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Camus on suicide and the absurd

Albert Camus

· The question:  “It is legitimate and necessary to wonder whether life has a meaning:  therefore it is legitimate to meet the problem of suicide face to face.”  “There is but one truly serious philosophical problem and that is suicide.  Judging whether life is or is not worth living amounts to answering the fundamental question of philosophy.”

· We can tell the urgency of the question because of the stakes – what people are willing to lose over this question.  “I have never seen anyone die for the ontological argument.”  “…the meaning of life is the most urgent of questions.”

· “Killing yourself amounts to confessing.  It is confessing that life is too much for you or that you do not understand it.”

· Why do we go on living?  The first reason:  habit.  Suicide reveals a recognition of the ridiculous character of that habit.  “…the insane character of that daily agitation and the uselessness of suffering.”

· The absurd is the recognition of the irrationality of the habit of life.  The recognition that there is no good argument for why we ought to live, to live as we do.  The “divorce between man and his life, the actor and his setting, is properly the feeling of absurdity.”  The absence of a meaning of life.

· But does absurdity entail suicide?  Refusing to grant a meaning to life does not entail that life is not worth living.  These are two separate questions.

· The answer:  “Suicide is not legitimate… it is possible to find the means to proceed beyond nihilism.”  

· Sisyphus:  Sisyphus is happy because, in the time during which he descends the hill, he knows his fate and walks towards it.  “Happiness and the absurd are two sons of the same earth.”  Without consciousness, we could not know despair, but it is only through consciousness that we can know joy.  “The struggle itself towards the heights is enough to fill a man’s heart.  One must imagine Sisyphus happy.”

