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Dirty Ink: Camus’s Phenomenology of Terror

Much has been made in postcolonial criticism of Albert Camus’s absent Algerian subjects, evacuated fictional landscapes, and, later, his distasteful turn against Algerian nationalism crystallized in the famous assertion during a Nobel press junket in 1957 that, “I believe in justice, but I will defend my mother before justice.” Alice Kaplan, for example, editor of the newly released English translation of Camus’s Algerian Chronicles, asks, “why does the setting for The Plague look more like Marseilles than Oran?” Notwithstanding the disputed provenance of the mother-before-justice statement, and the lingering question of Camus’s Europeanization of the Algerian city of Oran, this paper assumes the significance of Camus’s rare specifics, and poses, perhaps, a simpler question: why is La Peste set in Oran, and not in Marseilles, especially if we take at face value Camus’s own claim that the novel—that the plague itself—represented the German Occupation of France and the conditions of life in the Resistance? Given the depth and breadth of Camus’s journalistic writings on the Algerian question from the mid-1940s to the early 1950s, what can we understand about both the novel and its politics of historiography in this period by taking seriously the decision to set the allegory not in France, but instead in its turbulent colony in Africa? By bringing a reading of The Plague together with the contemporaneous reporting on Algeria, this paper will suggest that Arab Algeria is not, strictly speaking, absent from Camus’s fiction, but rather that it is, as Pierre Macherey suggests, “an absence around which real complexity is knit.” In this case, I argue, the absence of Arab Algerians in Camus’s novel belies the complexity of his stance on Algeria: on the one hand, a humanistic duty to the colony and the preservation of its people, and on the other, the terror of anti-colonial insurgency rendered in the apocalyptic tones of epidemic.


