must be human.!'? What Diotima teaches Socrates is
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that these false oppositions distort our understanding of eros by creating an illusion of
comprehensiveness that compels us to conceive of it as occupying one or the other poles
of the opposition exclusively. As Diotima says, “‘do not compel what is not beautiful to
be ugly, or what is not good to be bad... {S}ince you yourself agree that Eros is not good
or beautiful, do not at all believe that he must be ugly and bad...but something between
the two of them’.”'"® After disabusing Socrates of these false oppositions, Diotima goes
on to instruct him in both the imperfect and perfect revelations concerning eros.'™

The manner in which Camus recasts these insights in The First Man is
straightforward and compelling. He exemplifies and illuminates the false oppositions
between mortal and immortal, divine and human through Jacques’ experiences in the
Church. The setting expresses the content of Camus’ insight perfectly. For Camus the
Church is the place in the modern world where the distinction between divine and human,
mortal and immortal is most scrupulously maintained.'”® This is the Christian confusion.
It fragments our experience of reality generally and of eros particularly in ways that leave
us wondering whether there is any meaning in the world at all; and when we adhere to the
teaching stridently it encourages our worst apocalyptic excesses. Jacques’ response to the
teaching is clear — he finds it empty. And though he does experience a kind of mystery
while attending the mass, he tells us that “it was a nameless mystery where the divine
personages named and rigorously defined in the catechism played no role at all.”''® Like

the false oppositions of the Symposium these highly differentiated religious divinities
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obfuscate or distort our experience of the world’s mystery. And also like the Symposium
they are entirely unerotic. They are as cold as the priest who strikes him and have nothing
to do with the “warm, inward, and ambiguous mystery” that bathes him and that only
deepens the “everyday mystery of his mother’s silence or her small smile.”"!” Instead
Jacques claims that these réligious divinities “were simply an extension of the bare world
where he lived.”'"® They do not express the type of poverty that Jacques associates with
his mother and thus with the deep love he feels for her, but rather with poverty’s worse
aspects — its destitution or emptiness.

Already during the mass and then after he returns home Jacques begins to feel
more ordered. Indeed he experiences a kind of exaltation that takes “him away from
everything that was happening” around him, including the instant of Communion.""® He
feels his “strength™ and his “boundless ability to prevail and to live” grow within him.,'?
However when his exal_tation subsides he finds himself troubled by two different things.
The first is the gaiety and excitement caused by the relative opulence of the Communion
celebrations organized by his family. These are false riches that pale in comparison to the
true riches he has just experienced — just another false divinity to overcome, this time the
material affluence of the bourgeois. But the thing that troubles Jacques the most is his
mother. As Jacques makes clear earlier in the account her “small sad smile” is an
expression of that deeper mystery in which his exaltation or abundance is held together

with her poverty in a movement that is simultaneously beautiful and heartbreaking, and in
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any case something quite different from the festivities going on around them.

Here as throughout the narrative Catherine Cormery is Penia. She may not have
crashed the party as Penia did in the Symposium,'?! but like her she is poor and needy and
desirous of something the other guests seem to ignore. Jacques — Eros — is her son and has
inherited her neediness. When he finally catches a glimpse of her he recognizes
immediately her poverty and is reminded that he too is like her, despite the strength and
resourcefulness he feels growing within him. But there is something else. Where is
Poros? Henri Cormery is dead and therefore not at the celebration. Whom is Penia to
seduce? Her son? Though there is a strong attachment between Jacques and his mother
there is nothing Freudian about the relationship.'”? What other meaning might we assign
to Poros’ absence? This might be Camus’ comment on the nature of our current historical
dispensation. Are we moderns erotic in our neediness but lacking eros’ resourcefulness
and ability? If that were true, then one might say that the situation has been reversed in
our time. Our current technological society seems to be resourceful beyond measure but
bereft of the deep longings or poverty of love that gives shape to our aspirations and is the
measure of their achievement. In the age of ideologies that poverty might still have been a
lived reality, no matter how confused its expression or how cluttered over with false
satisfactions and ambitions it may have been. But what are we to make of today’s self-
satisfaction and indifference? The material, emotional, and intellectual security or

perfection sought for by modernity requires the elimination of eros with its nagging needs
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as well as its playful resourcefulness. This destruction of eros is not without its
consequences. The price of that achievement is the indifference and empty efficiency of
the world in which we now live.'? I think Camus would argue that we deceive ourselves
if we believe we can retain the excitement or meaning associated with eros while also
satisfying our most extreme utopian ambitions. “A loveless world is a dead wdrld” says
Rieux in The Plague.'” Whatever renewal of life is possible in such a world it will not be
achieved without abandoning the causes of death that Camus here identifies.

The final reference to the Symposium apparent in this episode of The First Man
occurs immediately after the events of the Communion celebration. In the Symposium,
after her initial clarification of the nature of eros Diotima continues by attempting to
instruct Socrates in the “perfect revelations.”'”® Something similar happens to Jacques
after he is reminded of the mystery in which both he and his mother participate. After
overcoming the confusions of the religious rituals he is forced to undergo, Jacques spends
the next few days hard at work on “his last lessons” with M. Bernard.'?® These lessons are
preparation for his entrance exams for the Lycée, that is to say, the academy — Plato’s
school. Though the imagery is a little clumsy, the meaning is consistent with that of the
Symposium. After Jacques leaves the Church with its false dichotomies and distortions,
and after his first initiation into the mysteries of life, he turns to the teachings of Plato to
learn the “perfect revelations™ about eros. The content of what he learns is never worked

out in detail. The manuscript remains incomplete in this regard. But there is at least a
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suggestion of that content that is also consistent with the analysis of the Symposium.

After teaching Socrates about the deeds of eros — bringing to birth in the beautiful
in both body and soul — Diotima tells him that what is most “appropriate for the soul to
conceive and bear” is “prudence and the rest of virtue.”'”” Though all the virtues are
desirable, her account indicates that prudence is the greatest of them all; and she teaches
Socrates that “the greatest and most beautiful part” of the greatest and most beautiful part
“is the arranging and ordering of the affairs of cities and households.”'?® In The First Man
Jacques’ initial youthful introduction to the mysteries of eros is followed immediately by
a chronological leap in the narrative through which we encounter him some thirty years
later engaged in a conversation about politics with another French North African named
Veillard.'” Veillard has deep roots in Algeria and has decided to stay regardless of the
outcome of the war. His view of politics is harsh but realistic. He playfully derides the
idealism of the settlers who first came to Algeria. They were the ones who made the
revolution of 1848. Veillard says of them that “they were the kind who believed in Santa
Claus. And their Santa Claus wore a burnoose.”'*® The reality of the settlements were of
course vastly more brutal than anything they had imagined and certainly more brutal than
the revolution itself. Between raids by Arabs bands and other French settlers, attacks by
lions and Kabyle dogs, and an epidemic of cholera fully two-thirds of the original
thousand or more settlers were dead within three years."!

Jacques clearly feels at home with this frank-speaking fellow North African but he
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also has hesitations about his politics. After Veillard’s account of the current war —
“We’ll kill each other for a while longer, cut off each other’s balls and torture each other
a bit. And then we’ll go back to living as men together. The country wants it that way” —
he offers Jacques another anisette. Jacques reply is important. He says “Light.”'*
Jacques’ reticence might mean that Veillard is drunk and that his politics too expresses a
kind of intoxication or excess regarding the need for power and violence. Or is it the
reverse? In an age of ideologies his harsh but ultimately moral assessment of the conflict
is too light — too optimistic. There is some truth in both interpretations. Maybe a
combination of them will capture Camus’ meaning.

Jacques is willing to drink with Veillard, but he does not want to drink as much
and he does. What does this mean? We know from his other books that Camus did not
approve of the use of torture and mutilation as a technique of war.'*? In addition to being
repugnant to our humanity such tactics only serve to swell the ranks of the enemy.'** So
what is it in Veillard’s account of politics that Jacques/Camus might approve and that is
consistent with the teaching of the Symposium? Nothing simple, that is certain. But here
is a guess. I think it has something to do with Veillard’s claim that the only people other
than the French settlers to understand the true nature of the conflict in Algeria are the
Arabs. As Veillard states, “we were made to understand each other.”'* There is a kind of
madness in the violence between them, certainly. But as bad as it is it is real violence; and

it occurs between “men.”"* This is something closer to Martin Buber’s I and Thou than it
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is to Machiavelli’s Prince. Buber claims that it is possible to have an I/Thou relationship
with an enemy.””” You can truly encounter the substance or meaning of another even in
open hostilities. Not so in the case of modern ideological thinking. The‘ideological
warfare endqrsed by those in Paris and Moscow is far more dangerous than the real
violence of those fighting on the ground.'*® Veillard despises the former with their
ideologies and politics and their abstraction from the real conflict and its causes. Their
type of thinking has made violence and war a permanent condition rather than a
temporary disruption of order to be solved through the reconciliation of real interests.'*
In Veillard’s account of the situation the war is a temporary condition. The two parties or
sides find themselves in conflict with one another and so they fight. When hostilities have
ended and some kind of existential balance has been restored they will make peace and go
back to “living as men together.” This is where Veillard might be too optimistic. Stability
and peace are not the outcomes desired by ideological thinkers. For them politics has
grander ambitions that are not satisfied with such partial solutions. Unfortunately for
Algeria they were the ones to prevail in the conflict historically. Their approach to the
problem has succeeded only in driving the country into over forty years of sectarian
violence that has almost entirely destroyed its civil society.

In terms of content there is no one to one correspondence between these
reflections on politics and what Socrates says in the Symposium. It may be that Jacques

wants to soften the excesses of Veillard’s account in much the same way that Socrates is
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reported to have attempted to teach Alcibiades about the nature of both eros and politics
in the Symposium. But because the final two sections of The First Man were never written
we simply do not know the full content of the politics Camus might have offered in the

book.

In The First Man the religious notion of God or transcendence vanishes from the
account as a problematic. This is in part due to Jacques’ awareness of the artificial nature
of the religious doctrines that encourage that problematic. During his brief stint as a
catechumen he has occasion to experience the “divine personages” of the Church
iconography, as we have seen. In Jacques’ assessment of the problem with those
personages is not that they are divine but that they are not divine enough. The claim is
similar to Nietzsche’s insight in Untimely Meditations that Christianity precipitated a
dedivinization of reality in comparison to “the much more religiously inclined world of
antiquity.”'*° For Jacques the Christian divinities are merely an extension of the bare or
empty life of Belcourt and do not reflect the deeper mystery he senses in himself and in
his mother.'!

The Christian iconography encourages an existential emptiness that matches the
emptiness Jacques senses in its symbolization. One expression of that existential
emptiness can be found in its apocalyptic claim that life itself is a problem. The emphasis

on narrative or drama notwithstanding, it is the Christian doctrine of the fall and its
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manner of separating the divine and the human that encourages this type of sentiment in
existence.'”” For Jacques it is otherwise. He never describes life as a problem no matter
how difficult its suffering may be; and the mystery he experiences is never presented as a
solution to a problem. The mystery is not a place; nor is it a thing. It is hard to know how
to speak of it at all, and Jacques himself stumbles somewhat in doing so.'** Perhaps we
can say that it is an index of one’s participation in life that expresses neither a subjective
state nor a objective condiﬁon. Or perhaps it is eros. This would be consistent with
another passage from the Symposium in which Socrates gives eros primacy of place by
asserting it is what binds the whole itself together.'* Here eros is taken to be an even
more fundamental reality than the things between which it mediates, including gods and
mortals. In this view the world begins to emerge as an order of love that is best
understood by exploring its erotic movements. Whatever the case may be the freedom
from the Christian problematic that such insights entail is apparent on almost every page
of The First Man. 1t is also an experience or disposition that Camus describes explicitly in
another place. “Poverty kept me from thinking that all was well under the sun and in
history; the sun taught mé that history was not everything. I wanted to change lives, yes,
but not the world which I worshipped as divine.”'** Living in this tension or movement is
life and the meaning of life.

The mystery that Jacques experiences is expressed through a number of different

images in The First Man. The structure of these images is instructive. They are all drawn
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from the things and events that make up everyday life and they all express a duality in
Jacques’ experience of them. What is most telling about the account is that the things he
uses to express his experience of the mysterious order of life are the same as those he uses
to describe its surface or everyday character. Here is a list of the things that make up the
latter: “that style, those games, that daring, that ardor, the family, the kerosene lamp and
the dark stairs, the palms in the wind, birth and baptism in the sea, and finally those
gloomy laborious summers.”'*s Here is a list of what constitutes the former: “obscure
yearnings and powerful indescribable sensations, the order of the schools, of the
neighborhood stables, of laundry on his mother’s hands, of jasmine and honeysuckle in
the upper neighborhoods, of the pages of the dictionary and the books he devoured” and
“the immense sea before him, and behind him the endless expanse of mountains, plains,
and desert called the interior.”'*’ There are differences in detail in the two accounts, but
the range and types of things they describe are the exactly the same. In both instances it is
just the normal stuff of life. What does this mean?

The first thing it means is that whatever this mystery may be, it is not transcendent
in the spatial sense but a reality that is present in all things, from the greatest to the least.
It is not a gnostic divinity that must be achieved because it is unavailable or inaccessible.
The mystery Jacques experiences and describes is not Heidegger’s Being or Christianity’s
God. Rather it is a dimension of reality in which we all participate by nature and that is

present or apparent in things at all times. In a richer expression of the same insight Camus
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writes: “What meaning do words like future, improvement, good job have here? What is
meant by the heart’s progress? If I obstinately refuse all the ‘later ons’ of the world, it is
because I have no desire to give up my present wealth.”™*® Of course one has to thmk
about what will come sooner or later, and Camus himself offers a vivid account of how to
do so in another early essay, “The Desert.”"** But the point is that one can do sb
meaningfully only and precisely because the order of the cosmos and one’s participation
in it remain constant. To use an earlier formulation we might say that life isnota
problem.

If life is not a problem then neither is death. The latter insight is companion to the
former, yet it is one to which Camus seems to have been slower in coming. The passage
from Hoélderlin cited in the epigraph to The Rebel suggests that Camus had already
understood and overcome the fear and rebellion that death can provoke.'*® Indeed that
overcoming is one of the central tasks of the book. Yet over the course of the analysis
both experiences occasionally insinuate themselves back into the text in a way that
undermines its main argument in some measure.'' In The First Man Camus seems finally
to have achieved some clarity and resolution about the matter. There is still a hint of the
old rebellion in the scene in the cemetery when he reflects on the injustice of his father’s
death and of those of the other young men buried there."”> And it crops up again in the
final pages of the manuscript, if only as an experience he hopes finally to overcome.'”

But in the few other instances in the book when he speaks about death there is no trace of
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the former rebellion or even of any great existential disturbance. What changed?

Two things seem to have become clear for Camus. The first concerns the type of
politics to which the fear of death can lead. The fear of death is an expression of self-love,
and this self-love taken to its extreme results in the types of violent apocalyptic politics
that characterize the modern world. This is the argument of The Fall. Any human
disposition that leads to that level of destruction has failed or is unwilling to face up to
some aspect of reality. The second insight is the same as the first only formulated
positively. The more one enters into the erotic movements of life, both for better and for
worse, the less one fears death. Camus does not say this in so many words, but it is an
insight that is apparent in the very nature of the narrative of The First Man. The more you
love the world the more you understand it; and the more you understand it the more you
recognize your limited share in existence. As Jacques reflects on the generations of men
and women who have lived and died on his native North African soil he calms down and
almost takes delight in the fact that one day he too will return to its “immense
oblivion.”"** Like the lover he describes in the closing pages of the manuscript, at times
Jacques too wants to “flee to a country where no one would grow old or die, where beauty
was imperishable, where life would always be wild and radiant.”'** But he always comes
back to his senses and acknowledges the truth of the matter. Such a place does “not
exist.”* This frank realism is a necessary step to achieving a meaningful relationship to

death and indeed to all things. It is also an expression of deep love for the world. Despite
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what one is told the hope for another life is tantamount to oblivion from this one. And the
often pious exterior of that hope notwithstanding, it is also an extreme form of self-love.
Rather than feed such hopes, Camus seeks to quiet them. The diminution of self-love may
be painful, but it also carries with it a promise: “The only one who renounces his self, his
1, is the one who accepts whatever happens with its consequences. Then one is in direct
contact.”'” This desire for direct contact is a constant theme in Camus’ books. Here as in
his earliest works it is not so much argued for as demonstrated. But whatever its form, it
always stands opposed to the various mediators who seek to govern our world and whose

glittering promises of another life have succeeded only in depriving us of the one we

have.
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CONCLUSION

A good way to continue Camus’ project is to examine an aspect of his corpus that
commentators discuss but rarely examine in detail because they assume that its meaning
is self-evident. I am speaking of the structure of Camus’ oeuvre as a whole, including the
structure of the cyclical books that I have discussed in this thesis. This structure is
intentional, though it did not come all at once and though certain elements of it may not
have been entirély clear even to Camus, particularly at the time he was writing them.
These qualifications notwithstanding the structure is there and requires interpretation. The
following pages are an attempt to explain what I have learned about this structure and to
offer suggestions about what still needs to be done to understand it more fully.

Figure 1 below gives the reader a brief overview of the chronology and structure
of Camus’ principal works. Most commentators interpret the cyclical works
autobiographically and chronologically. They argue that these books contain Camus’ own
best understanding of the subjects he discusses and that they reveal a kind of
straightforward improvement or development in his thinking. The Myth of Sisyphus is
better than The Wrong Side and the Right Side and Nuptials; The Rebel is better than all
three; and the books that were to comprise the third cycle works on love would have
surpassed them all. Though there are aspects of the chronological interpretation that are
certainly correct, its two principal claims are false and misleading.' Each subsequent book

that Camus wrote may have been better than the one that preceded it in the sense that it
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reflects a greater level of maturity and because it more adequately illuminates the aspect

of modernity that was his primary concern. In that limited sense Camus’ books certainly

expressed what he ‘thought’ about their subjects. But that is all we can say about the

matter. In “The Enigma™ Camus tells us explicitly that in crafting his books one of his

Figure 1: Chronology and Structure of Camus’ Principal Works

Historical/Thematic Stages Major Works Lyrical
Essays
Early Works Christian Metaphysics “The New Mediterranean
(Mid to Late 1930s) The Wrong Side and the Right | Culture”
Side “Melusina’s Children”
Nutpials “Voices from the poor

Quarter”

(Late 1940s - Early 1950s)

Novel: The Plague
Essay: The Rebel
Plays: State of Siege

The just Assassins

The Absurd
(Early 1940s) Novel: The Stranger “The Minotaur”
Essay: The Myth of Sisyphus “The Almond Trees”
Plays: The Misunderstanding Letters to a German
Caligula Friend
Rebellion

“Prometheus in the
Underworld”
“Helen’s Exile”
“The Enigma”
“Return to Tipasa”
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Love

(Late 1950s) Novel: The First Man “Create Dangerously”
Essay: “The Myth of Nemesis” | “On Jean Grenier’s Les
Play: “Don Faust” lles”

primary goals was to be an “objective writer,” that is to say, “one who chooses themes
without ever taking himself as the subject.”? And contrary to the notion of improvement
inherent in the chronological interpretation, Camus admitted publically that often when
he thought he was “moving forward” he was actually “losing ground.™

If Camus’ books are not straightforward autobiography then their themes were
chosen for other reasons. Those reasons require interpretation. And so too do the ups and
downs and reversals and repetitions apparent in the books themselves. In addition to the
occasional failure that Camus himself acknowledges, there are other instances in which
he intentionally withholds his best insights in a book in order to linger over a certain
modern problem or to lay the groundwork for an account he will develop in a subsequent
work. The provisional character of The Myth of Sisyphus and The Rebel are good
examples of this type of withholding. The Myth of Sisyphus is at most a “point of
departure”; and Camus warns the reader that the analysis of modernity in The Rebel will
not “go to the root of things.” This method may not be amenable to a certain democratic
- sensibility or compatible with the bourgeois notion of honesty. Nonetheless Camus

thought it was an essential feature of all good pedagogy or persuasion and made it a
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central feature of the organization and content of his books.’

There is a far greater complexity and much more substance to the cyclical
structure of Camus’ books than what is supposed by the chronological interpretation.
Even the latter’s most basic claims are not borne out by the facts. Rebellion may be an
essential feature of life and therefore require some explanation. But there is no indication
in Camus’ books that it is superior to the absurd once the meaning of that experience has
been critically clarified. Rebellion is a facet of existence — sometimes called for,
sometimes not — but like any other experience, always capable of distortion and excess.
So too with the absurd. These things stand along side one another as different dispositions
or moods in existence and not as experiences that are related to one another causalty or
logically. Camus does occasionally speak in this way, it is true, but it is not what his
analyses themselves teach us.®

Contrary to the chronological interpretation, if there is a meaning to the sequence
of the cycles what it reveals is not some kind of progress or improvement but a downward
movement in which the descriptions generated by the analyses depict an increasingly
violent and disordered world. The divorce from reality of the absurd is certainly a
lamentable condition to find oneself in, but it is pretty small beer in comparison to the
willful refusal and distortion of reality pursued as a matter of principal by metaphysical
and historical rebellion. And as bad as both these things are, they do not compare to the

totalitarian ambitions and “sweet dreams of oppression” that are Clamence’s explicit
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ambition in The Fall.” In other words, the sequence of the cyclical books charts a
movement in which the historical and philosophical phenomena they describe either
become progressively worse or are examined in such a way that their constant and
ultimately violent character becomes increasingly clear. It may be that both interpretations
are true.

This downward movement of the cyclical books is attested to and further
illuminated by the iconography that Camus employs to describe it. Two images stand out
for our consideration. The first is the familiar pair of terms “exile” and “homeland” or
“patrie” that Camus uses extensively in his books.® The second is the image of a descent
from an existentially satisfactory place or condition to one that is far less satisfactory. The
two most common images that Camus uses to depict this descent are both Greek, though
there might also be a suggestion of a Christian source in the texts.’ The first is the Greek
notion of Hades that Camus derives from a number of different sources.'” The second
image is also Greek but the source from which it is taken is quite specific. It is the image
of the cave from book VII of Plato’s Republic.'' The exile/homeland image and the image
of descent, whether the latter is taken to refer to Plato’s cave or to the Greek hades more
generally, are roughly equivalent symbolisms. Together they help to explain the nature
and aim of Camus’ cyclical books. The cyclical books are Camus’ attempt to understand
and explain the nature of modernity. Each cycle of books begins with an experience that

Camus finds “in the streets of his time.”'? But these experiences and the analyses they
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provoke are not all equally successful in leading Camus to the heart of the modern
project. Each new stage of the analysis pushes the descent a little further, sheds greater
light on the nature of our exile, and is more intrepid and less compromising in doing so
than the one the preceded it. The process as a whole, at least in terms of the extant texts,
reaches its conclusion in The Fall, in which Camus offers his best interpretatidn and
assessment of modernity. In terms of the iconography of both the cyclical books and the
text itself, The Fall is the last circle of hell, the furthest point of the descent and the
darkest part of the cave that is modernity.

The nature and aim of this descent accounts for many of the confusions we have
encountered in Camus’ analyses. The existential darkness of modernity is real, like the
darkness of Plato’s cave; and descénding into it was as disorienting for Camus as it was
for Socrates’ prisoner.’ But since the descent was also undertaken willingly, it is clear
that Camus was aware that its existential darkness was not exhaustive of reality.
Moreover he also seems to have made provisions for the journey by taking steps to ensure
that he not be lost in the darkness completely once the descent had begun. This is not
speculation. Both aspects of the iconography have their textual correlates in Camus’
corpus. Though they address the same questions as the cyclical books, these texts stand
outside the cyclical structure. Moreover they answer these questions in a different voice '
and a broader context. It is to these texts that I now turn.

The books with which Camus began his career are The Wrong Side and the Right
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Side and Nuptials. They antedate the cyclical structure entirely. What is notable about
them is that although they explore almost all of the experiences that Camus will examine
later in the cyclical books — the absurd, rebellion, love' — they do so without the
distorting influence of the distinctively modern interpretations that will hamper those
subsequent analyses."> These books constitute Camus’ most complete non-modern or pre-
modern account of the world and of human life. Together they constitute the place from
which he begins his descent into modemity; and according to the argument of the 1958
Preface to The Wrong Side and the Right Side and of the cyclical structure itself, it was
also the place to which he aimed to return in the third cycle of books on love. The project
as a whole therefore entails a journey of descent and ascent over the course of which
Camus hoped to clarify the nature of modernity and to articulate an account of the world
beyond or apart from its influence. And as we have seen this journey is also related to his
attempt to restore the Greeks. The transition from the Greeks to Christianity was the
subject of Camus’ first book-length essay, Christian Metaphysics and Neoplatonism,'®
which was written about the same time as The Wrong Side and the Right Side and
Nuptials. That transition was the historical source of modernity and would become one of
the principal objects of Camus’ critical analysis in the cyclical books. Understanding the
nature of that transition was therefore essential to the task of these books. Camus does
some of the preliminary work for that analysis in several cyclical works — The Myth of

Sisyphus, The Plague, State of Siege, and The Rebel. But sometime in the late 1940s or
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early 1950s he decided that a full examination of the matter had to be undertaken and that
it would form the content of his proposed third philosophical essay, “The Myth of
Nfsmesis.”” So the Greeks are found at both the beginning and the end of Camus’ project.
They are the pre-Christian and pre-modern place from which his examination begins and
to which it would return once the analysis of Christianity and modernity had been
completed.

There is one final group of works in Camus’ corpus that still needs to be
accounted for — the lyrical and political essays that accompany the cyclical books
chronologically. If a comparison needs to be made, then I would say that the works that
they most closely approximate in both style or content are The Wrong Side and the Right
Side and Nuptials. Like those early books the unusual thing about these essays is the fact
that although they address the same themes as the cyclical books with which they are
contemporary, they do not suffer from the latter’s modern confusions. Indeed this fact is
even more unusual and perplexing in this case because these essays are contemporaneous
with the cyclical books whose analyses they improve or surpass. For instance “Helen’s
Exile,” which was published in 1948, explores the problem of rebellion but it does so in a
way that is far clearer and far less prone to the excesses of metaphysical rebellion than is
the analysis that Camus will offer some four years later in The Rebel. Even his brief
assessments of figures like Dostoevsky and Hegel and his identification of the desire for

immortality as the source of modern metaphysical rebellion are much more circumspect
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and compelling in this work than they are in the later analysis.'® It would take a good deal
of textual argument to substantiate this claim adequately. There is no time here to make
that argument, though I believe it is both possible and necessary to do so. Nonetheless 1
think there is sufficient prima facie evidence to support the claim.'” How are we to
explain this odd structure?

I would say that these shorter lyrical essays serve as periodic reminders both to
Camus and to his readers of a reality that exceeds or transcends the one in which they find
themselves and to which he and they should ultimately aspire to return. In a more formal
sense it could be argued that these essays serve the same function as does the Chorus in a
Greek tragedy, at least as Camus himself understood that function. In his essay “The
Future of Tragedy” Camus argues that the role of the Chorus in the best Greek tragedies
is to warn against excess and to encourage the various protagonists to recognize and
accept the limitations on their ambitions and desires imposed by the order of existence.”
So too Camus’ lyrical and political essays. They too warn against excess — the modern
excesses that Camus explores in his cyclical books. And they do so by pointing to a kind
of cosmic order that moderns overlook or refuse to countenance and that Camus himself
was sometimes in danger of missing in the very act of developing his critical analyses of
these phenomena. In another sense they might simply be examples of Nietzsche’s council
that when fighting ugly truths it is essential to run out into the sunlight as frequently as

possible in order to retain one’s cheerfulness and good sense. While carrying out his
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critical analysis Camus regularly paused to reflect on his subject matter in a way that was
more in keeping with his earlier books and much freer and more forthright than what we
fihd in the cyclical books. Much of that reflection is contained in these lyrical and
political essays. I think we could learn a great deal from them that could help to correct or
mitigate the occasional excesses of the cyclical books and give us a better sense of how
Camus understood the Greeks.

Figure 2 below illustrates pictorially the substantive relationships between the last
cycle of books, the early works, and these lyrical essays. The highlighted works share a
similar clarity and insight that distinguishes them from the cyclical bboks. Takenasa
whole the structure indicates the movement of descent I have described above; Camus’
continual warnings to himself not to be lost in modernity’s confusions while exploring its
nature; and finally his desire to return from this exile or sojourn through the modern
world to an existentially more satisfying place, to “learn one last time what [he knows].”?!

Figure 2: Substantial Relationships Among Camus’ Principal Works

Historical/Thematic Stages Major Works Lyrical
Essays

Beginning of Cyclical
Structure
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The Absurd
(Early 1940s)

Novel: The Stranger

Essay: The Myth of Sisyphus

Plays: The Misunderstanding
Caligula

Rebellion
(Late 1940s - Early 1950s)

Novel: The Plague
Essay: The Rebel
Plays: State of Siege

The just Assassins
Intermediate Stage
(Mid 1950s) The Fall
Exile and the Kingdom

These are the structures in Camus’ oeuvre that still need to be explored to

complete the analysis I have begun in this thesis. I think a detailed examination of them

would repay the effort and shed even more light on the content of Camus books. It might

also assist us in our attempt to continue Camus’ project to restore the Greeks and to

explain more fully what they have to teach us. The brief analysis I have just offered

hopefully gives us an idea of some of the exegetical work that still remains to be done.
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Notes

1. See note 83 from the Introduction for a list of my sources for this style of
interpretation.

2. Albert Camus, “The Enigma” in Lyrical and Critical Essays, 159.
3. Albert Camus, Lyrical and Critical Essays, 14.
4. Albert Camus, The Myth of Sisyphus, 10; Albert Camus, The Rebel, 4.

5. One should note in this respect Camus’ admiration for the pedagogical method of
Father Pouget as he describes it is his review of M. Guitton’s book, Le Portrait de M.
Pouget. Tbid., 219-227.

6. In The Rebel, for instance. “Absurdism, like methodical doubt, has wiped the slate
clean. It leaves us in a blind alley. But, like methodical doubt, it can, by returning upon
itself, open up a new field of investigation, and the process of reasoning then pursues the
same course. [ proclaim that I believe in nothing and that everything is absurd, but I
cannot doubt the validity of my proclamation and I must at least believe in my protest.
The first and only evidence that is supplied me, within the terms of the absurdist
experience, is rebellion.” Albert Camus, The Rebel, 10.

7. Albert Camus, The Fall, 55

8. They are central images in The Plague; and not surprisingly they also figure
prominently in the book that bears a variant of them in its title, Exile and the Kingdom. In
addition to these works they are a constant feature in Camus’ shorter, lyrical essays.

9. In “Prometheus in the Underworld” the term that Camus uses is “enfer.” This can be
translated in English either as “hell” or “hades.” A Christian translation of the term does
not seem to mitigate Camus’ preference for the Greeks. Since the term is intended to
denote modernity’s excesses, those excesses would appear as Christian derivations and
not properly Greek at all. Either translation seems to work well enough. Albert Camus,
“Prométhée aux enfers” in Essais (Paris: Gallimard, 1965), 842.

10. Homer’s Odyssey is Camus’ most obvious source. See Albert Camus, Notebooks
1942-1951, 13. But Camus also seems to have used ZEschylus’ Prometheus Bound. See
Albert Camus, “Prometheus in the Underworld” in Lyrical and Critical Essays, 139.
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11. Plato, Republic, 514a-520d. Camus uses the image in “The Enigma” and in The
Rebel. Albert Camus, “The Enigma” in Lyrical and Critical Essays, 161. Albert Camus,
The Rebel, 286.

12. Albert Camus, “The Enigma” in Lyrical and Critical Essays, 159.

13. Plato, Republic, 516e-517a.

14. Here is a list of some of the most explicit references: the absurd: The Wrong Side and
the Right Side 36, 39, 46, 56, 61; Nuptials 75-6, 78, 81, 92; rebellion: The Wrong Side
and the Right Side 47; Nuptials 75, 76, 99; love: The Wrong Side and the Right Side 56,
60; Nuptials 68-9, 102, 105.

15. For a detailed analysis of how this works in the case of one of the essays included in
Nuptials — “The Desert” — see my unpublished manuscript “Camus’ Erotic Ascent.”

16. Camus completed Christian Metaphysics and Neoplatonism in May of 1936. The
Wrong Side and the Right Side was published in 1937; Nuptials was published in 1938.

17. Albert Camus, Notebooks 1942-1951, 257. Albert Camus, Carnets III: Mars 1951-
Décembre 1959, 187. .

18. Albert Camus, “Helen’s Exile” in Lyrical and Critical Essays, 150, 152.

19. That evidence is threefold: Camus’ own testimony in the 1958 Preface to The Wrong
Side and the Right Side; the kinds of comparative analyses I have made; and the
testimony of some of Camus’ best readers regarding the superiority of the lyrical works.
Regarding the latter, see Thomas Merton, “Camus: Journals of the Plague Years,” The
Sewanee Review, Autumn, 1967 and Serge Doubrovsky, “The Ethics of Albert Camus” in
Camus: A Collection of Critical Essays, ed. Germaine Brée (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-
Hall, Inc, 1962), 71-84.

20. Albert Camus, “The Future of Tragedy” in Lyrical and Critical Essays, 305. Camus is
certainly partial right about the function of the Chorus, but not entirely. In a play like
Antigone that Chorus’ actions are at times far more questionable than Camus suggests.

21. Albert Camus, “Return to Tipasa” in Lyrical and Critical Essays, 171.
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