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What Is the Meaning of Life? 

 

The Myth Of Sisyphus* 

Albert Camus 

Albert Camus (1913-1960) was a 20th-century French philosopher and novelist 

known as one of the leading proponents of existentialism. Besides the treatise the 

Myth of Sisyphus (1942), his best known works are the novels The Stranger 

(1942) and The Plague (1947). 

 

Study Questions 

1. What does Camus consider the only serious philosophical question? Why does he think 

this? 

2. What does Camus mean by the “absurd”? What often awakens consciousness of the 

absurd? 

3. What two certainties does Camus think cannot be reconciled? How does this contribute to 

the sense that life is absurd? 

4. What temptation does the absurd man face? What does he demand instead? 

                                                 
* From Albert Camus, The Myth of Sisyphus, trans. Justin O’Brien, translation copyright © 1955, 

copyright renewed 1983 by Penguin Random House LLC. Used by permission of Alfred A. 

Knopf, an imprint of the Knopf Doubleday Publishing Group, a division of Penguin Random 

House LLC. All rights reserved. 
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5. What does Camus mean by “living without appeal”? How does he define “living”? 

6. What is the Myth of Sisyphus? Who or what, for Camus, does Sisyphus represent? 

7. Why, according to Camus, must we imagine Sisyphus happy? 

An Absurd Reasoning 

Absurdity and Suicide 

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. 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, you 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 careful study before they become clear to the intellect. 

If I ask myself how to judge that this question is more urgent than that, I reply that one 

judges by the actions it entails. I have never seen anyone die for the ontological argument. 

Galileo, who held a scientific truth of great importance, abjured it with the greatest ease as soon 

as it endangered his life. In a certain sense, he did right. 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 paradoxically getting killed for the ideas or illusions that 

give them a reason 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 problems (I mean thereby those that run the risk of leading to death or 

those that intensify the passion of living) there are probably but two methods of thought: the 
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method of La Palisse and the method of Don 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 classical dialectic must yield, one can see, to 

a more modest attitude of mind deriving at one 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 relationship 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 

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. . . . 

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 this life, the actor and his setting, is properly the feeling of 

absurdity. All healthy men having thought of their own suicide, it can be seen, without further 

explanation, that there is a direct connection between this feeling and the longing for death. 
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The subject of this essay is precisely this relationship between the absurd and suicide, the 

exact degree to which suicide is a solution to the absurd. The principle can be established that for 

a man who does not cheat, what he believes to be true must determine his action. Belief in the 

absurdity of existence must then dictate his conduct. It is legitimate to wonder, clearly and 

without false pathos, whether a conclusion of this importance requires forsaking as rapidly as 

possible an incomprehensible condition. I am speaking, of course, of men inclined to be in 

harmony with themselves. . . . 

 

Absurd Walls 

. . . All great deeds and all great thoughts have a ridiculous beginning. Great works are often 

born on a street-corner or in a restaurant’s revolving door. So it is with absurdity. The absurd 

world more than others derives its nobility from that abject birth. In certain situations, replying 

“nothing” when asked what one is thinking about may be pretense in a man. Those who are 

loved are well aware of this. But if that reply is sincere, if it symbolizes that odd state of soul in 

which the void becomes eloquent, in which the chain of daily gestures is broken, in which the 

heart vainly seeks the link that will connect it again, then it is as it were the first sign of 

absurdity. 

It happens that the stage sets collapse. Rising, streetcar, four hours in the office or the 

factory, meal, streetcar, four hours of work, meal, sleep, and Monday Tuesday Wednesday 

Thursday Friday and Saturday according to the same rhythm—this path is easily followed most 

of the time. But one day the “why” arises and everything begins in that weariness tinged with 

amazement. “Begins”—this is important. Weariness comes at the end of the acts of a mechanical 

life, but at the same time it inaugurates the impulse of consciousness. It awakens consciousness 
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and provokes what follows. What follows is the gradual return into the chain or it is the 

definitive awakening. At the end of the awakening comes, in time, the consequence: suicide or 

recovery. In itself weariness has something sickening about it. Here, I must conclude that it is 

good. For everything begins with consciousness and nothing is worth anything except through it. 

. . .  

 

Absurd Freedom 

. . . I don’t know whether this world has a meaning that transcends it. But I know that I do not 

know that meaning and that it is impossible for me just now to know it. What can a meaning 

outside my condition mean to me? I can understand only in human terms. What I touch, what 

resists me—that is what I understand. And these two certainties—my appetite for the absolute 

and for unity and the impossibility of reducing this world to a rational and reasonable principle—

I also know that I cannot reconcile them. What other truth can I admit without lying, without 

bringing in a hope I lack and which means nothing within the limits of my condition? 

If I were a tree among trees, a cat among animals, this life would have a meaning, or rather 

this problem would not arise, for I should belong to this world. I should be this world to which I 

am now opposed by my whole consciousness and my whole insistence upon familiarity. This 

ridiculous reason is what sets me in opposition to all creation. I cannot cross it out with a stroke 

of the pen. What I believe to be true I must therefore preserve. What seems to me so obvious, 

even against me, I must support. And what constitutes the basis of that conflict, of that break 

between the world and my mind, but the awareness of it? If therefore I want to preserve it, I can 

through a constant awareness, ever revived, ever alert. This is what, for the moment, I must 

remember. At this moment the absurd, so obvious and yet so hard to win, returns to a man’s life 
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and finds its home there. At this moment, too, the mind can leave the arid, dried-up path of lucid 

effort. That path now emerges in daily life. It encounters the world of the anonymous impersonal 

pronoun “one,” but henceforth man enters in with his revolt and his lucidity. He has forgotten 

how to hope. This hell of the present is his Kingdom at last. All problems recover their sharp 

edge. Abstract evidence retreats before the poetry of forms and colors. Spiritual conflicts become 

embodied and return to the abject and magnificent shelter of man’s heart. None of them is 

settled. But all are transfigured. Is one going to die, escape by the leap, rebuild a mansion of 

ideas and forms to one’s own scale? Is one, on the contrary, going to take up the heart-rending 

and marvelous wager of the absurd? Let’s make a final effort in this regard and draw all our 

conclusions. The body, affection, creation, action, human nobility will then resume their places 

in this mad world. At last man will again find there the wine of the absurd and the bread of 

indifference on which he feeds his greatness. 

Let us insist again on the method: it is a matter of persisting. At a certain point on his path 

the absurd man is tempted. History is not lacking in either religions or prophets, even without 

gods. He is asked to leap. All he can reply is that he doesn’t fully understand, that it is not 

obvious. Indeed, he does not want to do anything but what he fully understands. He is assured 

that this is the sin of pride, but he does not understand the notion of sin; that perhaps hell is in 

store, but he has not enough imagination to visualize that strange future; that he is losing 

immortal life, but that seems to him an idle consideration. An attempt is made to get him to 

admit his guilt. He feels innocent. To tell the truth, that is all he feels—his irreparable innocence. 

This is what allows him everything. Hence, what he demands of himself is to live solely with 

what he knows, to accommodate himself to what is, and to bring in nothing that is not certain. He 
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is told that nothing is. But this at least is a certainty. And it is with this that he is concerned: he 

wants to find out if it is possible to live without appeal. . . . 

But what does life mean in such a universe? Nothing else for the moment but indifference to 

the future and a desire to use up everything that is given. Belief in the meaning of life always 

implies a scale of values, a choice, our preferences. Belief in the absurd, according to our 

definitions, teaches the contrary. But this is worth examining. 

Knowing whether or not one can live without appeal is all that interests me. I do not want to 

get out of my depth. This aspect of life being given me, can I adapt myself to it? Now, faced with 

this particular concern, belief in the absurd is tantamount to substituting the quantity of 

experiences for the quality. If I convince myself that this life has no other aspect than that of the 

absurd, if I feel that its whole equilibrium depends on that perpetual opposition between my 

conscious revolt and the darkness in which it struggles, if I admit that my freedom has no 

meaning except in relation to its limited fate, then I must say that what counts is not the best 

living but the most living. . . . 

For on the one hand the absurd teaches that all experiences are unimportant, and on the other 

it urges toward the greatest quantity of experiences. How, then, can one fail to do as so many of 

those men I was speaking of earlier—choose the form of life that brings us the most possible of 

that human matter, thereby introducing a scale of values that on the other hand one claims to 

reject? 

But again it is the absurd and its contradictory life that teaches us. For the mistake is 

thinking that that quantity of experiences depends on the circumstances of our life when it 

depends solely on us. Here we have to be over-simple. To two men living the same number of 

years, the world always provides the same sum of experiences. It is up to us to be conscious of 
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them. Being aware of one’s life, one’s revolt, one’s freedom, and to the maximum, is living, and 

to the maximum. Where lucidity dominates, the scale of values becomes useless. . . .  

 

The Myth Of Sisyphus 

The gods had condemned Sisyphus to ceaselessly rolling a rock to the top of a mountain, whence 

the stone would fall back of its own weight. They had thought with some reason that there is no 

more dreadful punishment than futile and hopeless labor. 

If one believes Homer, Sisyphus was the wisest and most prudent of mortals. According to 

another tradition, however, he was disposed to practice the profession of highwayman. I see no 

contradiction in this. Opinions differ as to the reasons why he became the futile laborer of the 

underworld. To begin with, he is accused of a certain levity in regard to the gods. He stole their 

secrets. AEgina, the daughter of AEsopus, was carried off by Jupiter. The father was shocked by 

that disappearance and complained to Sisyphus. He, who knew of the abduction, offered to tell 

about it on condition that AEsopus would give water to the citadel of Corinth. To the celestial 

thunderbolts he preferred the benediction of water. He was punished for this in the underworld. 

Homer tells us also that Sisyphus had put Death in chains. Pluto could not endure the sight of his 

deserted, silent empire. He dispatched the god of war, who liberated Death from the hands of her 

conqueror. 

It is said also that Sisyphus, being near to death, rashly wanted to test his wife’s love. He 

ordered her to cast his unburied body into the middle of the public square. Sisyphus woke up in 

the underworld. And there, annoyed by an obedience so contrary to human love, he obtained 

from Pluto permission to return to earth in order to chastise his wife. But when he had seen again 

the face of this world, enjoyed water and sun, warm stones and the sea, he no longer wanted to 
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go back to the infernal darkness. Recalls, signs of anger, warnings were of no avail. Many years 

more he lived facing the curve of the gulf, the sparkling sea, and the smiles of earth. A decree of 

the gods was necessary. Mercury came and seized the impudent man by the collar and, snatching 

him from his joys, led him forcibly back to the underworld, where his rock was ready for him. 

You have already grasped that Sisyphus is the absurd hero. He is, as much through his 

passions as through his torture. His scorn of the gods, his hatred of death, and his passion for life 

won him that unspeakable penalty in which the whole being is exerted toward accomplishing 

nothing. This is the price that must be paid for the passions of this earth. Nothing is told us about 

Sisyphus in the underworld. Myths are made for the imagination to breathe life into them. As for 

this myth, one sees merely the whole effort of a body straining to raise the huge stone, to roll it 

and push it up a slope a hundred times over; one sees the face screwed up, the cheek tight against 

the stone, the shoulder bracing the clay-covered mass, the foot wedging it, the fresh start with 

arms outstretched, the wholly human security of two earth-clotted hands. At the very end of his 

long effort measured by skyless space and time without depth, the purpose is achieved. Then 

Sisyphus watches the stone rush down in a few moments toward that lower world whence he will 

have to push it up again toward the summit. He goes back down to the plain. 

It is during that return, that pause, that Sisyphus interests me. A face that toils so close to 

stones is already stone itself! I see that man going back down with a heavy yet measured step 

toward the torment of which he will never know the end. That hour like a breathing-space which 

returns as surely as his suffering, that is the hour of consciousness. At each of those moments 

when he leaves the heights and gradually sinks toward the lairs of the gods, he is superior to his 

fate. He is stronger than his rock. 
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If this myth is tragic, that is because its hero is conscious. Where would his torture be, 

indeed, if at every step the hope of succeeding upheld him? The workman of today works every 

day in his life at the same tasks, and this fate is no less absurd. But it is tragic only at the rare 

moments when it becomes conscious. Sisyphus, proletarian of the gods, powerless and 

rebellious, knows the whole extent of his wretched condition: it is what he thinks of during his 

descent. The lucidity that was to constitute his torture at the same time crowns his victory. There 

is no fate that cannot be surmounted by scorn. 

If the descent is thus sometimes performed in sorrow, it can also take place in joy. This word 

is not too much. Again I fancy Sisyphus returning toward his rock, and the sorrow was in the 

beginning. When the images of earth cling too tightly to memory, when the call of happiness 

becomes too insistent, it happens that melancholy rises in man’s heart: this is the rock’s victory, 

this is the rock itself. The boundless grief is too heavy to bear. These are our nights of 

Gethsemane. But crushing truths perish from being acknowledged. Thus, CEdipus at the outset 

obeys fate without knowing it. But from the moment he knows, his tragedy begins. Yet at the 

same moment, blind and desperate, he realizes that the only bond linking him to the world is the 

cool hand of a girl. Then a tremendous remark rings out: “Despite so many ordeals, my advanced 

age and the nobility of my soul make me conclude that all is well.” Sophocles’ CEdipus, like 

Dostoevsky’s Kirilov, thus gives the recipe for the absurd victory. Ancient wisdom confirms 

modern heroism. 

One does not discover the absurd without being tempted to write a manual of happiness. 

“What! by such narrow ways—?” There is but one world, however. Happiness and the absurd 

are two sons of the same earth. They are inseparable. It would be a mistake to say that happiness 

necessarily springs from the absurd discovery. It happens as well that the feeling of the absurd 
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springs from happiness. “I conclude that all is well,” says CEdipus, and that remark is sacred. It 

echoes in the wild and limited universe of man. It teaches that all is not, has not been, exhausted. 

It drives out of this world a god who had come into it with dissatisfaction and a preference for 

futile sufferings. It makes of fate a human matter, which must be settled among men. 

All Sisyphus’ silent joy is contained therein. His fate belongs to him. His rock is his thing. 

Likewise, the absurd man, when he contemplates his torment, silences all the idols. In the 

universe suddenly restored to its silence, the myriad wondering little voices of the earth rise up. 

Unconscious, secret calls, invitations from all the faces, they are the necessary reverse and price 

of victory. There is no sun without shadow, and it is essential to know the night. The absurd man 

says yes and his effort will henceforth be unceasing. If there is a personal fate, there is no higher 

destiny, or at least there is but one which he concludes is inevitable and despicable. For the rest, 

he knows himself to be the master of his days. At that subtle moment when man glances 

backward over his life, Sisyphus returning toward his rock, in that slight pivoting he 

contemplates that series of unrelated actions which becomes his fate, created by him, combined 

under his memory’s eye and soon sealed by his death. Thus, convinced of the wholly human 

origin of all that is human, a blind man eager to see who knows that the night has no end, he is 

still on the go. The rock is still rolling. 

I leave Sisyphus at the foot of the mountain! One always finds one’s burden again. But 

Sisyphus teaches the higher fidelity that negates the gods and raises rocks. He too concludes that 

all is well. This universe henceforth without a master seems to him neither sterile nor futile. Each 

atom of that stone, each mineral flake of that night-filled mountain, in itself forms a world. The 

struggle itself toward the heights is enough to fill a man’s heart. One must imagine Sisyphus 

happy. 
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Questions for Reflection 

1. Do you agree with Camus that life is absurd? Why? 

2. How, if at all, would you modify the Myth of Sisyphus to make Sisyphus’s life 

meaningful? 


