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Abstract:  

Camus is a writer who has explored the human condition in an unorthodox way, a rebel 
by nature but not dogmatist intellectual who mortgaged his intellect in the name of 
loyalty to party politics. His works, The stranger, The Plague, The Rebel, The Fall reveal 
how people grapple with their lives in the face of custom, disease, tyranny and the notion 
of respectability in the social and historical context. My Paper takes up his plays 
Caligula and The Just to study the ‘absurd’ nature of life and how the conflict between 
means and ends is a tortuous issue in the present times. Camus’s Caligula deals with the 
themes of temporariness of love and mourning for the beloved, the desire to make 
impossible and stretching the logic of absurdity to the end.  In the play The Just Camus 
explores the inner turmoil and moral dilemmas face by the revolutionary terrorists torn 
between the commitment to justice and the yearning for love and life. History can provide 
some way out of the labyrinth of ignorance and gloomy ruminations about the ‘absurdity’ 
of human life. Absurdity lies in making a choice patently unjust. 
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  Albert Camus was “a European born in French Algeria” on Nov.7, 2013(7). He grew up 

in poverty, read Gide, Malraux and classics. Though he joined the leftists, later on he   was 

expelled from Communist party in 1937. Camus was a revolutionary by nature but not dogmatist 

intellectual who mortgaged his intellect in the name of loyalty to party politics. So he escaped 

the predicament of many thinkers of his times who have refused to criticize the bourgeois system 

as well as the Soviet communism which showed the Big brother attitude towards its East 

European neighbors. He criticized the Soviet methods of crushing workers’ strike in East Berlin 

(1953), Poznan in Poland and the Hungarian revolution in1956.1 Camus has not spared  

totalitarianism of any hue and  writes  on the role of artists,  

 Not all the armies of tyranny with their millions of men will free him from his isolation, 

even and particularly if he falls into step with them. But the silence of an unknown 

prisoner, abandoned to humiliations at the other end of the world, is enough to draw the 

writer out of his exile, at least whenever, in the midst of the privileges of freedom, he 
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manages not to forget that silence, and to transmit it in order to make it resound by means 

of his art.” 2 

Camus has experienced an intense loneliness after the publication of his work The Rebel  

in  which he championed the cause of rebellion and condemned  authoritarian regimes  including  

the Soviet Union  leading to a rift between  Sartre and himself. Camus works explore human 

predicament in a profound and engaging manner. His greatness lies in his integrity and his 

works, The stranger, The Plague, The Rebel, The Fall reveal how people grapple with their lives 

in the face of custom, disease, tyranny and the notion of respectability in the social and historical 

context. Regarding Camus’s work, Davis writes that it “crosses the boundaries between arts. 

Politics and philosophy” and “constitutes a single exercise in symbolic action”3  

Camus explores the absurdity of human condition in his play, Caligula. Caligula, a 

twenty-five year old young emperor who nurtures an incestuous love towards his sister Drucilla. 

She dies suddenly due to illness which turns Caligula depressed, distressed and deranged. He 

humiliates, tortures, excuses, executes at his will and pleasure without method in his madness. 

He has been revolting against the absurdity of existence and wants to   claims many lives, 

plebeians and patricians turn against him and in the end   he invites his own death. Among the 

rebels, Scipio and Cherea sense the anguish of the tyrant. While Scipio, the poet                                 

half-sympathizes, Cherea is openly defiant and unafraid of death. 

 Caligula’s whimsical behavior has  tragic consequences for others and sees himself as 

the only freest person in the kingdom. He feels he is wronged and hence his rage against the 

world and gods. In the modern history, he can be compared to leaders like Hitler and Stalin who 

have resorted to the elimination of the opponents in the name of ideology. While Hitler has 

pursued his mirage of conquering world due to his opposition to fellow imperialist powers and 

megalomania, Stalin’s ruthlessness can be understood as the result of paranoia   regarding  the 

imperialist powers  who combined  to crush the infant Soviet Republic.  

 Camus’s Caligula takes up themes such as temporariness of love and mourning for the 

beloved, the desire to make impossible and stretching the logic of absurdity to the end. In the 

very first Act we come to know about the death of Drusilla and the queer behavior of Caligula 
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through conversations of patricians. When first Patricians refer to the impossibility of mourning 

a loss for more than a year, the old patrician replies that “life would be intolerable if one could” 

(36) mourn longer. Caligula who has been an enlightened emperor till Drusilla’s death now 

wants the impossible and asks Helicon, his friend, “yes, I wanted the moon” (39). When Helicon 

asks him what is the truth Caligula discovered, the latter replies, “Men die; and they are not 

happy” (40) When Helicon shows him the people about to enjoy their meal to rebut Caligula, the 

latter criticizes their hypocrisy and says: 

 I wish men to live by the light of truth. And I’ve power to make them do so. For I know 

what they need and haven’t got. They’re without understanding and they need a teacher; 

someone who knows what he’s talking about. (41) 

Scipio, the young poet of sixteen years old  refers to Caligula’s words of encouragement 

and the consolations of life are religion, art and the love one inspires in others  the need for 

avoiding causing suffering to others and how he tried to be just. Caesonia, the old love of 

Caligula tells Scipio that they must save Caligula. He wants to pass edict ordering every patrician 

to disinherit his children and make anew will to transferring their property to the State.When 

Scipio comments  that Caligula’s attempt to make the impossible possible “a lunatic’s pastime,” 

the latter’s  replies, “No, Scipio. An emperor’s vocation” (45) He also tells Cherea that he can’t 

forgive the latter  giving importance to people and to things  and tells that he is the one  free man 

in Roman empire out to  point the way to freedom.  

While Faustus sells his soul for power to the devil and   Frankenstein turns killer out of 

his disgust for loneliness inflicted upon him by others, Caligula’s anguish over the death of his 

love is philosophizing of the element of absurdity. When Caesonia refers to the immutability of 

goodness and justice, he tells that he wants leveling to be a king’s gift and when he gets the 

impossible like the moon in his hands, “ I shall be transfigured and the world renewed; then men 

will die no more and at last be happy” (48). He wants Caesonia to be with him, become cold, 

ruthless and at the end turns her a willing victim at his bidding. Camus doesn’t attribute 

Caligula’s complexity to his love lost but against death, unhappiness and it’s his objective 

philosophy of cruelty and madness sans method turns Cherea against him. One can understand 

an individual’s cruelty but not an ism or philosophy of intolerance. 
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 In the second act we find the resentment of patricians leading them to hatch a plot to 

rebel  but Chereo restrains them to bide their time. Meanwhile Caligula enters, queries them, and 

criticizes their intention and cowardice or lack of honor when they dance like puppets at his 

bidding. Caligula’s arbitrariness has led to the killing of Lepidus’s son, usurping of Octavius’s 

wife and killing the father of Scipio, the young poet. Cherea comments that Caligula is   

converting his philosophy into corpses “and what’s intolerable is to see one’s life being drained 

of meaning, to be told there’s no reason for existing. A man can’t live without some reason for 

living.”(53) Caligula tells Scipio that they stand for single-mindedness for good and bad 

respectively. When Scipio says that he pities and loathes Caligula’s loneliness, the latter speaks 

about the unbearable state of loneliness and solitude.         

Simon Lea writes in his article “Human Nature and The Absurd in The Stranger, 

Caligula and Cross Purpose”  that “Unlike Meursault, Caligula and Martha experience and 

understand the world through emotion: grief, anger, scorn, longing, despair.”(22) 

 

The reluctant revolutionaries are those who espouse violent end to the unjust system but 

who suffer from the pangs of anguish when they   see the innocent perishing. They do not think 

that their cause justifies the death of the innocents and they are ready to become martyrs instead 

of becoming murderers. Camus ‘s play The Just shows how Stepan, the tireless revolutionary   

comes out  of jail And meets his former comrades  who are planning to assassinate the Grand 

Duke to popularize their commitment  for the liberation of Russia and land to the people.  

Stepan is given to speak in aphoristic terms. He says, “‘freedom’ will remain a prison 

until every man on earth is free. Stepan’s earnestness bears no light moments as evidenced by his 

cutting sort of conversation between Dora and Kaliayev regarding their past romance. He thinks 

that Kaliayev is not a steady hand in throwing the bomb which surprises the latter. Kaliyayev 

says that one can only throw the bomb once which means that one should be prepared to be 

imprisoned or lay down one’s life. When he talks of falling under the carriage in case of missing 

throwing the bomb or committing suicide like the Japanese, another revolutionary Annenkov 

disagrees and tells him that one should carry on one’s work.    
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Stepan intervenes and comments that to commit suicide one must be narcissistic and “a 

true revolutionary cannot love himself” (172).  When Kaliyayev queries why Stepan has been 

treating him like that, the latter replies, “I don’t like people who dabble with revolution because 

they’re bored” (172). The slinging match of words between them is stopped by Annenkov.  

   Kaliyayev joins revolution since he loves life and beauty and is prepared to kill to end killing 

and for the sake of integrity. He has been preparing himself for it for a long time and refers to the 

element of force in it.  Dora tells him not to flinch on seeing the Duke as a human  whereas 

Kaliyayev replies that he would be destroying tyranny  and hatred against it would make him 

firm in carrying out his goal.  

  Kaliyayev returns without killing the Grand Duke since there were two children along 

with him. There ensues a debate among the revolutionaries in which Dora says that the 

revolution will be loathed by the entire human race in case of innocent children’ death. But 

Stepan says that he won’t be sentimental and even hit at the people if necessary. When Stepan 

speaks of justice and the snuffing of innocence for the distant day, Kaliyayaev says that he is 

more concerned about the people alive today. He also declares, Killing children is a crime 

against man’s honour, and if the revolution should ever break with honour… then I should break 

with the revolution.” When Stepan says that honour is the luxury of the privileged, Kaliyayev 

replies that revolution has its honour.  

Here Camus has hit the nail on the head by saying that the glorious future  promised by 

bloody revolution and wars can’t justify the annihilation of the innocents here and now. The  

terrorist revolutionaries of the yesterday have faced the moral dilemma whereas the modern day 

terrorists or revolutionaries and modern governments are scarcely hesitating to do violence in the 

name of their ideology or maintain the law and order. 

    In the Act three,Voinov who is unable to throw the bomb at the Duke admits his 

passivity, cowardice ad declares  that he is not cut out for that job and prefers to confine himself 

to the committee work. Then Kaliyayev speaks of going beyond hatred for injustice into love at 

which Dora asks him if he could love her if she remained as free as when she were in university. 

Kaliyayev says yes but Dora says that they are the just and no room or time for them for love.  
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In the Act four, Kaliyayev in jail meets Foka who he mistakes merely as a common 

murder but later realizes that he is chosen as hangman for the execution of Kailyayev. When he 

calls Foka an executioner, the latter asks him, “And you sir.. what about you?”  In the jail the 

police chief meets Kaliyayev and asks him to realize that he has not killed for an idea and his life 

can be spared if he informed on other accomplices. When the Grand Duchess meets Kaliyayev 

and asks him to repent and pray with her for pardon from god, he refuses saying that he would 

prefer death and love of his fellow revolutionaries to pardon.        

   In the last Act, the group of the Just come to know that Yannek Kaliyayev has gone to the 

gallows and the ruthless Stepan says that he envied him.  Dora insists on knowing how 

Kaliyayev faced death and remarks that he got happiness which he missed in his life. She is not 

able to bear imaging the loneliness of the last moments of Kaliyayev , calls herself not a woman 

and offers to throw the bomb the next time. At one point she says, “Oh, it’s so much easier to die 

with one’s conflicts than to live with them” (222)   

In the play we find Camus explores the inner turmoil and moral dilemmas face by the 

revolutionary terrorists torn between the commitment to justice and the yearning for  love and 

life. He leaves the question open-ended but shows the bend beyond which humanity becomes a 

casualty in the name of ‘golden future.’ Camus won the Nobel Prize in 1957   for his important 

literary production, which with clear-sighted earnestness illuminates the problems of the human 

conscience in our times.4 The Nobel committee remarked that his austere search for moral order 

found its aesthetic correlative in the classicism of his art. He was a stylist of great purity and 

intense concentration and rationality.5  

   Camus thinks that every revolt has the seeds of tyranny and continuous rebellion is only 

answer as proposed in his work, the Rebel. Raskin writes, “Despite that hopelessness, Camus 

argues that it is this very defiance and revolt in the face of a world without meaning that enable 

man to live life as fully and passionately as possible.”6 John Cruickshank in his introduction to 

Camus’s Caligula writes that Camus has moved “from nihilism to positive humanism, from a 

largely self-indulgent paganism to a passionate defense of the claims of justice and human 

solidarity.” (15)  
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History can provide some way out of the labyrinth of ignorance and gloomy ruminations 

about  the ‘absurdity’ of human life. Absurdity lies in making choice that goes against the grain 

of justice in the case of an individual or society at large. It’s choosing existence over life, safety 

over value and the momentary over the long term interests. It is an intolerable gap between the 

professing of the lofty ideals and butchering freedom, equality and justice in practice. An 

egoistic human sees no absurdity in culling other creatures considered lower but cries foul  when  

he loses his near and dear  or at  his possible demise. He goes for even conventional or nuclear 

war if his profits are threatened and seeks extermination of mankind in the name of economic 

prosperity. If we think that life is absurd and history   meaningless, what is there to end the evil 

of man? Camus writes in his “Letter to Roland Barthes on the Plague” written in 1955 that “it is 

not legitimate to reproach me or, above all, accuse me of refusing history – unless it is 

proclaimed that the only way of taking part in history is to legitimize tyranny.” (221)  

 Notes  

1 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Albert_Camus 

2.  "Albert Camus - Banquet Speech". Nobelprize.org. Nobel Media AB 2013. Web. 12 

Dec 2013. <http://www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/literature/laureates/1957/camus-

speech.html >In his banquet speech, Camus writes, Each generation doubtless feels called 

upon to reform the world. Mine knows that it will not reform it, but its task is perhaps 

even greater. It consists in preventing the world from destroying itself. Heir to a corrupt 

history, in which are mingled fallen revolutions, technology gone mad, dead gods, and 

worn-out ideologies, where mediocre powers can destroy all yet no longer know how to 

convince, where intelligence has debased itself to become the servant of hatred and 

oppression, this generation starting from its own negations has had to re-establish, both 

within and without, a little of that which constitutes the dignity of life and death… It is 

not certain that this generation will ever be able to accomplish this immense task, but 

already it is rising everywhere in the world to the double challenge of truth and liberty 

and, if necessary, knows how to die for it without hate. 

                 3 Bronner qtd. in Davis, Jeffry C.  “Albert Camus’ Response to a War-Torn World: 

              The Embodiment of His Ethic in the Liberating Art of Drama.” P.1,   
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           4 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Albert_Camus 
              5http://www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/literature/laureates/1957/camus-bio.html 

           6Raskin, Richard, “Camus’s Critiques of Existentialism.” Minerva - An Internet Journal 

.              of  Philosophy Vol. 5 (2001): n.a.  
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