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			Albert Camus

			French writer, playwright, essayist and philosopher

			
					Born in Mondovi (Algeria) in 1913

					Died in Villeblevin in 1960

					Notable works:	The Stranger (1942), novel

	The Myth of Sisyphus (1942), essay

	The Plague (1947), novel




			

			A Frenchman born in Algeria and Nobel Prize winner, Albert Camus (1913-1960) is one of the major writers of the twentieth century. A politically committed intellectual, philosopher, journalist, playwright and novelist, he left his mark on his era with his reflection on absurdism, which he nuanced and made more sensitive and humane.

			Widely admired, and sometimes criticized, Camus received considerable attention worldwide with his novels The Plague (1947) and, in particular, The Stranger (1942). He died prematurely in 1960 as a result of a car crash.

		


		
			The Plague

			The start of the revolt

			
					Genre: novel

					Reference edition: Camus, A. (1972) La Peste. Paris: Gallimard.1

					First edition: 1947

					Themes: epidemic, isolation, death, chaos, threat, revolt

			

			The Plague tells of the efforts of Dr. Rieux and some other inhabitants to stop a plague epidemic that hits the city of Oran in the 1940s.

			The novel was published in 1947 (the author’s first big success in bookshops) and marks an important development in the work and thought of Camus, since he breaks away from the cycle of the Absurd (The Stranger, The Myth of Sisyphus, Caligula and The Misunderstanding) and begins looking into that of revolt (The Plague, The Just Assassins, The Rebel).

			

			
				
					1 Quotes taken from the reference edition have been translated by BrightSummaries.com.

				

			

		


		
			Summary

			The Plague is in the form of a chronicle written by a mysterious narrator, whose identity is revealed at the end of the story (Dr. Bernard Rieux, the main protagonist). It tells of the curious (fictitious) events that occurred in Oran in the early 1940s (the exact year is not given). 

			The appearance of a mysterious illness

			It all begins one day in April 1940, when Dr. Bernard Rieux stumbles over a dead rat when leaving his house. After driving his wife to the station (she is sick and must leave the city to seek treatment), Rieux begins his visits. The following day, after speaking with his patients, his colleagues (Dr. Richard, among others) and his neighbors, he realizes that rats are invading the city and are dying out in the open. A phone call from a former patient, Joseph Grand, leads him to meet Cottard, a sales representative who tried to hang himself. Cottard panics at the thought of having to speak with a police commissioner. Rieux reassures him and resumes his visits.

			The rats continue dying and the number of dead rats amplifies until the end of the month, then suddenly stops. Rieux then notices that some patients (such as Mr. Michel, his concierge) are suffering from a strange illness that kills them within a matter of days. The cases are increasing, the authorities are slow to react and the whole city is in a state of feverish anxiety. Rieux acknowledges the truth: the plague is decimating Oran. He then alerts the prefect. The authorities do not want to frighten the population, so only small measures are taken to limit contagion.

			An epidemic

			The closing of the doors to city marks the beginning of a “long period of exile” (p. 71), which gradually changes the behavior of the inhabitants.

			Some show solidarity and try to fight against the plague, such as Dr. Rieux who works himself to death and refuses to give up.

			
					Jean Tarrou (a well-to-do annuitant whose testimony is retold by the narrator) assists Rieux and takes part in the health education training put in place by the city.

					Raymond Rambert, a Parisian journalist who is separated from his girlfriend, copies him when he realizes that he cannot benefit from the few exceptional measures that would allow him to leave the town.

					Joseph Grand, an employee at the town hall, also agrees to give up his free time to coordinate the efforts of doctors and volunteers.

			

			However, others are more reluctant to offer their support:

			
					Cottard, who finds a strange satisfaction in the misfortune of his fellow citizens, even takes advantage of the situation by buying and selling on the black market.

					As for Father Paneloux, he tries to make sense of the plague during a sermon at the cathedral: the plague is a warning from God. Rieux does not believe this. Exhausted, the doctor stoically continues his fight.

			

			During the summer, the epidemic amplifies and death becomes commonplace: the bodies are quickly gotten rid of and those who try to flee the town are shot. Acute pain gives way to despondency and people are resigned to living in the present, without hope and without memory. Love leaves the hearts of the inhabitants. The plague appears as a monotonous scourge that leaves no room for heroism, like “an interminable trampling that crushes everything in its path” (p. 181).

			Dr. Rieux’s revolt

			Autumn arrives and the number of deaths continues to rise. Rieux becomes indifferent to the suffering that he sees every day, but he does not abandon his fight.

			The agony and death of an innocent (the young son of Judge Othon) outrages him. Father Paneloux tries to make him see God’s will. Rieux loses his temper, then apologizes and acknowledges that they must work together. However, a few days later, after a sermon full of doubt, Father Paneloux dies without having seen a doctor and it is impossible to tell if it was the plague that caused his death.

			During this time, Rieux confides a little in those around him. He talks to Grand about his wife, from whom he receives fragmented news via telegram. He openly discusses the seemingly selfish happiness of Rambert’s love for his partner and he admits that he doesn’t blame him for wanting to leave the city. But Rambert gives up on his plan: even though there is no shame in wanting to be happy, “there may be shame in being happy all by oneself” (p. 208). Shame, however, does not seem to affect Cottard. He continues doing business and seems to rejoice in no longer being the only one to suffer.

			On All Saints Day, not long after the death of Dr. Richard (whose naïve optimism was not enough to stop the epidemic), Tarrou gains Rieux’s friendship and tells him about his thoughts: he asks if he believes it is possible to be “a saint without God” (p. 253). The doctor replies that he doesn’t care about heroism or holiness; he is simply trying to be a man. Both individuals escape from the plague and the absurdity of their fight for a few moments by taking a refreshing swim in the sea. At Christmas, Grand falls ill, but he does not succumb. Winter seems to set the plague back; the rats reappear, alive.

			The persistent threat

			In mid-January, hope is reborn, even though some are still dying amid the general rejoicing: Judge Othon, then Tarrou, who Rieux had tried to save by taking him to his house. The next day, the Doctor learns of his wife’s death by telegram. In February, the city opens its doors again and Rambert rejoins his partner. Cottard, who vainly tries to escape the police (the motive for his guilt is not told), begins firing shots into the crowd from his apartment window. He is finally arrested, in view of Grand (who is healed) and Rieux.

			While the city is feasting and rushing to forget the tragic events that befell it, Rieux meditates alone on the top of a terrace: the bacillus of the plague never disappears completely; the happiness of humans is always threatened.

		


		
			Character study

			Dr. Bernard Rieux

			Approximately 35 years old, he is an average-looking, Mediterranean-type man (average height, regular nose, black hair) whose “broad shoulders” and “protruding jaw” reflect his strength of character and confidence (p. 35). He is an exemplary man: honest, fair, courageous, intelligent, active, efficient and genuinely good. A laborer’s son who became a doctor, he sacrifices his personal interests for those of the community. His character, however, changes: while he is solitary and taciturn in the beginning of the novel, he gradually opens up to the people around him (Grand, Tarrou) and develops some friendships (the episode where he bathes in the sea with Tarrou marks the peak).

			He is “tired of the world” (p. 18) and an atheist, but not a misanthrope: “There are more things to admire in men then to despise.” (p. 308) Obsessed with his work (this fierce daily fight allows him to never give in to defeatism), he strives to act rather than to understand the origin of the plague: “Man cannot cure and know at the same time” (p. 209).

			As a supposedly objective writer, the narrator, who often uses the pronoun ‘we’ (to show his solidarity with the Oranians), reveals his identity at the end of the novel. By his age, his social and geographic origin, and his ideas, he is reminiscent of the author himself.

			Jean Tarrou

			Jean is a simple and well-to-do man who recently settled in Oran. His notebooks, which serve as a source for the main narrator’s story, make him the historian of insignificance. The son of an Advocate General, he distanced himself from justice and from his father after he attended the trial of a man who was sentenced to death (p. 247).

			As a disappointed political and revolutionary activist, he now refuses to admit that we can sacrifice our lives to defend a higher cause. Satisfied with his knowledge, “I know all about life, you can see that” (p. 251), there is only one question that still bothers him: whether or not it is possible to be a saint without God.

			Joseph Grand

			He is a “small town hall employee” (p. 49) who is quite ordinary, and whose insignificance and weakness are reflected in his general appearance (his name, although it refers to his large size, is contradictory from this point of view). Lacking ambition, he leads an ordinary life up until the arrival of the plague, except for the fact that he nurtures a secret passion: writing a book. But he can never get past the first sentence, which he rewrites every night, alone in his apartment. However, Rieux considers him to be one of those unsung heroes, generous and devoted to collective happiness, and whose understated actions and modesty are what make him a good man.

			Raymond Rambert

			He is a young Parisian journalist who was sent to Oran to learn about the living conditions of Arabs. The Spanish Civil War (in which he fought “on the losing side”, p. 163) has somewhat tampered with his idealism: “I don't believe in heroism; I know it's easy and I've learnt it

			Father Paneloux

			
			Cottard
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