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Realization

In life, we face times of hardships and difficulties.  We, as humans, experience times when we feel as if we are separated from the world and experience times of difficult trials where we only sink further into that separation.  During certain periods of our lives, that sense of loneliness engulfs us and generally, we begin to ask questions of who we are as an individual.  We begin to search within ourselves to discover who we truly are when society attempts to define us.  Existentialism emphasizes the uniqueness and isolation of an individual’s experience in an indifferent society which one has the freedom of choice of how one acts.  Jean Paul Sartre, Soren Kierkegaard, and Friedrich Nietzsche are the main philosophers regarding existentialism.  Their beliefs varied but they all focused on the main idea of an individual and their struggles in life.   Albert Camus’ The Stranger and Peter Weir’s The Truman Show are two existential stories where both protagonists suffer from the alienation of society and must persevere through trials as they finally reach existential freedom.  In The Stranger, a French man kills an Arab on the beach on a sunny day and is charged with the murder of the man, despite being an accident.  The man, Meursault, is not being tried for the murder of the Arab but for the actions and emotions he has shown in previous situations, such as his mother’s death.  In The Truman Show, the star of reality TV show, Truman, has no knowledge of being watched by the entire world.  As time progresses, the director of the television show, Christof, becomes challenged as Truman begins to understand the events unfolding.  He becomes more aware of his surroundings and begins realizing that the world he lives in is not really what it is portrayed to be.  By analyzing the lives of Meursault and Truman, the existential themes of nothingness and alienation affect the reactions of the two, who are able to overcome it and progressively reach existential freedom.

Facing the state of nothingness, both Meursault and Truman begin to understand that to society, they have no meaning and they must find an answer within themselves to uncover significance.  Meursault, after being found guilty, is reduced to nothing and faces rejection from society for his reaction towards his mother’s death.  Meursault’s opening words, “Maman died today or yesterday maybe.  I don’t know.  I got a telegram from the home. “Mother deceased.  Funeral tomorrow.  Faithfully yours.”  That doesn’t mean anything.  Maybe it was yesterday” (Camus, 3), show others that he has no care for his mother or her death.  The way he coped with Maman’s death was significantly different from how others react to death but, he understood that death was natural and had no reason to mourn.  “The deepest ‘inwardness’ of the human being is the place of passionate choice wherein one must take a “leap of faith” despite one’s finitude, the fact that we can never know with certainty the outcome of our choices despite our accountability for them” (Kierkegaard).  This mean for Meursault, there was no reason to mourn because his mother was responsible and he had no reason to grieve over something that had no significance to him yet he still had love for his mother.  Although Meursault’s reactions were very apparent, he had no certainty of his choices despite his accountability for them.  He is reduced further into nothingness for is reactions, despite interpreting things differently.  Having no knowledge of being the main star of a reality television show, Truman begins to realize that his life is meaningless and there is only consistency in his everyday life.  At this point, he begins to understand that something is apparently wrong.  While in the kitchen, Truman realizes that something is not correct and yells at Meryl, “What the hell has that got to do with anything?  Tell me what’s happening?!” (Weir 60)  Truman is further reduced into nothingness as he realizes that those closest to him are not telling him the truth and are hiding something from him.  To everyone, he is nothing.  In an attempt to find out why he is experiencing all these events the Sea Haven, he tries to define himself and begins his desperate search for freedom.
Society not only judges Meursault on his reaction towards his mother’s death, but they also judge him on his lack of belief in God.  While facing alienation, he refuses to believe in a God and in the final days of life.  A Chaplain attempts to explain to him that God is the only open door left for him;  “He wanted to talk to me about God again, but I went up to him and made one last attempt to explain to him that I had only a little time left and I didn’t want to waste it on God” (Camus 120).  Furthermore, Meursault never believed that a God existed and consequently did not want to waste his time on it.  He understood life and to him God was not a part of his.  As he neared his death, he only became more alienated from the world and he had no understanding of why others tried to change his beliefs.  Meursault and Truman both face trials of alienation from society and must search for a meaning in attempt to leave the void within them.  Christof was in control of Truman’s life and alienated him from the rest of the people that were on set of the television show.  For Truman he faced the alienation and understood that he had no meaning in life.  In addition, Christof tells Truman, “You can leave if you want.  I won’t try to stop you.  But you won’t survive out there.  You don’t know what to do, where to go” (Weir 97).  For Truman, it is clear that he has been alienated from the outside world and his life was in control by someone else and not himself, a clear sign of alienation.  In his attempt to find a reason for the sense of alienation, he begins to make it difficult for Christof to control him, as he breaks away from his ‘cell’ and escapes the void within him and surrounding him.  Although some may oppose Meursault and Truman faced alienation and nothingness, this is not true because they experienced these existential themes during their lives from evidence of the book and movie.  The protagonists were able to overcome it and separate themselves from society to reach existential freedom.

Meursault faces the most difficult time in his life, yet he is able to reach existential freedom.  As Meursault nears his execution, he states “So close to death, Maman must have felt free then and ready to live again.  Nobody, nobody, had the right to cry over her.  And I felt ready to live it all again too” (Camus 122).  Meursault had now understood his mother as she neared death, and he felt the same as well.  As his death drew nearer, he had never felt any freer than he had right then.  His death would be what defined him and the sense of freedom gave him the ability to be happy again.  In acknowledgment of his own death, he stated, “Finding it so much like myself- so like a brother, really-I felt that I had been happy and that I was happy again.  For everything to be consummated, for me to feel less alone, I had only to wish that there be a large crowd of spectators the day of my execution and that they greet me with cries of hate” (123), he was able to reach freedom and never been happier in his life.  For others to greet him with hate was what he wanted, and it brought him joy as he became less alone from life.  “In the state of existence of freedom, each individual human being would live a life without the artificial limits of moral obligation” (Kemerling).  Those were the thoughts and reactions that Meursault had as he was executed. For Meursault, freedom was found in his death and when he was executed, there had never been a time in his life when he had felt freer.  Reaching existential freedom gave him a meaning of what his life was worth and he died happier than most other people do in their lives.

After being chased by Christof and his men to keep him from finding the truth, Truman finally reaches existential freedom.  Christof had defined Truman since he was born. Truman had been imprisoned in the Sea Haven.  Once Truman realized that he was not free, he had done everything with his power to attempt to define himself and be free from his captivity.  After overcoming the storm, Truman walks on water symbolizing a God-like figure and representing that he has overcome the trials and he can no longer be stopped by anyone.  Christof comes in from the heavens as a God like figure as well, and in a firm voice says, “Truman, there’s no more truth out there than in the world I created for you – the same lies and deceit.  But in my world you have nothing to fear” (Weir 98).  Christof’s words try to persuade Truman to stay, but Truman has already reached existential freedom and does not believe what Christof has to say.  After searching for truth, he is only a footstep away from being truly free and while Christof continues to persuade him, Truman’s final words are “In case I don’t see you – good afternoon, good evening and good night” (98).  Christof had been the one that had control of Truman’s life and now he was no longer in control.  His whole life had previously been planned and following the discovery of his true self, he was able to reach freedom and experience the outside world.  For him it would be difficult but beyond doubt he would be more free than he ever had been and he would be happy with his life.  Truman had become his own individual in which would experience a real world where he was not alienated and reduced to nothing. 
By analyzing the lives of Meursault and Truman, they are able to overcome existential nothingness and alienation and ultimately reach freedom.  After both men had finally reached existential freedom, they were able to understand themselves and no longer question who they were in society’s attempt to define them.  Both men no longer let others define them and they were able to define themselves as they overcame nothingness and alienation.  Meursault’s execution brought him to the realization of what his mother had gone through and he now was going through the same experiences.  When knowing death was imminent, he had never been happier in his life.  For Truman, he overcame the obstacle that society put in front of him and he no longer let himself be alienated from the world.  For some, life is difficult and an individual has no desire to define themselves.  For other individuals, there is that will to find meaning in life and understand their unanswered questions.  Meursault and Truman’s lives exhibits the life a teenager as they become adults and reach a higher freedom of what they had before and attempting to understand the world in which they live in.  The lives of protagonists Meursault and Truman are like teenagers as they no longer let their parents attempt to define them as they become their own unique individuals.
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