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Overview

The Stranger (L'Etranger) is a 1942 novel by Albert Camus that follows Meursault, a detached
French Algerian clerk, whose life is upended when he commits a senseless murder on a
sun-drenched beach. The narrative is split into two parts: the first chronicles Meursault's
mundane life—his mother's death, his affair with Marie, and his friendship with the pimp
Raymond—culminating in the shooting of an Arab man. The second part unfolds as a courtroom
drama, where Meursault's lack of conventional emotion, especially his failure to weep at his
mother's funeral, is used against him more than the crime itself. Through Meursault's flat,
first-person narration, Camus explores the absurd—the conflict between humanity's desire for
meaning and the universe's silent indifference.

The novel is a cornerstone of existentialist and absurdist literature, though Camus himself
rejected the existentialist label. Its central argument is that society demands a performance of
prescribed emotions, and those who refuse to play along are condemned. Meursault's eventual
acceptance of the 'tender indifference of the world' transforms his trial from a legal proceeding
into a philosophical confrontation with mortality and freedom. The Stranger matters because it
forces readers to question the foundations of morality, justice, and authenticity, and it remains a
powerful, unsettling meditation on what it means to be human in a world devoid of inherent
purpose. Its spare prose and shocking climax have made it one of the most widely read and
taught novels of the twentieth century.

Key Takeaways

* Meursault's emotional detachment is not a flaw but a radical honesty that exposes society's
demand for hypocritical displays of feeling.

* The novel illustrates the absurdist idea that the universe is indifferent to human concerns,
and that meaning must be created, not discovered.

* The trial scene shows that justice is often based on social conformity rather than objective
facts, as Meursault is condemned for his character, not his crime.

* Meursault's final outburst against the chaplain marks his awakening to the absurd and his
acceptance of life's meaninglessness as a form of liberation.

« Camus uses the sun and heat as recurring motifs to symbolize the irrational forces that can
overwhelm human reason and trigger violence.
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* The Stranger challenges readers to examine their own complicity in social norms and to
consider the value of living authentically, even at great cost.

* The novel's famous opening line, 'Mother died today. Or maybe yesterday; I can't be sure,'
immediately establishes Meursault's alienated perspective.

* Meursault's execution is not a tragedy but a triumph of his newfound clarity: he opens his
heart to the 'tender indifference of the world.’

Chapter Summaries
Part One, Chapters 1-3

Meursault learns of his mother's death at a home for the aged. He attends the funeral with
unnerving calm, drinking coffee and smoking, and shows no grief. The next day he meets Marie,
an old coworker, and they begin a casual affair. Meursault helps his neighbor Raymond, a pimp,
write a letter to humiliate his mistress. The chapters establish Meursault's sensory,
present-focused consciousness and his refusal to conform to expected emotional responses.

Part One, Chapters 4-6

Meursault and Marie visit a beach house owned by Raymond's friend Masson. Raymond has a
violent confrontation with a group of Arabs, one of whom is the brother of his mistress. Later,
Meursault, armed with Raymond's revolver, returns to the beach alone. He encounters the Arab,
and under the blinding sun, he shoots him once, then four more times. The murder is presented
as a consequence of heat and light rather than malice, and Meursault feels no remorse.

Part Two, Chapters 1-3

Meursault is interrogated and jailed. He struggles with the loss of freedom and the mechanical
routine of prison life. His lawyer is shocked by his lack of remorse, and the magistrate is
frustrated by his disbelief in God. Meursault's case is prepared, but the prosecution focuses on
his behavior at his mother's funeral. He observes that the legal system is more concerned with
his soul than his crime, and he feels increasingly like an outsider in his own trial.

Part Two, Chapters 4-5

The trial begins. Witnesses testify about Meursault's callousness at the funeral, and the
prosecutor paints him as a monster devoid of human feeling. Meursault's own testimony is
dismissed as irrelevant. He is convicted of murder and sentenced to death. The verdict is based
more on his failure to cry than on the killing itself. Meursault reflects on the absurdity of the
proceedings and the impossibility of defending himself against charges of emotional
inadequacy.

Part Two, Chapter 5 (continued) and Conclusion
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In his cell awaiting execution, Meursault rejects the chaplain's attempts to bring him to God. He
explodes in anger, asserting that all men are condemned to die, and that the universe is
indifferent. He finally accepts his fate and opens his heart to the 'tender indifference of the
world.' He hopes that a crowd of spectators will greet his execution with cries of hate, which
would confirm his existence and his freedom.

Themes

* Absurdity of existence

* Emotional detachment

* Indifference of the universe

* Social conformity and judgment
* Freedom and death

* Sensory experience and the sun

Notable Quotes

* "Mother died today. Or maybe yesterday; I can't be sure." — The opening line of the novel,
spoken by Meursault, immediately establishing his detached tone.

* "I opened myself to the gentle indifference of the world." — Meursault's final realization in
his cell, as he accepts the absurdity of existence.

"I had been right, I was still right, I was always right. I had lived my life one way and I could
just as well have lived it another." — Meursault's reflection during his outburst at the
chaplain, affirming the equal validity of all choices.

* "For everything to be consummated, for me to feel less alone, I had only to wish that there
be a large crowd of spectators on the day of my execution and that they greet me with cries
of hate." — The final lines of the novel, expressing Meursault's desire for a hostile audience to
affirm his existence.

"I may not have been sure about what really did interest me, but I was absolutely sure about
what didn't." — Meursault's thought during the trial, highlighting his clarity about his own
indifference.

Frequently Asked Questions
What is The Stranger about?

The Stranger is about Meursault, a French Algerian man who kills an Arab on a beach and is put
on trial. The novel explores his emotional detachment and the absurdist philosophy that life has
no inherent meaning. The trial focuses more on his lack of grief at his mother's funeral than on
the murder itself, revealing society's demand for conventional emotions.
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Is The Stranger worth reading?

Yes. It is a short, powerful novel that raises profound questions about meaning, morality, and
authenticity. Its spare prose and shocking narrative make it accessible, while its philosophical
depth rewards careful reading. It is a foundational text of absurdist literature and a compelling
character study that stays with you long after you finish.

How does The Stranger end?

Spoiler: Meursault is sentenced to death and awaits execution. He rejects the chaplain's pleas to
repent, finally accepting the absurdity of life. He opens himself to the 'tender indifference of the
world' and hopes that a crowd will greet his execution with cries of hate, affirming his existence.
The novel ends with this defiant acceptance.

Who should read The Stranger?

Readers interested in existentialism, absurdism, or classic twentieth-century literature. It is also
suitable for those who enjoy character-driven novels with philosophical depth. Because it is short
and written in plain language, it is a good entry point for readers new to literary fiction. However,
its themes of violence and alienation may not suit everyone.

How long does it take to read The Stranger?

At an average reading speed of 250 words per minute, The Stranger takes about 3 hours and 20
minutes to read. The book is roughly 50,000 words long, so most readers can finish it in a few
sittings. It is often assigned in high school and college courses, and can be read in a single
afternoon if you have the time.
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