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Abstract: By taking seriously the state of moral
estrangement, we may learn something about the
conditions of moral participation. Yet analytic
discussions of this topic (for instance, by Hare and
Nagel) have frequently been handicapped by an
inadequate understanding of the intentionality of
emotion. In the work of Albert Camus, we find a
superior appreciation of the sense in which the
individual’s revolt against prevailing values could be
a justified response to objective conditions. Although
a sense of the absurd is itself a hindrance to moral
agency, it provides us with some insight into our
subjective capacity for wholehearted involvement in
the world.
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Moral philosophers who never defend a full-

fledged theory of emotion are likely, at some point, to
disclose significant beliefs about what emotion is. Such
a disclosure is made by R. M. Hare in an essay entitled
“Nothing Matters,” at the end of a personal story in
which the specter of nihilism arises. Apparently, Hare
was at one time the host of a foreign student who
stayed at his house in Oxford. Soon after arriving and
establishing himself as an agreeable young man, the
student began to exhibit strange behavior: chain-
smoking (when he had never smoked before), being
silent at meals, and rambling around the outskirts of
town late into the evening. To his credit, Hare took this
change seriously, viewing it as his duty to identify the

source of the young man’s estrangement and, if
possible, to remove it.1 

As it turns out, Hare’s guest had just finished
reading The Stranger by Camus, and had become
convinced that nothing matters (H, 242). For him, the
world had suddenly become empty of meaning.
Looking at such a disenchanted person, we might say
that his axiological bond with a context of significant
action has broken; in other words, he has lost
confidence in the values that sustained him previously.
It is an open question whether this subjective mood of
nihilism (or belief in nothing) is necessarily a
pathological condition, or whether it is a justified
response to some objectively absurd state of affairs. In
either case, because every act the young man might
perform now seems equally meaningless, there is no
reason for him to do anything at all.2 As long as he
maintains this perspective, his status as a moral agent
is threatened: he cannot assent to the shared values of
his society, nor can he find meaning in the pursuit of
any private ideal.

Hare’s response to the young man’s
estrangement is to assume that it must be a defect in
the eye of the beholder, and to trace it to a confusion
about the use of the word “matters” – which, he says,
has a “peculiar logical character” which can easily lead
a person to become perplexed:

My friend had not understood that the
function of the word “matters” is to express
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concern; he had thought mattering was
something (some activity or process) that
things did, rather like chattering; as if the
sentence “My wife matters to me” were
similar in logical function to the sentence
“My wife chatters to me.” (H, 246)

But, as Hare insists later on the same page, the word
matters “isn’t intended to describe something that
things do, but to express our concern about what they
do; so of course we can’t observe things mattering.”
Personal concern, on this view, is not only a necessary
condition of meaningful experience, it is the source of
all perceived meaning. It would indeed be peculiar that
our language should enable us to say that something
matters (as if we were identifying some quality of the
object) if all we really mean to say is that we are
concerned about it. According to Hare, we are falling
prey to a philosophical mistake when we make the
nihilistic statement that nothing is of value; the best
answer to give to the person who seeks in vain to find
meaning in life would be: well, give it a meaning, by
mustering up some concern by force of will.3 If the
phrase “nothing matters” lacks any descriptive content,
then we have no reason to adopt the attitude that it
expresses. So we might as well decide to be concerned
– and then morality will be saved, for “to be concerned
about something is to be disposed to make certain
choices, certain efforts, in the attempt to affect in some
way that about which we are concerned” (H, 244-45).
And Hare is right to remind us that our evaluations are
always underdetermined by fact: to any descriptive
statement, we can add without contradiction that we
are not personally concerned about it. For instance:
“Jimmy crack corn, and I don’t care.”4

But it may be gratuitous to assume that
meaning is entirely in the eye of the beholder. The
datum to be explained is that a certain young man is
disenchanted, discouraged, or disappointed. And each
of these emotions involves an implicit attitude toward
external circumstances – they are seen as discouraging,
or whatever the case may be.5 Disappointment is a
warranted response in certain cases, in which
expectations or hopes have been unfulfilled. The fact
that situations can be met with more or less appropriate
responses goes some way toward explaining the
common feeling that something is wrong with the main
character of The Stranger, when he reacts with equal
indifference to many distressing events. Meursault is
simply being obtuse when, for instance, he hears the
disturbing sounds of Raymond beating up his girlfriend
and is not disturbed.6 By contrast, Hare’s subjectivist
assumptions effectively rule out the possibility that an
emotion could have any objective warrant. But if it is

“legitimate and necessary” to wonder whether life has
a meaning, as Camus suggests that it is, then Hare’s
exclusive attention to the subjective conditions of
nihilism is a serious inadequacy: it prevents him from
seeing what an emotional state might be about.7 He
rules out the possibility that a feeling of
meaninglessness could be warranted by an actual lack
of meaning. And it is impertinent merely to say “cheer
up,” no matter how emphatically, to someone who has
a good reason to be unhappy.

- 2 -
The blind spot that limits Hare’s

understanding of moral estrangement is not to be found
in the writings of Thomas Nagel, another English-
speaking philosopher who has thought about nihilism
and the absurd. Nagel stands out among living
philosophers for his ability to address the most general
existential questions in plain language. But in an essay
on “The Absurd,” this cosmic sensibility may have the
effect of disabling him from giving fair consideration
to the possibility that some particular situations may be
more conducive to nihilism than others, and that this
mood is not equally available in all times and places.

Nagel begins this essay by saying that,
although most of us sometimes and some of us always
feel that life is absurd, the reasons usually offered in
defense of this conviction are inadequate.8 He defines
absurdity in a way that nearly echoes Camus’s
definition of the absurd in terms of a conflict between
the human need for meaning and the unreasonable
silence of the world: Nagel says that “a situation is
absurd when it includes a conspicuous discrepancy
between pretension or aspiration and reality” (N, 153).
Now, some states of affairs fit this description better
than others, as he concedes first by giving examples of
particularly absurd situations and then in admitting that
certain lives may be absurd due to a combination of
demanding aspirations and ridiculous circumstances.
One sentence after this admission, however, Nagel
makes a categorically dismissive claim:

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.

He argues that Camus is wrong to speak as if
some state of affairs might provide the meaning we
seek, because no imaginable world could decisively
eliminate our nihilistic suspicions (N, 156). His claim
rests upon an analogy between nihilism (i.e., the sense
of the absurd) and epistemic skepticism: since even our
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beliefs in the existence of ordinary objects can be seen
as commitments based on less than perfect evidence,
our moral beliefs are of course always open to doubt.
But this does not mean that all beliefs are equally
dubious, nor does it justify Nagel’s refusal to
acknowledge the possible legitimacy of casting radical
doubt on familiar values. It is not self-evident that, as
he concludes, all we can do after experiencing this
kind of doubt is “return to our familiar convictions
with a certain irony and resignation” (N, 158).

Just as a person without any general
commitment to pacifism can object to fighting in a
particular war, a person who is not nihilistic about
human values in general can resist participating in the
life of a society whose action-guiding values are
ignoble. It is difficult, even the best of cases, to feel
totally at home in the world, and it would be wrong to
speak as if the constraints endemic to finite existence
were due to local conditions that could be reformed.
But when Nagel points out that we can always step
back and survey our lives with “that detached
amazement which comes from watching an ant
struggle up a heap of sand,” he fails to consider that
some human lives may resemble the life of an ant more
than others (N, 154). If even the person with the most
fulfilling vocation can sometimes question the worth of
what he or she is doing, then what about the person
with an exceptionally boring job? In his
autobiographical novel The First Man, Camus deplores
“the curse of work so stupid you could weep and so
interminably monotonous that it makes the days too
long and, at the same time, [makes] life too short.”9

Such a complaint is not based in “that universal
viewpoint from which human life seems arbitrary and
trivial” of which Nagel speaks (N, 160). Rather, it
arises from a sense of what is possible within the
horizon of mundane existence, compared to the
contingent limitations that exist within a particular
form of life. And it could be that there is some value in
our ability to say this is absurd – indeed, anyone
incapable of this response would also be incapable of
moral participation.

- 3 -
Camus himself rejects the view from

nowhere, saying that it makes no sense to imagine
some angelic perspective from which a divine reason
might ratify his own (M, 46). But he does not speak as
if the need for meaning in something outside of oneself
were a pseudo-problem, nor does he preclude criticism
of contingent values. Instead of reducing nihilism to a
subjective disposition that is universally available, in
other words, he contends that it could be an objectively
based, context-sensitive form of moral perception. We

may be idealists, he writes, but what we need is
something tangible that we can believe in: if the world
is a matter of indifference to such a person as Hare’s
young friend, it is because he has an implicit sense of
what he would not be indifferent about.10 We could say
of Camus what Joyce Carol Oates says of Thoreau,
that he is “a celebrant of the human spirit in
contradistinction to what might be called the social
being.”11 Not every rebel is without a cause: one’s
rejection of a given historical situation could be an
affirmation of life as it might otherwise be. Camus
argues that moral revolt is incoherent unless it leads to
some kind of “active consent to the relative” (R, 290):
it is not a precious refusal to be reconciled with any
finite state of affairs. As one of his characters remarks,
“One can’t remain a stranger all one’s life. It is quite
true that a man needs happiness, but he also needs to
find his true place in the world.”12 This need to feel at
home in the world is basically a need to feel that one’s
life makes sense against the background of some larger
context of meaning. This context need not be cosmic,
either: what Camus ultimately recommends is critical
participation in a concrete ethical community.

This is not always obvious to readers of The
Stranger, who (like the student who went wandering
around Oxford) are often left adrift in the relativism
that Camus himself hopes to overcome.13 Maybe this
novel is to blame for inviting such consistent
misunderstanding of its author, who claims to be “not
an existentialist.”14 The main character, Meursault,
certainly doesn’t seem to try very hard to experience
his life as meaningful. But it is hypothetically possible,
according to Camus, that a person who tried in good
faith to find meaning in life might end up disappointed.
The necessary conditions of nihilism are a mind that
seeks meaning and a world that disappoints; it is a
condition which depends upon both subject and object.
So there is no reason to assume that the objective
justification for this disappointment must be the same
in all times and places. It may be a legitimate empirical
discovery that prevailing values are not worth
affirming in a specific context of moral agency.
Nihilism can arise, not merely from a tragic sense of
life, but from a sense that one’s present situation is
unbearable.

It happens that the stage sets collapse.
Rising, streetcar, four hours in the office or
the factory, meal, streetcar, four hours of
work, meal, sleep, and Monday Tuesday
Wednesday Thursday Friday and Saturday
according to the same rhythm – this path is
easily followed most of the time. But one day
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the “why” arises and everything begins in
that weariness tinged with amazement. (M,
12-13)

For Camus, absurdity is a contingent problem, not a
metaphysical one. Even death, he believes, is not in
itself an object of concern: instead, it is what gives
urgency to the “truly serious philosophical problem” of
whether, and on what terms, life is worth living at all
(M, 3). As a character in the play Caligula says in
response to the emperor’s revaluation of values, “To
lose one’s life is no great matter . . . what’s intolerable
is to see one’s life being drained of meaning.”15 What
our nature abhors is not the prospect of death so much
as the risk of insignificance within life as we know it.

Now that I have accused Hare and Nagel of
harboring unjustified assumptions, it is only fair to
confess that Camus may have some of his own. He
assumes that meaning in life is something to be
discovered, not made; and he takes seriously the
possibility that, in some cases, it is simply nowhere to
be found. Such “discovery” may involve a creative
process, but this process can be either facilitated or
frustrated by the world. Camus sees himself as a voice
in the wilderness, writing in a culture whose highest
values have become unclear: and for this reason he
argues that “we cannot remain ignorant of nihilism and
still achieve the moral code we need.”16 Estrangement,
he claims, is a condition in which a person is searching
for “a moral philosophy or a religion” (R, 101) – it is
our potential for engagement in a life worth living that
makes us capable of feeling estranged in absurd
circumstances. Looking at the progress of Camus’s
writings from The Stranger to The Plague and beyond,
we can see an increasing emphasis on solidarity and
participation.17 As one commentator has written,

Camus believed that Nietzsche had rightly
seen the advent and rise of nihilism, but he
came to lay more and more stress on revolt
against injustice, oppression, and cruelty
rather than on revolt against the human
condition as such. . . . With Camus, in other
words, cosmic absurdity, so to speak, tends to
retreat into the background; and a moral
idealism comes to the fore.

Of course, this is no coincidence: there is a direct link
between moral idealism and the sense of the absurd. If
Camus is right, then our unsatisfied need for meaning
could be an indication that surrounding values are in
need of reform. On the other hand, this account of
moral estrangement gives rise to further philosophical
questions.

- 4 -
For instance, how could a mood (say, of

estrangement) be a justified response to a given state of
affairs? This brings us back to the intentionality of
emotion: in order to appreciate the sense in which such
a response could be justified, we must understand
emotions as intelligent responses to significant features
of the world. If emotions are not objectless sensations
but intentional perceptions, then it is possible to
describe them as having their origin in the outside
environment: just as a corpse is revolting or a living-
room soothing, a certain situation may in fact be
alienating. Although there is nothing “queer” about
these features of reality, we do rely upon a tacit realism
about value when we use any adjective (revolting,
soothing, poignant, pitiful) which implies that a certain
emotional response is legitimate. And any attempt to
defend this kind of realism must come to terms with
the arguments of those “nihilistic dissolutionists,” as
Paul Grice calls them, who would dissolve the concept
of value altogether and contend that evaluative
statements do not really describe anything at all.18

Where might we begin the larger project of making
such a defense, and what challenges would it have to
surmount?

We might begin by focusing on a case in
which someone is expressing, or evincing, the emotion
of boredom. Perhaps she says that her expression can
be neither true nor false, and that even if she were to
assert that she is bored she would not be referring to
anything outside of herself. One might call her
attention to the passive structure of the statement that
one “is bored” and ask if perhaps she is bored by
something – maybe, by the book that she has just been
reading. It is a trick question for the subjectivist, of
course, because once she begins to explain why
Language, Truth and Logic is not boring, she has
entered into a conversation on realistic terms. She has
begun to make a case for her use of evaluative
language by appealing to the qualities of the object in
question, just like the art critic who brings a painting
into the light and points out in detail why it is not
boring but shocking, such that I am missing something
if I am not shocked but only bored by it. Even if we
continue to disagree about which response is
appropriate, the object of our disagreement is
something other than our own responses.19 We have
traced our affective responses to certain significant
objects, as if they may indeed be affecting us. We have
not posited the existence of any weird metaphysical
qualities, as the anti-realist would claim, nor have we
introduced any superhuman faculty of discernment. If
I am to be convinced that the book is not boring, I need
the sense-organs and education that will enable me to
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read and understand it, and I may need to be persuaded
to accept certain beliefs. But above all, I simply need
to pay attention.

If external circumstances can be (positively)
awesome, (negatively) revolting, or (indifferently)
neutral, then the need for moral attention in Iris
Murdoch’s sense is evident – the emotions that
respond to these axiological features will only be as
accurate as the perception on which they depend.20

Furthermore, when one invokes the “neutral” category,
one had better be sure that one is not missing
something. When he says that it is legitimate and
necessary to question whether or not one’s life is worth
living, Camus is making a case for the existence of real
axiological problems, as if some principles of
discrimination can perhaps be found with regard to
what is and isn’t worthy of concern. On this view, not
all that is highly valued necessarily merits its high
evaluation, and the nihilist’s disbelief in the “highest
values” of his or her society might be both justified and
true. He or she may have made a real discovery, the
discovery of a lack – just as one can walk into a room
expecting to see a certain person and find that the
expected person is not there. The nihilist must have
some expectation in order to make such a discovery –
some concept of value, worth, or meaning that is not
being instantiated. The experience of disvalue, or anti-
value, could therefore be compared to a hollow in the
self, corresponding in shape to our sense of what is
absent from the world when it seems that nothing
matters, or that life is not worth living.

- 5 -
In The Book of Laughter and Forgetting,

Milan Kundera relates an encounter that speaks
volumes about communist Prague: a man is vomiting
in a public square when another comes up to him and
says, “I know what you mean.”21 Not all cases of
revulsion at society are marked by such a visceral
reaction – but it is consistent with the position I have
so far outlined that the varieties of nihilism which
define the present age could be so many instances of
accurate moral perception. We should avoid the
temptation to classify this kind of moral insight as
nothing other than mental illness. If our emotional
responses are prompted by features of external reality,
then it is only appropriate for us to have negative or
apathetic responses when we are surrounded by
atrocious or absurd circumstances. The pointless
accumulation of wealth, the waste of natural resources,
the wasting of human lives, and the indiscriminate din
of mass media – all of these facts are part of “the
furniture of the world,” in our civilization at least.22

Our social realm, dominated by dubious activities and
questionable ambitions, is a place where the

fashionable and the expedient are conflated with the
beautiful and the good. In spite of the civil liberties and
material comforts enjoyed by the typical American
citizen, we are profoundly unhappy – as the clinical
evidence indicates. So when the individual mind (or
gut) rises up in revolt against the status quo, we moral
philosophers ought to be able to say: I know what you
mean.

The contemporary tendency to define mental
health in terms of conformity is based on a dangerous
category mistake: namely, the failure to consider that
such emotional states as disenchantment and outrage
could be significant phenomena which deserve to be
interpreted and understood. The man vomiting in the
street might be someone like Zarathustra, who loves
humanity but is choked with disgust at the ways in
which human beings too often live.23 Admittedly, these
remarks only point out the need for further
philosophical work on first-order questions such as
how perception could be naturalistic but not value-
neutral, or how one could talk about the existence of
properties without being a realist in the medieval
sense. It may take the development of a comprehensive
moral psychology to show how a mood of
estrangement could possibly be reliable in its critique
of whatever norms may prevail. But there is no reason
to think that such a project would be either
unreasonable in its conception or irrelevant to ethical
practice.

In the meantime, it would be naïve to presume
that the inability to believe in (otherwise) shared
values must signify a defect in the perceiver. Bob
Dylan may be making a legitimate inference when he
sings: “Sometimes it gets so hard to care, it can’t be
this way everywhere.”24 This strange combination of a
rationalistic demand that the universe be meaningful
with an empirical failure to discern any such meaning
– which is just what we find so often in Camus – tends
to show itself as a highly disappointed moral idealism,
which can easily be made to appear ridiculous. But it
should not in every case be equated with “the yearning
agony of the unhappy despairing self-consciousness”
of which Hegel speaks:25 this is a desire for the
unchangeable, a juvenile refusal to come to terms with
any actual state of affairs. And, as we have seen,
Camus is focused precisely upon the conditions of
fulfillment within the realm of contingent existence.
Estrangement is a valuable experience not as an end in
itself, but as an impetus toward moral participation. To
put it more romantically, the better we understand
ourselves in our frustrating love affair with the world,
the more likely we are to discover what we might be
capable of loving.26 Implicit in our experience of
dissatisfaction is a sense, however inarticulate, of how
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life ought to be.
This paper began with an account of one

person’s experience of estrangement; it is ending with
some general claims about philosophy in the
contemporary world.  But this is appropriate: my goal
has been to show that such a personal mood can be
connected with public values, in ways that we ought to
be able to address. Our own moral criteria should
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