
English 11 Honors 
Unit I: Existentialism & No Exit 
Viewing Guide: Lo Straniero (The Stranger, 1967)  
 
Albert Camus’ novella, The Stranger, has been the subject of 
intense scrutiny (and controversy) ever since its publication in 
1942.  Literary critics like Louis Hudson argue that the text has 
something for everyone: existential themes of absurdity and 
despair, an endless supply of rich symbolism, vibrant 
metaphor, character and plot development, and so forth.  But 
with so much wealth, Hudson argues that the text has been the 
subject of much misinterpretation as well.1 
 
The Stranger tells the story of Mersault, a socially disconnected 
man living in Algiers who finds himself the subject of an 
absurd world.  His girlfriend, Marie, wants to get married; his 
boss wants him to relocate to Paris; and his neighbor, 
Raymond, wants him to participate in an elaborate hoax to 
seek revenge on a mistress whom he (Raymond) suspects of 
cheating on him.  By the end, Mersault is forced to endure the 
ultimate absurdity: trial for murder.  Mersault must resist the 
ideas within society that work to define who/what a person is 
in order for him to define himself.2  Whoa! 
 
As we watch the film version (dir. Luchino Visconti, 1967), consider the connections that can be 
drawn to the other texts we have read and discussed in class, specifically Sartre’s short story “The 
Wall,” and Camus’ “The Myth of Sisyphus.”  Consider what de Beauvoir might say about Marie’s 
character, too.  When we’re finished, we’ll have a chance to break up into small groups and answer 
the following discussion questions: 

 

                                                 
1 Hudson, Louis. "The Stranger and the Critics." Yale French Studies 25 (1960): 59-64. Print. 
2 This is kind of a clumsily worded sentence, but you know what I mean, right? 
3 Structure or mechanism that maintains social order 
4 Rene Girard and Louis Hudson 

 
1. In what ways are Mersault and Raymond similar?  How are they different?  Who leads the 

more “existential” life?  Why? 
2. What would Simone de Beauvior say about Marie’s character in the film?  How is she “the 

Other,” or is she?  What kinds of attitudes or institutions3 exist that make her a “woman?” 
3. Identify moments in the film where characters embody what Sartre calls being-for-itself and 

other moments where characters embody being-for-others.  To what degree is Raymond acting 
only because he is the subject of the gaze of someone else?  What about Marie? Or 
Salamano? [Hint: consider the trial.] 

4. Compare the ending of “The Myth of Sisyphus” to the final moments of the film where 
Mersault comes to terms with his fate.  How are these two moments similar?  How are they 
different? Be specific. 

5. Some scholars4 make clear that although The Stranger contains many existential ideas 
peppered throughout its plot, the story itself is not an existential one.  Do you agree or 
disagree?  Why?  Be specific.   

 



Quick Reference Character List: 
Use the following list while working in small groups to answer the questions on the front.   

 

 Mersault – The main character of the story and the novela’s narrator.   
 

 Marie – Mersault’s girlfriend 
 

 Salamano – The old man with the dog who runs away; one of Mersault’s neighbors. 
 

 Raymond Cintes – Another of Mersault’s neighbors; devises a plan to get Mersault to write a 
letter to his (Raymond’s) mistress, in a scheme to get her back for supposedly cheating on him. 
 

 Masson - Raymond’s friend and owner of the beach house where Raymond, Marie, and 
Mersault visit. 
 

 Mersault’s Mother – Doesn’t appear in the story but her presence is significant because it 
reveals how one is supposed to feel about the death of a loved one.  Details surrounding her 
treatment and how Mersault really feels about her in the trial scene toward the end of the film 
further condemn Mersault, revealing how society feels about “people like Mersault.” 
 

 “The Arab” Man – The character’s lack of a name only adds to the mystery of the murder 
that takes place on the beach, heightening the absurdity and motive-less nature of the whole 
scene.   
 

 Celeste – The owner of Mersault’s favorite lunch spot.  Celeste’s defense of Mersault during 
the trial only illuminates an attitude of understanding the world that is slightly similar to 
Mersault’s.  As we see in the film, the jury is not convinced by C’s conversation of bad luck 
and chance. 
 

 The Magistrate – (The guy who interviews Mersault before he goes to trial)  The magistrate 
voices concern over Mersault’s lack of religious conviction, telling him that Mersault’s atheism 
is a threat to his (the magistrate’s) way of life.  Like many of the characters who represent the 
French/Algerian justice system, the Magistrate speaks for the larger society within which 
Mersault has found himself.  Though he did not choose them or their attitudes, Mersault must 
now work his way around a set of societal rules that conflict with his own. 
 

 The Prosecuting Attorney – During his closing arguments, the persecutor echoes the 
magistrate’s feelings about Mersault’s beliefs threatening his way of life.  Like the magistrate, 
the prosecutor serves as a stark contrast to Mersault’s attitude about the world and where 
meaning shall be found.  For Mersault, it shall be produced, and such a production will happen 
through choice. 

 
      
 
 


