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my grip. One of them made as if to strike me. The chaplain quietened
them down, then gazed at me for a moment without speaking. I
could see tears in his eyes. Then he turned and left the cell.

Once he’d gone, I felt calm again. But all this excitement had ex-
hausted me and I dropped heavily on to my sleeping plank. I must
have had a longish sleep, for, when I woke, the stars were shining
down on my face. Sounds of the countryside came faintly in, and the
cool night air, veined with smells of earth and salt, fanned my cheeks.
The marvelous peace of the sleepbound summer night flooded
through me like a tide. Then, just on the edge of daybreak, I heard
a steamer’s siren. People were starting on a voyage to a world which
had ceased to concern me forever. Almost for the first time in many
months I thought of my mother. And now, it seemed to me, I un-
derstood why at her life’s end she had taken on a “fiancé”; why she’d
played at making a fresh start. There, too, in that Home where lives
were flickering out, the dusk came as a mournful solace. With death
so near, Mother must have felt like someone on the brink of freedom,
ready to start life all over again. No one, no one in the world had any
right to weep for her. And I, too, felt ready to start life all over again.
It was as if that great rush of anger had washed me clean, emptied
me of hope, and, gazing up at the dark sky spangled with its signs
and stars, for the first time, the first, I laid my heart open to the be-
nign indifference of the universe. To feel it so like myself, indeed, so
brotherly, made me realize that I’d been happy, and that [ was happy
still. For all to be accomplished, for me to feel less lonely, all that re-
mained to hope was that on the day of my execution there should
be a huge crowd of spectators and that they should greet me with
howls of execration.

X from The Myth of Sisyphus K

An Absurd Reasoning

There is but one truly serious philosophical problem, and that is sui-
cide. Judging whether life is or is not worth living amounts to an-
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swering the fundamental question of philosophy. All the rest—'
whether or not the world has three dimensions, whether the mind
has nine or twelve categories— comes afterwards. These are games;-
one must first answer. And if it is true, as Nietzsche claims, that a
philosopher, to deserve our respect, must preach by example, yoii
can appreciate the importance of that reply, for it will precede the
definitive act. These are facts the heart can feel; yet they call for r re

ful study before they become clear to the intellect.

IfI ask myself how to judge that this question is more urgent rh m
that, I reply that one judges by the actions it entails. I have never seenv
anyone die for the ontological argument. Galileo, who held a scien-
tific truth of great importance, abjured it with the greatest ease aS?
soon as it endangered his life. In a certain sense, he did right.1 That
truth was not worth the stake. Whether the earth or the sun revolves
around the other is a matter of profound indifference. To tell the
truth, it is a futile question. On the other hand, I see many people die
because they judge that life is not worth living. I see others para-;
doxically getting killed for the ideas or illusions that give them a rea-
son for living (what is called a reason for living is also an excellent’
reason for dying). I therefore conclude that the meaning of life is the,’
most urgent of questions. How to answer it? On all essential probn-;
lems (I mean thereby those that run the risk of leading to death orjs
those that intensify the passion of living) there are probably but two '
methods of thought: the method of La Palisse and the method of Dorf/
Quixote. Solely the balance between evidence and lyricism can allow -
us to achieve simultaneously emotion and lucidity. In a subject at;
once so humble and so heavy with emotion, the learned and classic
cal dialectic must yield, one can see, to a more modest attitude of
mind deriving at once and the same time from common sense and;
understanding. ?

Suicide has never been dealt with except as a social phenomenon.
On the contrary, we are concerned here, at the outset, with the rela-
tionship between individual thought and suicide. An act like this is;
prepared within the silence of the heart, as is a great work of art. The *
man himself is ignorant of it. One evening he pulls the trigger or
jumps. Of an apartment-building manager who had killed himself I
was told that he had lost his daughter five years before, that he had

1 From the point of view of the relative value of truth. On the other hand, from the ;
point of view of virile behavior, this scholar’s fragility may well make us smile.
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changed greatly since, and that that experience had “undermined”
him. A more exact word cannot be imagined. Beginning to think is
beginning to be undermined. Society has but little connection with
such beginnings. The worm is in man’s heart. That is where it must
be sought. One must follow and understand this fatal game that leads
from lucidity in the face of existence to flight from light.

There are many causes for a suicide, and generally the most ob-
vious ones were not the most powerful. Rarely is suicide committed
(vet the hypothesis is not excluded) through reflection. What sets off
the crisis is almost always unverifiable. Newspapers often speak of
“personal sorrows” or of “incurable illness.” These explanations are
plausible. But one would have to know whether a friend of the des-
perate man had not that very day addressed him indifferently. He is
the guilty one. For that is enough to precipitate all the rancors and
all the boredom still in suspension.2

But if it is hard to fix the precise instant, the subtle step when the
mind opted for death, it is easier to deduce from the act itself the con-
sequences it implies. In a sense, and as in melodrama, killing your-
self amounts to confessing. It is confessing that life is too much for
you or that you do not understand it. Let’s not go too far in such
analogies, however, but rather return to everyday words. It is merely
confessing that that “is not worth the trouble.” Living, naturally, is
never easy. You continue making the gestures commanded by exis-
tence for many reasons, the first of which is habit. Dying voluntarily
implies that you have recognized, even instinctively, the ridiculous
character of that habit, the absence of any profound reason for liv-
ing, the insane character of that daily agitation, and the uselessness
of suffering.

What, then, is that incalculable feeling that deprives the mind of
the sleep necessary to life? A world that can be explained even with
bad reasons is a familiar world. But, on the other hand, in a universe
suddenly divested of illusions and lights, man feels an alien, a
stranger. His exile is without remedy since he is deprived of the
memory of a lost home or the hope of a promised land. This divorce
between man and his life, the actor and his setting, is properly the
feeling of absurdity. All healthy men having thought of their own sui-

2Let us not miss this opportunity to point out the relative character of this essay. Sui-
cide may indeed be related to much more honorable considerations— for example, the
political suicides of protest, as they were called, during the Chinese revolution.
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