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Incestuous Longings in Camus’ The Stranger
Nancy Gerber

The Stranger (1942) by Albert Camus is a canonical text taught to generations of high school students, including myself, as a narrative of existentialism and absurdism, philosophical inquiries that refer to the futile search for order, meaning, and purpose in a silent, indifferent universe. Camus’ novel has had an enduring impact on the literary canon in the supposed portrayal of its protagonist, Meursault, as a tragic hero who behaved according to his own internal code – in short, an embodiment of strong individualism in an apathetic world. In January 1955, Camus wrote, ‘I summarized The Stranger a long time ago, with a remark I admit was highly paradoxical: “In our society any man who does not weep at his mother's funeral runs the risk of being sentenced to death. I only meant that the hero of my book is condemned because he does not play the game.” Camus implies his protagonist is sentenced to death because he appears to be devoid of feelings of grief and sadness, because he defies the social code. While Meursault’s shooting of an unnamed Arabic man raises provocative, troubling questions about colonialism and the subjugation of the indigenous Arab population, such issues are beyond the scope of this essay. The focus here is on Meursault as a pathologically disturbed protagonist who responds to the object realm with apathy as defenses against repressed incestuous longings for the primary object, the mother. 
Readers are introduced to Meursault’s strange behavior and internal deadness at the memorial that precedes his mother’s funeral. This gathering is the first scene in the novel; a narrative that begins with death suggests the overwhelming presence of Thanatos and destructiveness. At the memorial gathering Meursault appears robotic and empty of feelings while obsessed with the appearance, gestures, and behaviors of the other mourners. His most intense desire is for a cigarette, to help him expel the tension he experiences in the presence of the grieving assembly. The crying of one woman particularly disturbs and unnerves him; he says he wishes he didn’t have to listen to her. This response is a reminder of his internal estrangement and disconnection from the object world. Loving feelings of attachment are strange to him. In his interior monolog he expresses his impression that the dead woman lying before the mourners didn’t mean anything to them. This is a projection onto the group, a defense to protect him from fear that mother and son did not mean much to each other, that there was no love shared between them.
According to Freud (1905), incestuous longings for the mother originate in the early infantile period. Freud observes that the first sexual object is the mother, whose stroking, kissing, and rocking provides the infant with a constant source of erotogenic satisfaction. At the same time, the mother believes that her loving ministrations are asexual – that is, ‘pure love’ – which helps teach the infant to love (p. 223). Thus, in the earliest interactions with the mother, love and erotic pleasure are merged. In Totem and Taboo (1913), Freud writes, ‘. . . a boy’s earliest choice of objects for his love is incestuous . . . incestuous fixations continue to play the principal part in his mental life’ (p. 16-17). As the child matures, the prohibitions of the superego intervene to divorce sexual longings from affective attachment, impelling the growing child to relinquish and repress erotic wishes for the mother and leading him to find a new object to be loved and sexually desired. 
Freud (1912) notes there are times when this maturational process goes awry, and libido turns away from available objects and becomes fixated on the original object. While replacement objects are sought, the young man’s unconscious erotic desires continue to remain tied to the mother. Freud’s name for this repressed incestuous longing is psychical impotence. In such a state, the currents of desire and affection are split: ‘Where they [young men] love they do not desire and where they desire they cannot love’ (p. 183).
Freud attributes the onset of psychical impotence to frustrations related to the sociocultural taboo against incest invoked by the superego. He also notes ‘the contributions made by the various elements,’ a reference to the child’s environment (p. 184). This suggests a space for consideration of early preverbal trauma such as paternal abandonment, maternal depression, psychic merger, and the role of such traumata in the development of psychical impotence.
In terms of preverbal trauma, we learn that Meursault and his mother have been abandoned by the father/husband during Meursault’s infancy, a narcissistic injury that possibly enraged his mother and deadened her ability to love her son. The only story Meursault knows about his father is a story of violent death told to him by his mother, who says the father went to witness an execution and returned home ‘sick to his stomach’ (p. 263). Steven Poser (2000) suggests that the mother’s telling of the execution story to her son serves as a projection of her own murderous wishes for annihilation of the father who deserted them. The story foreshadows Meursault’s eruption of murderous rage in the shooting of the man on the beach, and his own eventual execution. Another preverbal trauma may have been the mother’s inability to separate from a son who was eroticized as the missing husband. The absence of the father, whose threat of castration induces the son to relinquish his incestuous maternal longings, may also have contributed to Meursault’s inability to individuate from the mother and form meaningful relationships.  It is worth noting that the name Meursault is related to the French for ‘(I) die’ (meurs) and murderer (meurtrier).  
The merger between mother and son is enacted in their cohabitation: Meursault and his mother share an apartment. Meursault eventually decides to send his mother to a senior citizen’s home, perhaps as punishment for his continued dependence on her. The mother is angry; she does not want to leave. After she enters the seniors’ home, the strangeness of Meursault’s relationship to her becomes apparent: ‘[The apartment] was just the right size when Maman was here. Now’s it’s too big for me, and I’ve had to move the dining table into my bedroom’ (p. 21). This bizarre arrangement signifies Meursault’s erotic longings for the primary object and early fixation on the erotic satisfactions of the oral stage.
Psychical impotence also characterizes Meursault’s relationship with his lover, Marie. Shortly after the mother’s funeral, Meursault and Marie visit the beach and have a sexual encounter in the sea, the watery environment a symbol of the mother’s womb. We learn Meursault desires Marie sexually but cannot form an affective attachment to her. When Marie asks him if he loves her, he replies with characteristic detachment: ‘I told her it didn’t mean anything but that I didn’t think so’ (p. 35). Grotstein (1990) states that the inability to attach meaning to relationships is associated with Thanatos and originates in constitutional, pre-natal, perinatal, and environmental factors related to severe separation anxiety and insufficient individuation -- mother-infant merger. Later, Marie proposes marriage to Meursault, who replies that it makes no difference to him, they can if she wants to. Marie asks if he would have accepted the same proposal from another woman with whom he was involved, and he answers, “Sure’ (p. 42), as though women are identical to one another, interchangeable, and disposable.
Freud (1912) notes that in cases of psychical impotence, sexual satisfaction can only be achieved by debasing the object of desire, which prevents the subject from knowing his incestuous urges. Meursault debases Marie when he agrees to marry her without loving her. Another scene of debasement occurs in Meursault’s response to his neighbor Raymond Sintes, a pimp and bully. Raymond ‘keeps’ an Arab mistress (who is nameless, as are all the Arab characters in the novel), whom he beats when he discovers she has pawned some jewelry, concluding she is cheating on him. No evidence of cheating appears – the mistress may badly need money since Raymond acknowledges he gives her barely enough to live on. However, this discovery enrages Raymond, who proclaims she deserves to be abused. Meursault, typically so detached from the object world, agrees wholeheartedly with Raymond (in a most uncharacteristic display of affect) and agrees to assist him in the degradation of a woman he has never met. It seems likely that Raymond’s psychical impotence – his inability to experience love along with sexual desire -- mirrors this condition in Meursault. 
Meursault writes a letter under Raymond’s signature informing the woman of the punishment she deserves. Symbolically, Meursault may be writing to his deceased mother in a state of repressed rage at her continued dominion over his impossible desire. Meursault’s ability to put into writing Raymond’s violent, chaotic internal impulses activates Raymond’s rage, who ends up pummeling the mistress after the letter is sent. In effect, this release of violence and abuse provides Meursault with vicarious satisfaction of his own need to denigrate women. Meursault experiences a sense of erotic satiation and fulfillment following the beating which he and Marie overhear from inside Meursault’s apartment. Meursault completes the erotic episode in his psyche by devouring a meal, an oral enactment, while Marie is so upset by what she has heard she eats nothing, perhaps in empathy for the brutalized woman.
Meursault’s writing of the letter leads to a series of events which end with his shooting of the man on the beach. Meursault and Marie join Raymond on an outing; they are followed by the mistress’s brother and his friend. Raymond is slashed by a knife in an altercation with the two men. Later Meursault returns to the beach carrying Raymond’s gun and encounters the brother, who points at him with a knife. Meursault shoots the brother five times in a state of dissociated rage. Meursault connects the shooting with the death of his mother: ‘The sun was the same as it had been the day I buried Maman, and, like then, my forehead especially was hurting . . . the sweat in my eyebrows dripped down over my eyelids . . . My eyes were blinded behind the curtain of tears and salt’ (59). The confluence of murder, the sun (son) and the mother point toward unconscious incestuous longings that have never been resolved. Perhaps Raymond, whom Meursault is so eager to please, has taken the place of the missing father, with Meursault’s murder of Raymond’s nemesis and assailant a gift to the symbolic father. Or perhaps Raymond is a kind of alter ego for Meursault’s repressed violent impulses. The absurd conclusion that the blinding sun was responsible for the eruption of Meursault’s buried rage is evidence of his psychopathology, characterized by “excessively disturbing feelings of emptiness and unreality” (Spotnitz, p. 20).
The Stranger is divided into two sections: the death of the mother and the time period before the murder, and the trial and execution that follow. The first section, with its symbolic representation of incestuous longings, may be thought of as the preOedipal portion of the novel, while the second, with its representations of imprisonment, judicial proceedings, and impending execution, may be regarded as the enactment of the Law of the Father and the punishment by castration for forbidden longings. At the end of the novel, Meursault thinks about his mother as she faced death. Meursault too faces death and the cessation of flight from the impossibility of his desire now i reunification with the erotic mother of infancy. Thanatos has succeeded, after all.
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