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			Back cover

			Albert Camus is the subject of many misunderstandings. Jean-François Mattéi sets out to dispel them with an innovative reading of the philosopher’s work.

			He shows us that it’s by tackling the three cycles of his work (the absurd, revolt, love) that we can better understand his various positions: his radical rejection of the death penalty and the atomic bomb, his distrust of the revolution and his stance on Algeria. It also takes into account an intimate element in the construction of the philosopher and his thought: his love for his mother. 

			A clear, fascinating little book for (re)discovering Camus.
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			Introduction: Misunderstanding of Thought

			Camus was a man of misunderstandings. A misunderstanding with literary critics, who saw him as an adept of the absurd, when this was merely a stage in his development of thought. Misunderstandings with the academic world, which judged his philosophy with disdain, even though he made no claim to the title of philosopher. Misunderstanding with the Parisian world, which disliked him as an Algerian despite his intense love for the country of his birth. Misunderstanding with the French in Algeria, who saw him as an independentist, whereas he believed that Algeria could not do without France. Misunderstanding with the Arabs, who dismissed him as a colonialist when he denounced the injustices done to the natives. Misunderstanding with left-wing intellectuals who called him a reactionary when he was faithful to his libertarian commitments. And finally, he was misunderstood by those who criticized him for preferring his mother to justice, even though he condemned the injustice of terrorists who could kill his mother.
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			But the initial, insurmountable misunderstanding was with this mother figure. Poor and widowed, she was deaf and almost mute. This illiterate housekeeper was incapable of reading her son’s books. It is this tragic situation that Camus transposes in his play The Misunderstanding. An innkeeper’s mother, who murders travelers in order to rob them, kills her son, whom she did not recognize on his return twenty years later. Every tragedy is a tragedy of recognition. And Camus was the one who was not recognized by his own people, even when he won the Nobel Prize. He was so distressed by this that he considered refusing the prize. And his entire body of work, which he considered barely begun, is marked by an incompleteness frozen in fate by his accidental death. No doubt he was aware of this when he wrote of Premier Homme, which he had been thinking about for years: “The book must be unfinished.”

			He wanted to build a work that would pass through three cycles: that of the absurd, that of revolt, and that of love. Faced with the strangeness of the world in which man appears, the first feeling experienced is that of the absurd. The Stranger, The Plague and The Myth of Sisyphus all highlight the absurdity of the human condition. It seeks to find meaning in a world devoid of it.
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			When man asks the question of being, God’s silence echoes the world’s silence.

			The movement of revolt is born in the face of human injustice, which reinforces the misguidedness of history. The Rebel, les Actuelles, les Chroniques algériennes and Camus’s political texts against all forms of totalitarianism legitimize the spontaneity of revolt. It is not confused, as Marxists would criticize, with revolution, which always ends in terror.

			Man’s journey was to end in the cycle of love. As with his misunderstanding, Camus transposed his desperate love for his mother to the love of the world. She could never return his love, locked away in her night, any more than he could feel the love of his father, who had died in the war. All he knew of him was a forgotten grave in the cemetery of Saint-Brieuc. The First Man is thus dedicated to the search for the father and to loyalty to the mother. 

			To dispel the misunderstandings surrounding the human condition, Camus sought a new path. He escaped the dialectics of Hegel and Marx, as well as the existentialism of Sartre and Merleau-Ponty, to return to a way of thinking born on the shores of the Mediterranean. Following in the footsteps of Nietzsche and Valéry, Camus speaks of “midday thought”. It is not dedicated to knowledge, which is an imperative of reason, but to recognition, which is a requirement of the heart. La Pensée de midi is solar, and seeks its balance between the opposite poles of life. Camus’ itinerary is thus one of refusal and consent, of yes and no, of measure and excess. Only this constant balancing act enables man to escape the nihilism of a Godless existence and become part of the “truth of the world”.
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			I - Disquieting Strangeness

			Freud detected in the “disquieting strangeness” of the familiar world, das Unheimliche, the unease that affects man’s first certainties. Although Camus does not refer to the Viennese psychoanalyst, he constantly refers to this strangeness that each of us feels in the world to which we belong. A sentence from The Myth of Sisyphus is decisive in this respect: “In a universe suddenly deprived of illusions and lights, man feels like a stranger.” This strangeness is closer to Pascalian dereliction than to Marxist alienation. As soon as man sets out in search of himself, as Socrates demanded with the imperative of the temple of Delphi, he discovers only his own labyrinths.

			Deleuze used the term “conceptual character” to designate the fictional character who embodies a philosopher’s ideas to the point of identification. In Camus’s case, it’s the “mythical character” who is his heteronym, and who the reader discovers in Ulysses, Prometheus or Sisyphus, before finding again in Meursault in The Stranger and Clamence in The Fall. Above all, Ulysses is Camus’ life model. His last published work, Exile and the Kingdom, explicitly recalls the fate of Ulysses, who, after twenty years of exile, returns to his kingdom. But if the king of Ithaca could return to his island and regain his sovereignty, Camus feels an irremediable exile, since, as he remarks, “he is deprived of the memories of a lost homeland or the hope of a promised land”.
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			In a very Pascalian way, Camus experiences the eternal silence of these infinite spaces in the living desert of Florence or the dead city of Djémila (Noces). This native strangeness of the world is found in man himself, as soon as he observes that his thought can deny what it affirms, or affirm what it denies, without ever finding assurance. In The Myth of Sisyphus, the central sentence of the text echoes Ulysses’ declaration to the Cyclops that his name is Outis, i.e. “Nobody”. And Camus echoes this in his Carnets (vII, July 1954): “Since always, someone in me, with all his strength, has tried to be nobody.”

			As soon as thought comes into contact with the world and seeks a thread to guide it through its labyrinths, it comes up against its own walls without ever finding a way out. Here, Camus returns to another myth, that of Plato’s cave, in which man is born amid shadows and simulacra. This is what The First Man calls the “obscure part of being”, as if each of us, not content with living among shadows, were himself lined with shadows. Plato believed that there was a way out of the cave, and that the prisoner could free himself and enter the higher world of Ideas and Forms. Like Nietzsche, Camus does not believe in backward worlds. True to his Mediterranean inspiration, he worships the rawness of light, but knows he is condemned to the threat of shadow.

			In a belated preface to his matrix work, The Wrong Side and the Right Side, the author holds the scales equally between the two poles of his existence. “I was placed halfway between misery and the sun. Misery prevented me from believing that all is well under the sun and in history; the sun taught me that history is not everything.” Here we recognize the constant balancing of Camusian thought, the rhythm of which is set by his poetic prose. The world teaches us that light is balanced by shadow, life by death, upside down by right side up, so that clear-cut oppositions balance each other out, leaving man in a state of expectation. As with Heraclitus, for whom the way up and the way down are one and the same, opposites form the intimate fabric of a world that knows no higher resolution.

			All Camus’s stories, featuring these mythical characters who are the author’s doubles, follow the same pattern. That of a search for meaning that only leads to a final impasse. The narrator of The Stranger, Meursault, learns from a telegram from the asylum that his mother has died: “Today, Mom died. Or maybe yesterday, I don’t know.” He remains a total stranger to the news, and feels no emotion whatsoever. The mythical character reveals Camus’s own personality. He loved his mother with a desperate love that she was unable to return, deaf and stubborn, forever locked in her silence. And this lack of recognition gave him a sense of strangeness that never left him. Meursault, the man without a first name, and therefore, for a Christian, the man without an identity, seems to feel nothing for his mother, his mistress or his friends. Camus’s white writing, imitating American novelists, sketches the portrait of a character devoid of interiority.

			The climax of the story is the crime scene on the beach in Algiers. The narrator has no reason to follow his friend Raymond, who is looking for an Arab to avenge an offense. Meursault thinks only of avoiding the scorching sun that falls vertically on the sand. But when the brutal light coming from the sky, the same light as the one at his mother’s funeral, blinds Meursault, this character woven of Sea and Sun, he shoots this unknown Arab five times for no apparent reason. He will only note, in a tone of vague regret, that he has destroyed the balance of the day. The same indifference to his fate is to be found when Meursault is in prison. He has been condemned to death, but feels no sense of fear or revolt. He is locked in a cell, talking to himself as he discovers his face in the reflection of an iron bowl. He only reveals his emotions at the end of the novel, when he refuses the help of the chaplain who has taken pity on his “blind heart”. He doesn’t want anyone’s help, because he himself is “no one”: he is content to confide before he dies—and Camus’s formula is decisive here—in the “tender indifference of the world”.
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			The same strangeness surrounds the narrator of The Fall. This conceptual character also bears a significant name: Jean-Baptiste Clamence, referring to the prophet who announced the coming of Jesus by preaching in the desert, vox clamans in deserto (John, I, 23). Unlike Meursault, Clamence has an inner life that he delights in dissecting in an interminable monologue. This Parisian lawyer who has taken refuge in Amsterdam proudly proclaims his faith in himself, as if to stifle the cry that has obsessed him for years. One night, while crossing a bridge in Paris, he heard the scream of a woman who had fallen into the Seine, but didn’t stop. Since then, he has heard a kind of laughter that pursues him, like an echo of the original cry. No one answered John the Baptist in the desert of Judea; this time, in the desert of Amsterdam, it was John the Baptist who failed to answer the call of a drowning woman.
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			The Fall is even more significant of the strangeness of existence than The Stranger. The first titles planned for this story were The Last Judgment, then The Scream. We are reminded of Munch’s painting, which the Norwegian painter wrote in his Diary in memory of “an infinite cry that passed through the universe and tore nature apart”, as he went for a walk one evening. It was also the cry of Jesus on the Cross, and his unanswered call to abandonment by his Father. Camus’ character, and doubtless Camus himself, is haunted by this call in the silence of the night, and by the judgment that sanctions the life of every man. The tragedy of existence, which no one has willed and from which no one can escape, even if it means suicide, consists in the silence that follows every call. And for Camus, as for Clamence, the call is always a call for meaning in a world devoid of it.
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