Study Notes and Questions for The Stranger
Some larger, overarching themes of the book should be considered from the outset.  Camus is often called an “existentialist,” that it, he is interested in the condition of our existence on the face of the Earth as opposed to the promise of a life to come after death.  While other existentialists like Jean Paul Sartre rejected religion in favor of affirming the life we already have, Camus’ position has been labeled as “absurdist,” that the very condition of life is absurd.

Why does Camus seem to be taking this position?  How is this expressed through the story of Meursault?  Why does this way of thinking seem to develop in the wake of the Second World War in particular, and why is it important that this is being discussed in the context of colonial Algeria, so you think?  How is this absurdism represented in the title of the book itself?  What are Camus’ attitudes towards religion, tradition, and authority, as expressed through the main character?  These are all tough, philosophical questions, but they represent the crisis in thought that was representative of many Europeans at the time.

Keep in mind, you do not have to answer every element of each question.  These reaction papers are designed to get you thinking critically about a question, but it does not have to be all encompassing.  Be specific in your answer, however, so that evidence from the book supports your contention.

The Death of the Mother
What is the importance of the death of Mersault’s mother?  How does he feel about her death and what does he think about her?  Why does his actions following her death become important later in the book and what role does it play in his trial?  If there is a lack of emotional development in this relationship, what is his relationship with sensuality and physical enjoyment?  What does give him pleasure in his life?

The Death of the Arab
Why does Meursault shoot the Arab?  What choice does this entail, or does that even matter?  hat is the importance of the heat and the sun in the murder?  Does Meursault realize he has done something wrong?  While The Stranger may not be an explicit critique of French colonialism, how do we see the relationship between Arabs and French in colonial Algeria?

The Trial and Death Sentence of Mersault

Do you think of Mersault as being brutally honest, or simply brutal?  During the trial, what do you make of Mersault’s though that he is the only stranger in the room?  Why does he consider Meursault worse than someone who murders a parent?  What does Meusault think about while his defense attorney pleads his case?  How do we see religion and how is it important?    What happens in the final scene with the priest?  How does Mersault finally reconcile himself to everything that has happened? How does this relate to Camus’ ideas about the meaning of life?

