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The former stands as valid only if we can find criteria for assigning
a different logical form to ‘allegedly’ than to ‘compulsively’. In this
case, the criteria exist: ‘compulsively’ is a predicate, ‘allegedly’ a
sentence adverb. But in countless other cases, counterexamples are
not so easily dismissed. Such an example, bearing on the inference
in question, is

Otto closed the door partway

Therefore Otto closed the door

It seems clear to me that better data are needed before progress
can be made in this area; we need much more refined linguistic
classifications of adverbial constructions than are presently avail-
able, if our evidence concerning validity is to be good enough to per-
mit a richer logical theory. In the meantime, Montague’s account
stands: there is no reason to think a more refined theory, if it can be
produced, should not be obtainable within the framework he has
given us.
RICHMOND H. THOMASON

Yale University

THE ABSURD *

P 1 OST people feel on occasion that life is absurd, and some
feel it vividly and continually. Yet the reasons usually
offered in defense of this conviction are patently in-

adequate: they could not really explain why life is absurd. Why

then do they provide a natural expression for the sense that it is?
1
Consider some examples. It is often remarked that nothing we do
now will matter in a million years. But if that is true, then by the
same token, nothing that will be the case in a million years matters
now. In particular, it does not matter now that in a million years
nothing we do now will matter. Moreover, even if what we did now
were going to matter in a million years, how could that keep our
present concerns from being absurd? If their mattering now is not

enough to accomplish that, how would it help if they mattered a

million years from now?

Whether what we do now will matter in a million years could
make the crucial difference only if its mattering in a million years
depended on its mattering, period. But then to deny that whatever
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happens now will matter in a million years is to beg the question
against its mattering, period; for in that sense one cannot know
that it will not matter in a million years whether (for example)
someone now is happy or miserable, without knowing that it does
not matter, period.

. What we say to convey the absurdity of our lives often has to
do with space or time: we are tiny specks in the infinite vastness of
the universe; our lives are mere instants even on a geological time
scale, let alone a cosmic one; we will all be dead any minute. But
of course none of these evident facts can be what makes life absurd,
if it is absurd. For suppose we lived forever; would not a life that is
absurd if it lasts seventy years be infinitely absurd if it lasted
through eternity? And if our lives are absurd given our present
size, why would they be any less absurd if we filled the universe
(either because we were larger or because the universe was smaller)?
Reflection on our minuteness and brevity appears to be intimately
connected with the sense that life is meaningless; but it is not clear
what the connection is.

Another inadequate argument is that because we are going to
die, all chains of justification must leave off in mid-air: one studies
and works to earn money to pay for clothing, housing, entertain-
ment, food, to sustain oneself from year to year, perhaps to support
a family and pursue a career—but to what final end? All of it is an
elaborate journey leading nowhere. (One will also have some effect
on other people’s lives, but that simply reproduces the problem,
for they will die too.)

There are several replies to this argument. First, life does not
consist of a sequence of activities each of which has as its purpose
some later member of the sequence. Chains of justification come
repeatedly to an end within life, and whether the process as a whole
can be justified has no bearing on the finality of these end-points.
No further justification is needed to make it reasonable to take
aspirin for a headache, attend an exhibit of the work of a painter
one admires, or stop a child from putting his hand on a hot stove.
No larger context or further purpose is needed to prevent these
acts from being pointless.

Even if someone wished to supply a further justification for
pursuing all the things in life that are commonly regarded as self-
justifying, that justification would have to end somewhere too. If
nothing can justify unless it is justified in terms of something outside
itself, which is also justified, then an infinite regress results, and no
chain of justification can be complete. Moreover, if a finite chain
of reasons cannot justify anything, what could be accomplished by
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an infinite chain, each link of which must be justified by something
outside itself?

Since justifications must come to an end somewhere, nothing is
gained by denying that they end where they appear to, within life—
or by trying to subsume the multiple, often trivial ordinary justifi-
cations of action under a single, controlling life scheme. We can be
satisfied more easily than that. In fact, through its misrepresen-
tation of the process of justification, the argument makes a vacuous
demand. It insists that the reasons available within life are incom-
plete, but suggests thereby that all reasons that come to an end are
incomplete. This makes it impossible to supply any reasons at all.

The standard arguments for absurdity appear therefore to fail as
arguments. Yet I believe they attempt to express something that
is difficult to state, but fundamentally correct.

I

In ordinary life a situation is absurd when it includes a conspicuous
discrepancy between pretension or aspiration and reality : someone
gives a complicated speech in support of a motion that has already
been passed; a notorious criminal is made president of a major
philanthropic foundation; you declare your love over the telephone
to a recorded announcement; as you are being knighted, your pants
fall down.

When a person finds himself in an absurd situation, he will
usually attempt to change it, by modifying his aspirations, or by
trying to bring reality into better accord with them, or by removing
himself from the situation entirely. We are not always willing or
able to extricate ourselves from a position whose absurdity has
become clear to us. Nevertheless, it is usually possible to imagine
some change that would remove the absurdity—whether or not
we can or will implement it. The sense that life as a whole is absurd
arises when we perceive, perhaps dimly, an inflated pretension or
aspiration which is inseparable from the continuation of human life
and which makes its absurdity inescapable, short of escape from life
itself.

Many people’s lives are absurd, temporarily or permanently, for
conventional reasons having to do with their particular ambitions,
circumstances, and personal relations. If there is a philosophical
sense of absurdity, however, it must arise from the perception of
something universal—some respect in which pretension and reality
inevitably clash for us all. This condition is supplied, I shall argue,
by the collision bétween the seriousness with which we take our
lives and the perpetual possibility of regarding everything about
which we are serious as arbitrary, or open to doubt.
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We cannot live human lives without energy and attention, nor
without making choices which show that we take some things more
seriously than others. Yet we have always available a point of view
outside the particular form of our lives, from which the seriousness
appears gratuitous. These two inescapable viewpoints collide in us,
and that is what makes life absurd. It is absurd because we ignore
the doubts that we know cannot be settled, continuing to live with
nearly undiminished seriousness in spite of them.

This analysis requires defense in two respects: first as regards the

unavoidability of seriousness; second as regards the inescapability
of doubt.
- We take ourselves seriously whether we lead serious lives or not
and whether we are concerned primarily with fame, pleasure, virtue,
luxury, triumph, beauty, justice, knowledge, salvation, or mere
survival. If we take other people seriously and devote ourselves to
them, that only multiplies the problem. Human life is full of effort,
plans, calculation, success and failure: we pursue our lives, with
varying degrees of sloth and energy.

It would be different if we could not step back and reflect on the
process, but were merely led from impulse to impulse without self-
consciousness. But human beings do not act solely on impulse. They
are prudent, they reflect, they weigh consequences, they ask whether
what they are doing is worth while. Not only are their lives full of
particular choices that hang together in larger activities with
temporal structure: they also decide in the broadest terms what to
pursue and what to avoid, what the priorities among their various
aims should be, and what kind of people they want to be or become.
Some men are faced with such choices by the large decisions they
make from time to time; some merely by reflection on the course
their lives are taking as the product of countless small decisions.
They decide whom to marry, what profession to follow, whether to
join the Country Club, or the Resistance; or they may just wonder
why they go on being salesmen or academics or taxi drivers, and
then stop thinking about it after a certain period of inconclusive
reflection.

Although they may be motivated from act to act by those im-
mediate needs with which life presents them, they allow the process
to continue by adhering to the general system of habits and the
form of life in which such motives have their place—or perhaps only
by clinging to life itself. They spend enormous quantities of energy,
risk, and calculation on the details. Think of how an ordinary
individual sweats over his appearance, his health, his sex life, his
emotional honesty, his social utility, his self-knowledge, the quality



220 THE JOURNAL OF PHILOSOPHY

of his ties with family, colleagues, and friends, how well he does his
job, whether he understands the world and what is going on in it.
Leading a human life is a full-time occupation, to which everyone
devotes decades of intense concern. ~

" This fact is so obvious that it is hard to find it extraordinary and
important. Each of us lives his own life—lives with himself twenty-
four hours a day. What else is he supposed to do—live someone
else’s life? Yet humans have the special capacity to step back and
survey themselves, and the lives to which they are committed, with
that detached amazement which comes from watching an ant
struggle up a heap of sand. Without developing the illusion that
they are able to escape from their highly specific and idiosyncratic
position, they can view it sub specie aeternitatis—and the view is at
once sobering and comical.

The crucial backward step is not taken by asking for still another
justification in the chain, and failing to get it. The objections to that
line of attack have already been stated; justifications come to an
end. But this is precisely what provides universal doubt with its
object. We step back to find that the whole system of justification
and criticism, which controls our choices and supports our claims to
rationality, rests on responses and habits that we never question,
that we should not know how to defend without circularity, and to
which we shall continue to adhere even after they are called into
question.

The things we do or want without reasons, and without requiring
reasons—the things that define what is a reason for us and what is
not—are the starting points of our skepticism. We see ourselves
from outside, and all the contingency and specificity of our aims
and pursuits become clear. Yet when we take this view and recognize
what we do as arbitrary, it does not disengage us from life, and there
lies our absurdity: not in the fact that such an external view can be
taken of us, but in the fact that we ourselves can take it, without
ceasing to be the persons whose ultimate concerns are so coolly
regarded.

1

One may try to escape the position by seeking broader ultimate
concerns, from which it is impossible to step back—the idea being
that absurdity results because what we take seriously is something
small and insignificant and individual. Those seeking to supply
their lives with meaning usually envision a role or function in
something larger than themselves. They therefore seek fulfillment
in service to society, the state, the revolution, the progress of
history, the advance of science, or religion and the glory of God:
























