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Albert Camus: “The Guest” 
“The Guest”—one of Camus’ best known statements of his philosophy—is an allegory of moral decision making in a hostile world 
The Ideas 

Camus believed that there was no meaning inherent in the universe.  Life constantly presents us with moral choices without giving us the right answers.  We are faced with moral decisions, but there are no guidelines.  
Nonetheless, human beings have an ethical responsibility.  Most of us want to be “good people,” though it is difficult to pin down exactly what this means.  Being able to be a good person requires first being able to define exactly what it means to be a good person – you become one, if you don’t even know what one is.  Once we decide what goodness means, then individuals can be defined morally by the choices that we make within the ethical system that we construct.  
Camus also believed that choices are inevitable: The only choice unavailable is not to make a choice at all.  
The Setting 
The setting is Algeria, a French colony in Northern Africa.  The story was written in 1957 and Algeria gained independence in 1962.  In 1957, the era of colonialism is nearing an end and the people of the region want self-rule.  The problems of a dying colonialism abound in the novel.  The native people consider the French their enemy and are trying to throw off the Colonial yoke.  The French are trying to keep order until such time as they can pull out without losing face.
The Three Characters  
The three main characters cannot act independent of these political realities.
Balducci is a gendarme—a military police officer—trying to keep order among a people who despise his presence.  
Daru is a European who just doesn’t want to get involved.  He sees Algeria as the only place he belongs.  He is fully aware that his presence is despised by the locals.  He does not want to get involved—he doesn’t want to be seen as “for” or “against” anybody.  However, he is a Colonial teacher who teaches French Geography to Arab children.  He is involved in the colonial enterprise, but he refuses to acknowledge it.  
The Arab has actually committed a murder – nobody denies this – and he is in the power of the French.  He has committed a crime that would merit serious punishment under any system of government.  Nobody doubts that he should be punished, only whether or not the French have the right to punish him.  He is now an unknowing symbol of French imperialism.  
Daru’s Choice 

Daru completely resents the position that he has been put in.  Balducci expects him to help the Europeans because he is a European.  He does not share this view.  He is a schoolteacher who never agreed to make these kinds of decisions.  There are no guidelines for him.  

After Balducci leaves, Daru forms a genuine human relationship with the Arab.  He gives him hospitality.  They form an uneasy relationship.  This adds a new dimension to the moral choice—now he has formed a human connection with the person he is going to have to bring to execution.  

Daru has a perfect existential choice to make.  The stark physical landscape reflects the stark moral landscape that we all make decisions in.  There are consequences to whatever he chooses to do.  If he is perceived as helping the Arabs, he will be considered a traitor.  If he is perceived as helping the French, he will become a target (Which does actually happen).  The situation is absurd and existential. 

There is a justice to executing him for murder, but it is not a justice that Daru is really entitled to meet out.  There are very good arguments against both of his possible courses of action (delivering the prisoner or helping him escape).  Daru attempts to have it both ways—he tries to pass on the moral consequences for the decision to the Arab by giving him the choice.  This is a moral cop out—he wants to avoid the moral consequences of his actions; he refuses to choose, but fails to realize that this, too, is a moral choice.  
The Arab’s Choice 

The Arab is also faced with a very profound existential choice: freedom vs. death.  Daru makes the choice very clear.  The Arab chooses certain death rather than the terrifying prospect of freedom.  

Camus believed that most people would rather have a comfortable death than the existentially terrifying prospect of real freedom.  Real freedom, in the existential sense, means living in a universe where there are no rules, no God, no instructions, and no inherent meaning.  Most people are terrified by this universe and would rather die than face it.  The Arab is a stand in for what Eric Fromm calls “Escape from Freedom.”  
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