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Out of a clear blue sky

Camus’s The Plague and coronavirus

By Robert Zaretsky
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Detail of the dust jacket of the first edition of The Plague in English

W hen his virus-blasted city is quarantined, Bernard Rieux, the hero of Albert Camus’s La

Peste (The Plague) remarks: “From now on, it can be said that plague was the concern of all

of us”. Camus’s book has been flying off the shelves again in recent weeks, and its renewed

popularity partly reflects how all of us are again facing this common concern. Of course, Camus is not the

Subscribe

https://www.the-tls.co.uk/categories/literature/literature-by-region/european-literature/
https://www.the-tls.co.uk/articles/albert-camus-the-plague-coronavirus-essay-robert-zaretsky/%23
https://www.the-tls.co.uk/issues/april-10-2020/
https://www.the-tls.co.uk/
https://www.the-tls.co.uk/buy
https://www.the-tls.co.uk/?s


only writer to treat this subject. Sales of books such as Stephen King’s The Stand and Dean Koontz’s The

Eyes of Darkness have also surged. There are, moreover, several modern classics whose subject is the

plague, like André Brink’s The Wall of the Plague and Gabriel García Márquez’s Love in the Time of Cholera.

Yet The Plague, cited by both Brink and García Márquez as an influence, remains the locus classicus.

Camus began this story of how a group of men resist the plague when it strikes their city after Gallimard had

brought out his first novel, L’Étranger (The Stranger/The Outsider), and his philosophical essay Le Mythe de

Sisyphe. The former, in particular, won widespread critical acclaim for Camus. Sartre hailed the work as a

“classic” that is “about the absurd and against the absurd”. Rather absurdly, Camus was then earning a

pittance teaching French Jewish children banned from public schools by the Vichy regime. Weakened by

tuberculosis, he was forced to travel to southern France for a cure. Taking a room in a farmhouse in Le

Panelier, a hamlet buried in the mountains of the Massif Central, Camus looked ahead. Now that he had

completed what he called the “cycle of the absurd” – made up of L’Étranger, Le Mythe de Sisyphe and his

play Caligula – it was time to launch a new cycle.

Though he had already made a few notes for this cycle before arriving in Le Panelier, it was there that he

saw what he had before only glimpsed. One cannot help but wonder if his sight was sharpened by events in

the nearby village of Chambon-sur-Lignon. Led by its pastor, André Trocmé, this mostly Protestant village

saved the lives of more than 3,000 Jewish refugees during the war. When a Vichy official demanded to know

if Trocmé was hiding Jews, the pastor replied: “We do not know what a Jew is. We know only men”. Camus

never revealed what he knew about Chambon, but it is telling that the village’s doctor was named Rioux.
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It was at this time that Camus made an important discovery: the absurd, he found, “teaches nothing”. He

became, in effect, estranged from The Stranger and its embrace of the “tender indifference” of a silent

world. While the world was still mute, our response needed to change to what was taking place under those

silent skies. Seeking a way to express the experience of occupation, Camus combed through medical,

historical and literary accounts of plague. Paying particular attention to Thucydides’ History of the

Peloponnesian War and Daniel Defoe’s Journal of the Plague Year, he settled on the plague as his novel’s
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symbol and title. The determined struggle against the plague, led by Rieux and his fellow resisters, he

decided, was the means “to convey the suffering of the suffocation and atmosphere of terror and exile we

had experienced”.

By then, the novelist had moved to Paris, joined the Resistance and become editor of the underground

newspaper Combat. Upon France’s liberation, he found himself cast as a leading figure of both the

Resistance and the philosophical movement to which it was tied, existentialism. Although he welcomed this

renown, it also weighed on him. While writing as a columnist for Combat and working as an editor at

Gallimard, he struggled to complete the novel. Not only did he need to prove equal to his fame, but his

novel needed to prove equal to L’Étranger. On the eve of La Peste’s publication, Camus confided to his

friend the novelist Louis Guilloux that he had written a “livre manqué”.

Several reviewers agreed. Writing in Esprit, the founder of personalism, Emmanuel Mounier, dismissed the

novel as “grey and heavy”, while Georges Bataille declared it “the dullest of Camus’s books”. Yet others, like

Marcel Arland, damned the book with faint praise, patting the author on his back for sending an important

moral message. The public, however, had a different opinion: at a time when buying a book was a luxury,

the French considered the novel a necessity: 22,000 copies were sold in the first two weeks, with the figure

rising to more than 100,000 by the end of 1947.

Translated into more than thirty languages, it has since sold more than five million copies across the globe.

The novel has remained one of Gallimard’s bestselling books, listing third behind Le Petit Prince and – mais,

oui – L’Étranger. Last year, in a ranking of their 101 favourite books, the readers of Le Monde ranked it

twenty-fifth, one notch above Dostoevsky’s The Brothers Karamazov. Today no less than yesterday, The

Plague’s appeal is as persistent as the bacilli that make for the novel’s subject.

The reasons for this attachment are hardly mysterious. Shortly after the book’s publication, Camus’s friend

the novelist Nicola Chiaromonte wrote in the Partisan Review that the novel was “neither faultless nor

written to please”. But these, he added, were quibbles. “The general public have apparently found in it an

answer to their yearning for ordinary humanity and good sense”. These are also, clearly, the qualities that

readers find in it today.

Contrary to Chiaromonte’s claim, though, there is nothing ordinary about humanity and good sense. As we

now see on both sides of the Atlantic, both traits are quite extraordinary, especially when they confront the

entwined threats of biological and ideological plague. In fact, our current effort to contain such plagues

reveals the inadequacy of one of the most common criticisms of Camus’s novel – namely, his use of the

plague to symbolize the experience of living under what the French then called la peste brune, or “brown

plague” of the Nazi occupation. They claimed it transformed a genocidal ideology into a natural

phenomenon. Besides, Roland Barthes worried, the metaphor risked turning a historical event into an
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ahistorical happening.

This criticism has not aged nearly as well as the novel. Camus conceived his work during the Nazi

occupation, yet its subject is no more limited to Nazism than the subject of George Orwell’s Animal Farm is

limited to Communism. Camus insisted on the plague’s symbolic polyvalence, telling Barthes that he

wanted people to read the novel at “several levels”. The occupation is but one historical pestilence among

the many, natural and man-made, that have afflicted humankind. France’s experience was not the first time,

nor would it be the last, that a people confronted a form of oppression so unyielding and unexpected. While

plagues are a recurrent feature of the human condition, Rieux notes, we nevertheless “find it hard to believe

in ones that crash down on our heads from a blue sky”.

Camus’s account of how a handful of residents in the French Algerian city of Oran respond to the plague

offers both a method and moral. For Doctor Rieux, the first order of business is diagnostic. Puzzled by what

turns out to be the harbinger to the plague – the invasion of dying rats into the city – Rieux soon connects

this event to the growing number of patients who manifest plague-like symptoms. With no choice but

“lucidly recognizing what had to be recognized”, he repeatedly clashes with the authorities, who have many

reasons to refuse to recognize this same reality. While Rieux attacks the government’s unwillingness to call

the plague a plague, his friend Jean Tarrou shows what happens when we divorce words from the world. He

tells Rieux about an episode in his life when he had watched his father, a state prosecutor, try a case in

court. The accused man, Tarrou recalls, had a peculiar twist to his tie, an owlish expression on his face and

bitten fingernails on one hand. Yet his father seemed unaware of these details. Wrapped in a red court

gown, he demanded the death penalty, weaving together empty phrases that turned the man into an

abstraction. Marked by this experience, Tarrou concluded that the good person is one who “has the fewest

lapses of attention” not just to others, but also to language. “All of our troubles”, he insists, “spring from our

failure to use plain, clear-cut language.”

Words alone are not enough, though. When Camus wrote that absurdity teaches nothing, he meant that we

must act on, and not simply acknowledge, this state of affairs. Prescription, in short, must follow

description. If we must see clearly in order to speak clearly, both lead to acting rightly. In the words of Iris

Murdoch, who had singled out Camus as postwar France’s most important intellectual, to see the world

with clarity means to see the world morally. As a result, when the time comes to make a moral choice, we

find the decision, by dint of clear sight and coherent language, has already been made.

For Rieux, there is nothing inherently admirable in teaching that two plus two equals four. All that renders

such an act laudable is when those in power insist that two plus two equals five. Or when they insist there is

no plague to fear and seek to silence those who maintain the opposite. But even in such cases, Rieux insists

it is not heroism, but something quite ordinary that drives these individuals: decency. When Tarrou asks

him what he means, Rieux replies: “In my case it consists in doing my job”. Doing one’s job means fidelity
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to words and the world they are meant to denote.

The notions of decency and fidelity, Rieux adds, “may make some people smile”. No doubt. This is the smile

worn by contemporary critics such as Alain Finkielkraut who recently remarked that he found the novel

“sententious”. This observation is both true and trivial. It is silly to deny the tendency of Rieux – or, for that

matter, Camus – to moralize. (This didactic element, I confess, helps explain why I prefer to teach The

Plague to other works by Camus, especially in times like ours.) Yet along with Camus the moralizer there is,

as Tony Judt reminded us, Camus the moralist. This Camus does not point his finger at us, but instead at

himself, always wondering how faithful he has been, always worrying that he was falling short of the world

and others. These same doubts inhabit Rieux, Tarrou and their colleagues as they resist the plague; these

same doubts, if we wish to hold onto our humanity, should also inhabit us as we, in turn, resist our own

plagues.

Robert ZaretskyRobert Zaretsky teaches at the University of Houston and is the author of two books on Camus. His new

book The Subversive Simone Weil: One life in five ideas will be published in February 2021
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