Meursault and the Norms of Society


Albert Camus’ story, The Stranger or L’étranger, is a French novel about a man who does not follow the typical norms of society. In the story the main character, Meursault, experiences the death of his mother, the love of a woman, and the killing of a man. The typical accepted person in society would grieve when his mother dies, show affection to a person who loves them, and would only kill if forced into a situation where he had no other choice. Meursault seems to not care about expressing his emotions or about other people’s emotional state of mind. Through out the story, one can see that Camus has Meursault as a person who does not follow the accepted norms of society. Because Meursault was not a person who followed the accepted norms of society he was found as a threat and was given the death sentence for committing the murder of the Arab.

 At the beginning of the story Meursault gets notice that his mother has died. Meursault says “Maman died today. Or yesterday maybe, I don’t know. I got a telegram from home: ‘Mother deceased. Funeral tomorrow. Faithfully yours.’ That doesn’t mean any thing. Maybe it was yesterday.”
 Camus opens the book with this line by Meursault to show the reader his personality. Meursault does not even know when his mother has passed away nor does he express any remorse upon learning of his mother’s death. In society, people are expected to mourn at the death of a close family member. He goes to the home where his mother was living. He denies the request to see his mother’s body and shows no sign of sadness. At the funeral he does not cry or show any signs of being upset, he then rides a bus home, on his way back he only thinks about having a good nights sleep. Meursault shows no remorse that his mother has died and will later regret not grieving. The way he responds and his actions following her funeral is reflected as his way of responding to death in general.

Another way Meursault is different from society, is through his relationship with Marie Cardona. Meursault and Marie could have a close relationship, she loves him and wants to marry him yet he does not show much emotion towards her. Meursault seems happy when he is with Marie, he seems to care about her and seems to show affection toward her. Marie asked Meursault if he loved her, from the reader’s view, one would think he would say yes. His response is “I told her it didn’t mean any thing but that I didn’t think so”
. Meursault answers her question honestly and ignorantly. His blunt answer shows how he might not understand fully the emotion she is showing towards him. He seems to care more about her physically than emotionally, Meursault speaks a lot about Marie’s body and physical features. “I wanted her so bad when I saw her in that pretty red-and-white striped dress and leather sandals. You could make out the shape of her firm breasts, and tan made her face look like a flower”
. It seems as if he does not understand the concept of love and cannot express his emotions toward her. “That evening Marie came by to see me and asked me if I wanted to marry her. I said it didn’t make any difference to me and that we could if she wanted to”
. The norms of society would expect a person to say yes or no, Meursault is basically saying that he does not care if they got married. Marie later says to Meursault that he is peculiar, which as an outsider looking upon this relationship, one would have to agree. Meursault and Marie’s relationship does not follow the norms of society because Meursault seems to not care much about the emotional side of their relationship. He only seems to care about the sexual and physical aspects of their relationship.

Meursault later gets into a fight with who he calls “the Arab” which leads to the death of the Arab. Meursault goes to prison for killing him, yet he seems to feel indifferent about it. When he kills the Arab he does not seem to realize what he is doing. He continuously speaks about how he was ruining a nice day and his happiness. “I knew that I had shattered the harmony of the day, the exceptional silence of a beach where I’d been happy. Then I fired four more times…”
. Meursault just killed a man and gets angry because he ruined the “harmony of the day”; he seems to not care about killing a man.  Later after Meursault’s arrest, the examining magistrate asks Meursault why he paused between the first shot then the next four. It seems as if he shot the man four more times because he was angry that the sun was beating down upon him and would not be able to enjoy the rest of his day. He does not care that he killed the man even though the rest of society does.

The fact that Meursault does not follow the norms of society plays a large roll in the judge’s decision of his trial. The prosecution uses a combination of Meursault’s reactions to his mother’s death and the way he reacted to murdering the Arab as an attack showing that Meursault is a threat to society. Meursault’s lawyer realizes that his mother’s funeral would be a topic in the trial so he asks Meursault questions about the death of his mother. Meursault’s answers are blunt and show him having little affection toward his mother. His answers made his lawyer disgusted. At Meursault’s trial the prosecutor asks him questions again about his mother. He had many witnesses from the day of Meursault’s mother’s funeral. Each witness made Meursault seem heartless. They explained how Meursault was drinking coffee and smoking cigarettes at the vigil and did not cry. Then the prosecutor said to the jury “Gentlemen of the jury, the day after his mother’s death, this man was out swimming, starting up a dubious liaison, and going to the movies, a comedy, for laughs. I have nothing further to say”
. The prosecutor makes his point that Meursault’s actions following the death of his mother were not socially acceptable. He then shows that Meursault’s lack of grief over his mother’s death threatens the moral basis of society.  By showing that Meursault does not follow the norms of society, he was stating that Meursault is a threat. The prosecutor is showing that Meursault’s intelligence and lack of remorse is evidence of premeditated murder. Meursault is found guilty and sentenced to death by guillotine.

Through the story there are examples of Meursault not showing emotion and not fitting the typical norms of society. When he hears of his mother’s death he does not become sad or grieve, when Marie expresses his love to him and tells him that she wants to marry him he responds bluntly and carelessly, and when he kills the Arab he gets upset because he ruined the harmony of the day. The norms of society do not apply to Meursault because he does not express his emotions the way an average person does. Because of this, Meursault ends up in prison awaiting his execution, without a mother, with a woman who loves him but he does not care, and a society that sees him as an evil man for killing the Arab and being a disloyal son. He says “I had only one wish that there be a large crowd of spectators the day of my execution and that they greet me with cries of hate”
. By that statement it seems that Meursault does not care about the norms of society. Because of the way the prosecution linked Meursault’s reaction to the death of his mother with his reaction when he murdered the Arab, they were able to show Meursault as a person who does not follow the accepted norms of society. Because of these reasons he was found as a threat and was sentenced to death by guillotine.
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