Running and the Absurd

Improvement: Camus’ Missing Piece of the Absurd Hero

By: Chris deLaubenfels


There are few things in this world that are less enjoyable than a fifteen mile run in the blistering cold of Minnesota. Aristotle said, “Happiness is the meaning and purpose of life, the whole aim and end of human existence.”  Runners must have missed that memo.  On a bad run a runner does not merely experience a non-pleasurable, discomforting state, but is truly and fully engrossed in unhappiness.  On runs like these the runner truly questions the point.


This existential angst of the runner parallels the one “truly serious philosophical problem”
 according to Albert Camus: suicide.  At its core, the runner’s question is the essential question of humanity: is what I am doing worth it?  Camus’ The Myth of Sisyphus paints a picture of life in which there is no ultimate, cohesive meaning.  This is labeled as absurd because although humans have a desire for a universal value, none is present. Humans have the option to attempt an escape from this absurd or revolt against it. Camus champions the latter and gives those who walk this path the title of ‘absurd hero’.  The absurd hero revolts against the absurd and creates a meaningful life in a world void of meaning.  

However, Camus’ depiction of the absurd has been classified as inconsistent by a handful of philosophers, including Herbert Hochberg.  Hochberg opines that The Myth of Sisyphus fails because it attempts to create an ethic based on the absurd.
 Camus states that humans have the potential to create values as long as they are based in experience, but he denies any metaphysical ethic or value present in his writing. Can Camus reject any form of a universal meaning, yet promote a certain form of life that contains value—is Camus’ thesis of the absurd hero merely circular propaganda?

It is my contention that Camus’ inquiry into the absurd is not invalid, only incomplete.  If the concept of improvement is added to Camus’ absurd revolt, a working, complete ethic is created.  Improvement necessitates a constant consciousness and provides humans with a means to distinguish value that is of this world.  An exploration of the life and philosophy of a runner brings clarity and consistency to the absurd.  The persistence and courage that is needed in order to be an absurd hero is the same that is needed to become a successful distance runner.  For both, it is necessary to realize the inevitable hopelessness of your situation, but to create a meaningful experience anyway.  But, more importantly, the life of a runner is fully engrossed in improvement. The running novels Once a Runner and Again to Carthage by John L. Parker Jr. provide a supplement to The Myth of Sisyphus.  These books chronicle the running career of miler Quenton Cassidy.  The books explicate the attitude and perseverance that is necessary to rebel against the absurdity of running—and life. 

Camus’ Absurd


Camus defines the human condition as meaningless because no matter what happens to a human being in their life, they are mortal.  This is the absurd; humans have “limitless desire destined to limited satisfaction.”
 Humans have three ways to deal with the absurd: philosophical suicide, physical suicide, and revolt.  Philosophical suicide occurs from a conscious or subconscious confrontation with the absurd.  Camus explains that at the core of humanity is a desire for a unifying principle that overarches life.  However, any human that searches for such a purpose will fail, because their knowledge cannot stretch outside of experience. Camus explains, “This heart within me I can feel, and I judge that it exists. This world I can touch, and I likewise judge that it exists.  There ends all my knowledge, and the rest is construction.”
  Here is where the absurdity of life arises: humans have a desire for cohesion in a world that offers none.  In order to evade this realization, humans can either create a deity or assign meaning to the world. These both escape from the absurd because it gives a person the belief that there is a higher meaning or unity.  Thus, Camus calls either of these creations philosophical suicide because one holds a belief that is not justifiable through experience—it is a suicide from the truth.


If a human does not commit philosophical suicide, they have one other option of escape: physical suicide. With suicide, a human decides that the lack of any coherence in life is sufficient for ending it.  One may claim this as a revolt against the absurd.  A person ‘defeats’ the meaningless by choosing death—they will not let it get the best of them.  Yet, Camus argues the exact opposite. The choice to commit suicide is not a confrontation of the absurd, but instead a relinquishment. A human sees that there is no hope, and consequently decides to end his or her life. Suicide is “acceptance at its extreme.”
 If one wants to revolt against the absurd they must live on without hope; “The Revolt is the certainty of a crushing fate, without the resignation that ought to accompany it.”

The Absurd Hero


For Camus, “everything begins with consciousness and nothing is worth anything except through it.”
  This consciousness is note merely being awake, but a recognition of one’s absurd condition.  Consciousness is what makes humans aware of the absurd, but it also provides the capability for a revolt against it.  Consciousness allows one to search for the truth, instead of what is desired—the truths are not manufactured, but are observed
.  The one manifest truth is defiance
. Defiance is achieved through a persistent consciousness of the absurd.  Defiance allows one to constantly live with and revolt against the absurd.


Once Camus has described the mindset that is needed to revolt, he examines qualities of absurd heroes.  Absurd rebels realize “that what counts is not the best living but the most living”.
  This message is in contrast with most contemporary understandings of life.  It is necessary to view life like this because it gets rid of value judgments and replaces them with factual judgments.  Yet, Camus also states that breaking all the records is a way in which humans experience quantity of life
—this apparent contradiction will be the subject of criticism later.  Camus is arguing that if two people live the same length of time, they will have equal number of experiences, but the person that is most conscious of their experiences and is “aware of one’s life, one’s revolt, one’s freedom, and to the maximum, is living, and to the maximum.”


The other major feature of the absurd hero is creation.  To explore creation, Camus examines the life of the Don Juan, the actor, and the conqueror.  Each of these examples is an absurd hero because they not only recognize and live with the absurd, but they learn from the absurd and then create against it.  Camus states, “the absurd joy par excellence is creation.”
  Creation revolts against the absurd. “Creating is living doubly.”
  This is true because creation is both an experience and multiplication of future experiences.  It requires humans not to explain, but experience.  Camus best describes this in his ultimate absurd hero: Sisyphus.  Sisyphus is doomed by the gods to an eternity of pushing a rock up a hill, but Sisyphus does not attempt to escape from his life.  Through consciousness and direct persistence, Sisyphus assures that “His fate belongs to him.  His rock is his thing.”
  Sisyphus is an absurd hero because he does not succumb to a false belief in some sort of higher meaning to his rock—but instead is satisfied with the experience of pushing his rock, his burden, his absurdity.  The Myth of Sisyphus is concluded with an interesting line: “The struggle itself toward the heights is enough to fill a man’s heart.  One must imagine Sisyphus happy.”

Critiques of Camus

Camus’ goal in The Myth of Sisyphus could be summed up as describing the absurd human condition and in turn validating a certain lifestyle that opposes the absurd.  Herbert Hochberg explains that Camus’ philosophy in The Myth of Sisyphus is “a noble thought. Yet is symptomatic of a desperately inadequate consideration of, and proposed solution to, the problem of ethics.”
  In describing how the absurd hero lives a valuable life, Camus is met with a contradiction.  The absurd dictates that there is no ultimate value, yet Camus must have a reason why he champions one lifestyle over another.  The absurd hero understands that life itself is the ultimate value.  Camus thinks that this truth can be arrived at rationally, because if his notion of the absurd is true and there is no absolute, eternal unifying principle then all any individual has is one life.  So, life is the one fundamental value.  Still, it is contradictory to demand that life has no absolute values, but then giving life itself an absolute value.  

Hochberg explains that if Camus attempts to create an ethic of the absurd, it must be by giving life and the world intrinsic value
.  Quantity is one manner in which Camus attempts to give intrinsic value.  He explains how to live with an ethic of quantity; consciously experiencing life in conflict with the absurd through creation.  This seems to keep things away from transcendental value, but Camus still favors some sorts of creation over others.  What gives Camus the right to do this?  Camus states that “Breaking all the records is first and foremost being faced with the world as often as possible.”
  If an absurd ethic must remain intrinsic, then how is Camus able to assert that breaking records is superior to being the worst at something?  Also, at the end of The Myth of Sisyphus when Camus states that we must imagine Sisyphus happy he is asserting another transcendental value—that happiness is superior to other options. Again we find Camus asserting values in a world that he labeled as void of such qualities.

In the end, Hochberg claims that Camus fails to “anchor his values… in the world of ordinary experience.”
  Because of this, Camus fails to find an intrinsic value in the world.  In order to create an ethic of the absurd, Camus must have a way to measure value in an empirical, rational way; at this point there are only transcendental values.  However, if one were to have a way to measure the quality of the world, without reaching for something out of this world—there could exist an ethic of the absurd.  Improvement gives humans the tool to measure life completely objectively, but still assert values.  Improvement fills in the missing intrinsic value of the world.  However, running as an absurd pursuit must be introduced and explored before improvement can be examined to its fullest. 

Running as an Absurd Pursuit

The famous University of Oregon track coach, Bill Bowerman, once said:

“Running, one might say, is basically an absurd pastime upon which to be exhausting ourselves.  But if you can find meaning in the type of running you will have to do to stay on this team, chances are you can find meaning in another absurd pastime… life.”

Competitive running is a paradigm absurd pursuit.  The task requires complete devotion and dictates all aspects of human experience.  Sleep, food, friends, time and even nature all become means to an end. But what end?  When running becomes not merely an activity, but a state of consciousness or lifestyle, it becomes an absurd endeavor.  A runner desires running to give them sort of ultimate understanding or goal in the world.


Quenton Cassidy, the fictional miler who has become the role model for runners of this generation, understands that the question of motive and purpose lies at the core of a runner’s experience.  The daunting morning runs, restless nights, sore muscles, constant exhaustion, excruciating workouts and to what end? In Once a Runner, Cassidy asserts the first question is: “Why am I living like this?  The question eventually becomes: is this living?”
  In competitive running, these questions can be dealt with in the same three ways as the absurd.  One can quit, physical suicide; one can say it is all worth it because there is some ultimate purpose to running, philosophical suicide; or one can continue running, knowing it has no ultimate meaning, but persisting anyway, absurd runners.  

The first group can be easily identified.  They enter the world of competitive running and at first seem no different than any other runner.  They make it to workouts, try their hardest, and finish what is needed.  However, the task slowly becomes too daunting.  Morning runs are skipped, workouts are cut short, days are taken off, and eventually it all just stops
.  They come to the realization that there is no point—all their hard work is not going to lead them to any higher purpose.  They cannot take any value out of the day in, day out struggles.  They cannot deal with the conscious idea that it really isn’t worth it, worth in the most absolute sense.  So they quit.

The next way to escape the absurdity of running is the “philosophical suicide” approach.  Just like in The Myth of Sisyphus, this can be done in two ways: creating some higher, transcendental purpose to running or giving some achievement in the world a unifying, ultimate meaning (e.g. the Olympics).  This first group of runners is especially popular today; they are tag-lined as “Zen runners”.
  These runners evade the absurd by giving running a higher philosophical purpose.  They believe if a runner does not realize this transcendent experience, they are not running for the right reason.  They scoff at the idea that one might run merely to put one foot in front of the other as fast as possible.  This group makes up the majority of runners, just as those who use a deity to deal with the absurd make up the majority of humans. The group attempts to give value to running that is not through direct experience—their way of evading the absurd.  

The second group evades the absurd by giving achievements in the world of running a higher meaning.  Winning races becomes the unifying principle.  All the training that a runner does becomes justified because it is leading them to an absolute end.  These runners are the most common in the competitive running circuit.  However, the approach becomes flawed because no matter how many times a runner wins, the wins eventually end.  The runner fools herself into thinking that once she achieves a certain goal, she will be satisfied—but this never happens because one race is not an ultimate end, no matter how much she wants it to be.  This is an easy mistake to commit, even for the model absurd runner.  At the end of Once a Runner, Quenton Cassidy, the epitome of the absurd runner, defeats the world record holder, but after the race he is described as “sad indeed”
.  The concentration on an absolute goal will not lead to revelation, but discontent.  Cassidy later realizes in Again to Carthage that his prior focus on one ultimate race had let him down, as it could never unify his world and life. When one gives an ultimate meaning to a given goal, they not only evade the absurd, but they also prevent themselves from fully appreciating the experiences leading up to that goal.  Thus, these ‘goal’ runners are always left dissatisfied because they choose to deny the absurd.

The path of the absurd runner is the difficult, but only valid, approach to take.  Quenton Cassidy explains how he, as an absurd runner, dealt with the nagging doubts of whether it is worth it: “These questions had been considered a long time ago, decisions were made, answers recorded, and the book closed.”
   This does not imply that Cassidy chooses to not recognize the absurd, but rather he realizes running is absurd and he will do it and revolt against it anyway: no more questioning is necessary. The absurd runner understands the most important secret—or as Cassidy puts it “The awful truth began to dawn on him.  There was no secret!”
  And that is it, the absurd runner realizes there is no secret to running, to life; it is just a daily struggle against the absurd. Once a runner apprehends that running is absurd it becomes easy to remain conscious of this absurdity.  This consciousness allows the runner to experience each and every run they take.  A run becomes a type of creation.  The absurd runner views a race as an opportunity—an opportunity for experience and creation.  Runner Steve Prefontaine once said “A race is a work of art that people can look at and be affected in as many ways they’re capable of understanding.”  In this sense, a race is not an absolute goal of running, but another aspect of pure life. Philosopher Doug Huff once used a runner entering a race as the perfect metaphor for an absurd hero:  Virtually every runner entering a race knows they are not going to win, yet they run the race anyway.  The absurd runner truly captures the cliché “it’s not whether you win or lose, but how you play the game.” The absurd runner persists to remain conscious by experiencing and creating.  However, these qualities leave out the most important concept that the absurd runner demonstrates: improvement.  It is improvement that completes the absurd runner’s revolt against the absurd.

Improvement


Of all the qualities that runners capture, improvement is the most all-encompassing.  Improvement is not an overarching absolute in which to judge life, but an empirical yardstick.  It is not a measure of one person against the rest; not who is the best, but a measure of a person against themselves.  It solely requires judgment of a person in and of the experiences of this world.  Quenton Cassidy describes this understanding of competitive running and improvement:

When you’re a competitive runner in training you are constantly in a process of ascending.  That’s it.  It’s not something most human beings would give a moment of consideration to, that it is actually possible to be living for years in a state of constant betterment.  To consider that you are better today than you were yesterday or a year ago, and that you will be better still tomorrow… if you’re doing it right you are an organism constantly evolving toward some agreed-upon approximation of excellence…


Here Cassidy explains the importance of improvement.  The first thing to clarify is what is meant by “agreed-upon approximation of excellence.”  If this means that there is some absolute, transcendent excellence out there, then we are right back to Camus’ problem.  However, the improvement that Cassidy speaks of, and the measure of that improvement, does not take place in some world of forms, but right here in the world.  When a runner runs a race, they know if they have descended or ascended, not because of an attempt to understand some higher point in the world, but by looking at the clock.  It must be understood that this is different than “breaking all the records” as Camus put it.  Placing value on breaking records implies that these records have some sort of inherent absolute value.  However, the slowest person in the world still benefits from improvement, as the improvement is against oneself.  The excellence of improvement is not transcendent, but fully of this world.  Being able to live in “constant betterment” gives the ethic of absurd an intrinsic value to the world.  Cassidy goes on to discuss the mindset behind improvement:

 It was such a part of us that if we had never given it a second’s thought, it would have been a mental lapse, a sign of weakness… As if the arrow of improvement necessarily parallels the arrow of time, and in only one direction.  My point is that this way of living…isn’t necessarily a “natural” process at all.


This notes that improvement requires a constant state of consciousness; it is not a given.  The absurd hero is able to maintain the consciousness that is required to persist in the ethic of improvement.  If one’s life is lived correctly, it can be intertwined completely with improvement.  A runner can state if they can or cannot run faster or longer than they could a month prior—it is all judged upon this world—if a runner can say that they have improved then it seems to follow that they are successfully revolting against the absurd.  

Further, improvement allows for creation of new experiences.  A runner experiences the world uniquely at different levels of running.  Each time a runner reaches a new level of ability through improvement, the world is examined from a new viewpoint. A run through the woods is much different at a blazing pace than at a leisurely trot. The arrow of improvement that parallels time sends the absurd runner in the direction of new experiences.  A life of improvement is not living doubly, that is too limited; improvement gives a runner a different experience everyday, even if they are running the same route they run every morning.  Improvement creates a greater quantity of life experiences and improves the intrinsic quality of these experiences. Cassidy concludes his examination of the absurd by discussing how essentially human improvement is:

I’m not saying that we ourselves did not have setbacks…I’m not saying we weren’t human in every way you can be human… [yet] by and large each and every day we were getting better at that one singularly difficult task and goal we had set for ourselves…just being involved in such an undertaking was itself ennobling.


Here the runner’s connection with improvement is concluded.  The runner puts his effort and persistence into improvement.  In this improvement the runner finds a weapon to fight the absurd.  Cassidy explains that undertaking such an approach to life is ennobling.  A focus on improvement provides a way to approach life that has intrinsic value—it requires no absolute unifying quality to give life value. 

Note that this ethic of improvement has been around for centuries and is especially visible in the modern Olympic movement.  The motto for the Olympics is “Citius, Altius, Fortius”, Latin for faster, higher, stronger.  Notice it is not fastest, highest, strongest—the notion is fully encompassed by improvement. It is a manner at which life is approached, the opposite of philosophical suicide. While philosophical suicide realizes the meaninglessness of life and attempts to transcend it, improvement acknowledges that all we have is life and attempts to better it.  An aspect of improvement is creation, but creation on its own does not have a direction and cannot provide an ethic—improvement gives creation ascension. 

While the Olympics and Quenton Cassidy use improvement to define athletic improvement, by no means is the ethic of improvement limited to athletes or runners—it is being “human in every way you can be human.”  Improvement could just as easily occur in politics, chemistry, or lawn care.  Cassidy explains that the lifestyle of improvement “created a slipstream that drew all else in our lives along with it and made us better in other ways as well.  Better, happier, more complete human beings than we would have been otherwise.”
 It is dependent upon the mindset that one approaches life.  Improvement gives one the ability to take life for everything it has, but look for no more outside of it.  It is in this attitude that the ethic of improvement remains in conflict with the absurdity of life.

The Absurd Ethic: Ethic of Improvement


Improvement can be used as a direction and measure of intrinsic value in all realms of human activity.  One of Camus’ favorite topics was politics; he was opposed to any sort of totalitarian regime and was one of the first to promote grass-root movements.  Improvement is at the foundation of any grass-root movement; the goal is to make things better.  Through improvement we can measure if a political movement is successful; and it is simple, all that needs to be asked is: are lives getting better? It must be noticed that there are groups that promote improvement as an absolute value.  These groups understand improvement as a transcendental, not empirical.  However, these groups do not capture the absurd improvement. Improvement, as an aspect of the absurd, is not a movement towards an absolute, but is measured through experience. One can directly measure if they have progressed in their life. It is an ethic in and of this world—exactly what Camus needs in order to revolt against the absurd.


The Myth of Sisyphus is not founded on false premises, it is just missing the concept of improvement.  In order to be an absurd hero one must realize the absurdity of life and then go on living anyway.  Camus is right in saying that creation and quantity are essential aspects of the absurd hero, but creation is not valuable unless it has some sort of ascension and quantity is not valuable unless one has the correct consciousness in order to experience the quantity.  Both of these are made valuable through improvement. Improvement provides the intrinsic value in the world that Hochberg criticized was vacant. One more quote from Quenton Cassidy helps to clearly express the affects of improvement on the life of the absurd runner/hero, “Running to him was real. The way he did it, the realest thing he knew.  It was all joy and woe, hard as diamond; it made him weary beyond comprehension. But it also made him free.” 
 This could just as easily be interpreted as “Life to him was real… the realest thing he knew” because as an absurd hero, life is all we know. It is a hard and difficult battle against the absurd, but when it is all said and done, the battle, the constant consciousness of improvement, and defiance set us free from the despair.
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