
 

 

 
 

 

Paradigm Academic Press 
Studies in Social Science & Humanities 

ISSN 2709-7862 

SEP. 2024 VOL.3, NO.9 
 

 

 

36 

A Social Constraints and Personal Freedom in The Myth of Sisyphus: 

Examining the Impact of External Forces on Existential Autonomy 

 

 

Emilia K. M. Stępień1 

1 Adam Mickiewicz University, Poznań, Poland 

Correspondence: Emilia K. M. Stępień, Adam Mickiewicz University, Poznań, Poland. 

 

doi:10.56397/SSSH.2024.09.04 

 

 

Abstract 

This paper explores the intricate relationship between social constraints and personal freedom in Albert Camus’s 

The Myth of Sisyphus, focusing on the impact of external forces on existential autonomy. Camus’s philosophy, 

centered on the concept of the “absurd,” challenges traditional notions of freedom by highlighting the tension 

between human beings’ inherent desire for meaning and the indifferent, chaotic universe. The essay examines 

how social constraints—such as cultural norms, laws, economic conditions, and political ideologies—further 

complicate this quest for autonomy by imposing additional layers of limitation on individuals. Rather than 

viewing freedom as the absence of constraints, Camus redefines it as the capacity to confront these external 

forces with awareness and defiance, choosing one’s own path even within a constrained environment. Through a 

deeper analysis of Sisyphus as a symbol of human struggle against both cosmic and social limitations, this paper 

argues that true freedom is found not in escaping these constraints but in navigating and resisting them, asserting 

one’s values and identity in the face of both the absurd and societal expectations. The conclusion emphasizes the 

dynamic interplay between freedom and constraint, presenting a vision of autonomy as a continuous, courageous 

engagement with the world. 
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1. Introduction 

Albert Camus’s The Myth of Sisyphus is a cornerstone of existentialist thought, providing a profound exploration 

of the human condition in a world stripped of inherent meaning. In this philosophical treatise, Camus grapples 

with the concept of the absurd, which he defines as the tension between the human desire for significance, 

understanding, and purpose, and the cold, indifferent universe that offers no answers or ultimate truths. This 

confrontation with the absurd reveals a fundamental conflict: while humans are driven by a need to impose 

meaning and order upon their existence, they are met with a reality that is resistant to such efforts, characterized 

instead by randomness, futility, and ambiguity. Within this existential framework, personal freedom emerges as a 

central theme, challenging traditional notions of liberty and autonomy. For Camus, freedom is not simply the 

absence of constraints or the ability to act without restriction; rather, it is the recognition and acceptance of the 

absurdity of existence, coupled with the conscious decision to live authentically despite it. However, this 

existential freedom is constantly challenged by the pervasive influence of social constraints—norms, 

expectations, laws, and institutions—that seek to impose predefined meanings, roles, and values on individuals, 

effectively limiting their capacity for self-determination. These external forces act as a secondary layer of 

absurdity, adding to the individual’s struggle against a meaningless universe the additional burden of resisting 

social pressures that dictate what a “meaningful” life should look like. Thus, Camus’s work invites a deeper 

inquiry into the nature of autonomy: How do social constraints shape or undermine the quest for existential 

freedom? Can individuals truly achieve self-determination in a world governed by both cosmic indifference and 

human-imposed limitations? By examining these questions, The Myth of Sisyphus challenges us to consider the 
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dynamic interplay between personal freedom and social constraint, and the ways in which external forces shape 

the possibilities for existential autonomy. 

2. Absurdity and Personal Freedom 

At the core of Albert Camus’s philosophy in The Myth of Sisyphus is the notion of the “absurd,” a condition born 

from the clash between humanity’s inherent longing for clarity, purpose, and order, and the universe’s 

indifference to these aspirations. This concept of absurdity is not merely a philosophical abstraction; it represents 

a visceral, everyday reality for the individual, who is caught between an internal demand for meaning and an 

external world that is silent and indifferent. Camus articulates this existential dilemma through the myth of 

Sisyphus, a figure from Greek mythology condemned by the gods to an eternity of futile labor—rolling a 

boulder up a hill only to watch it roll back down, again and again. Sisyphus’s plight becomes the perfect 

metaphor for human existence under the condition of the absurd: an endless cycle of striving without ultimate 

purpose or resolution. 

For Camus, this recognition of the absurd is not a cause for despair but an invitation to confront reality head-on, 

without resorting to false hope or illusions. In fact, it is within the very acknowledgment of the absurd that 

personal freedom begins to take shape. Unlike a freedom defined in conventional terms—such as freedom from 

constraints or unrestricted choice—existential freedom, in Camus’s view, is born from a profound consciousness 

of the absurd condition. The realization that life is devoid of preordained meaning grants individuals the power 

to live according to their own values, to create their own meaning in defiance of an indifferent universe. This, 

Camus suggests, is the true expression of autonomy: an acceptance of the limits imposed by reality coupled with 

the determination to live authentically within those limits. 

The story of Sisyphus illustrates this paradoxical nature of freedom. Although Sisyphus is condemned to a 

repetitive and seemingly pointless task, he exercises a form of freedom in his response to his fate. He does not 

succumb to despair or passivity; instead, he confronts his condition with awareness and defiance. In his 

conscious acceptance of his eternal punishment, Sisyphus transcends his circumstances, finding a measure of 

freedom in the very act of pushing the boulder. The moment of awareness—the point at which Sisyphus fully 

understands the futility of his task and yet chooses to continue—is, for Camus, a moment of liberation. It is in 

this conscious rebellion against his fate, in the decision to live without appeal to a higher meaning or purpose, 

that Sisyphus embodies the ultimate human freedom. 

However, Camus also acknowledges that this freedom is not absolute. It exists within a framework of constraints, 

both natural and social. While Sisyphus’s struggle is against a cosmic absurdity—an indifferent universe—the 

real-world individual faces additional layers of constraint imposed by human society. Social constraints, 

including norms, laws, institutions, and cultural expectations, create boundaries that often limit the individual’s 

capacity for self-determination. These constraints can shape an individual’s sense of identity and purpose, often 

dictating what is considered a “worthy” or “meaningful” life. 

In this light, the freedom that Camus describes is not an escape from all forms of limitation but rather an 

existential stance that remains aware of these constraints while refusing to be defined by them. The absurd hero 

does not deny the realities of social constraints but navigates them consciously, asserting a personal meaning that 

transcends the imposed narratives. Sisyphus, thus, serves as a metaphor not just for the human struggle against 

cosmic meaninglessness but also for the individual’s defiance against societal pressures that attempt to dictate 

the terms of one’s existence. This existential freedom, then, is a complex and dynamic act of choosing one’s own 

path, fully aware of the limitations and constraints, yet refusing to surrender to them or let them dictate one’s 

sense of purpose. 

By framing personal freedom in the context of the absurd, Camus opens up a deeper exploration of autonomy: 

not as a state of absolute liberty, but as a continuous, conscious engagement with both the indifferent universe 

and the restrictive forces of society. It is this recognition and confrontation with the absurdity of existence, 

combined with a refusal to submit to external definitions of meaning, that defines true existential autonomy in 

Camus’s philosophy. 

3. Social Constraints as External Forces 

In The Myth of Sisyphus, Camus presents social constraints as significant external forces that shape and often 

limit an individual’s ability to exercise true existential freedom. While the absurd condition primarily addresses 

the conflict between the human desire for meaning and the indifferent universe, Camus also recognizes that 

individuals are embedded within complex social structures that impose their own set of meanings, rules, and 

expectations. These societal constraints—encompassing laws, cultural norms, social expectations, economic 

conditions, and political ideologies—serve as additional layers of external forces that confine the individual’s 

capacity for authentic self-expression and self-determination. 

Social constraints function by dictating what is deemed acceptable behavior, appropriate beliefs, and desirable 
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values within a given society. They create a framework of meaning imposed from the outside, which can directly 

conflict with the individual’s internal sense of autonomy. For instance, cultural norms may define what 

constitutes a “successful” or “meaningful” life, often tying these concepts to career achievements, family 

structures, or religious devotion. Such norms shape not only the choices available to individuals but also their 

perception of what is valuable or desirable, thereby constraining their freedom to define their own existence 

according to personal beliefs and desires. 

These constraints are not always overt; they are often deeply embedded in the social fabric, subtly guiding 

behavior and thought patterns. For example, political ideologies can dictate the range of acceptable opinions, 

labeling dissenting views as radical or subversive, while laws can impose penalties on actions deemed 

undesirable by the state. Education systems may perpetuate specific cultural or political narratives, effectively 

limiting critical thought and reinforcing societal norms. In this way, social constraints create an environment 

where existential autonomy is constantly challenged by forces that dictate not only how individuals should act 

but also how they should think and feel. 

Economic conditions represent another powerful external force that restricts personal freedom. Poverty, lack of 

access to education, and economic inequalities severely limit an individual’s choices and opportunities, 

compelling them to prioritize survival over self-actualization. In a world where material conditions significantly 

determine one’s range of possibilities, the freedom to define one’s own purpose or live authentically becomes a 

privilege accessible to only a few. For many, existential choices are overshadowed by the immediate need to 

conform to societal expectations simply to survive or secure basic well-being. This reality exposes a stark 

contradiction in the quest for existential autonomy: while freedom in the existential sense requires the ability to 

define one’s own meaning, social and economic conditions often dictate the parameters within which such 

freedom can be exercised. 

Social constraints create a tension between the individual’s innate freedom and the socially constructed reality 

they must navigate. Camus emphasizes that individuals are often pressured to conform to collective narratives 

that suppress individual thought and action. For example, societal expectations might dictate that a person 

pursues a stable career or adheres to certain religious or cultural practices. These expectations can function as a 

means of social control, subtly compelling individuals to adopt values and beliefs that may not align with their 

personal convictions or understanding of the world. Thus, individuals find themselves in a constant struggle 

between their desire for personal freedom and the need to conform to societal expectations, which often serve to 

maintain the status quo. 

Camus’s depiction of Sisyphus serves as a metaphor for this struggle against social constraints. Just as Sisyphus 

is condemned to a repetitive, meaningless task by the gods, individuals in modern society are often compelled to 

conform to repetitive routines and roles that are similarly devoid of personal meaning. Yet, unlike Sisyphus, who 

rebels against his fate through conscious defiance, many individuals succumb to societal pressures, allowing 

social constraints to dictate their sense of self and purpose. Camus challenges this passive acceptance, arguing 

that true existential autonomy requires individuals to recognize and confront these external forces actively. It is 

through this confrontation that one can reclaim the freedom to define oneself against the backdrop of social 

expectations and constraints. 

Camus’s philosophy suggests that while social constraints are an inevitable aspect of human existence, they do 

not entirely preclude the possibility of personal freedom. Instead, they offer a context in which the struggle for 

existential autonomy becomes more meaningful. The individual’s task, much like Sisyphus’s, is to navigate these 

constraints with awareness and resistance, finding ways to assert one’s own values and beliefs in a world that 

continuously seeks to impose its own. In doing so, Camus invites us to reconsider the nature of freedom—not as 

the absence of external forces but as the conscious choice to live authentically in spite of them, carving out a 

space for personal meaning in a world that often denies it. 

4. The Impact of Social Constraints on Existential Autonomy 

Camus’s philosophy compels us to examine the profound impact of social constraints on personal freedom and 

existential autonomy. For Camus, the individual’s quest for meaning is a dual confrontation: not only against the 

absurdity of an indifferent universe but also against the manifold limitations imposed by society. These 

constraints, both overt and covert, shape and define the very parameters within which individuals can seek and 

experience freedom. They manifest in two primary forms: direct controls, such as laws, regulations, and punitive 

measures, and indirect influences, including social expectations, cultural narratives, and collective ideologies. 

Each of these forms presents unique challenges to existential autonomy, complicating the individual’s struggle to 

live authentically. 

Direct social constraints operate as explicit mechanisms of control, compelling conformity through coercive 

means. Laws and regulations, for example, dictate acceptable behavior, restricting individual actions under the 
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threat of punishment or societal exclusion. These forms of control limit the scope of what an individual can do, 

effectively curtailing the freedom to act in ways that might be deemed unconventional or rebellious. However, 

the impact of these constraints extends beyond the mere imposition of rules; they also shape the consciousness of 

the individual, influencing how they perceive themselves and their place in the world. The internalization of 

these constraints can lead to a form of self-censorship, where individuals limit their actions and thoughts to align 

with socially sanctioned norms, even in the absence of direct external pressure. 

Indirect social constraints, such as social expectations and cultural narratives, exert a subtler yet equally potent 

influence on existential autonomy. These constraints often manifest through the internalization of societal values, 

which dictate what constitutes a “successful” or “meaningful” life. Cultural narratives may celebrate certain life 

paths—such as achieving professional success, accumulating wealth, or adhering to religious dogma—while 

marginalizing or stigmatizing alternative forms of self-expression. These expectations are perpetuated through 

various institutions, including education, media, and family, which reinforce specific ideals of identity and 

success. Consequently, individuals may find their sense of self and purpose shaped not by their authentic desires 

but by externally imposed standards, leaving them trapped in roles or identities that do not truly reflect their 

inner values or beliefs. 

In this context, existential autonomy becomes a matter of actively resisting or transcending these external forces. 

Camus argues that true freedom is not about escaping from social constraints—a task that is impossible, given 

their pervasive nature—but about recognizing them and asserting one’s will against them. This act of defiance is 

central to Camus’s conception of existential autonomy. Just as Sisyphus continues to push the boulder up the hill 

despite the futility of his task, the individual must confront social constraints with awareness and intention, 

choosing to live authentically even in a world that imposes limitations. This resistance is not necessarily about 

rejecting all social norms or engaging in overt rebellion; it is about maintaining a stance of critical awareness and 

personal integrity, choosing one’s path with full knowledge of the constraints and the potential consequences of 

such choices. 

However, Camus does not romanticize this struggle. He acknowledges that the act of defiance against social 

constraints is fraught with challenges and often comes at a significant personal cost. Confronting societal norms 

may lead to social alienation, loss of status, or economic disadvantage. Yet, it is within this very struggle that the 

potential for genuine autonomy lies. The act of resistance itself becomes a source of meaning and purpose, 

transforming what might seem like an external imposition into an opportunity for self-definition. By choosing to 

confront and navigate these constraints consciously, the individual reclaims their power to define their existence, 

to make choices that are aligned with their inner values rather than merely conforming to external expectations. 

Camus’s philosophy suggests that this struggle against social constraints is not a one-time event but a continuous 

process, an ongoing negotiation between the individual and the social world. Just as Sisyphus is eternally 

condemned to push the boulder, individuals are perpetually engaged in the task of defining themselves against 

the backdrop of societal expectations. Each decision, each act of resistance or conformity, shapes the individual’s 

existential path, constantly redefining the boundaries of their autonomy. In this sense, existential autonomy is not 

a fixed state but a dynamic, evolving practice—a constant reassertion of one’s freedom in the face of the myriad 

forces that seek to constrain it. 

Camus’s exploration of social constraints and existential autonomy challenges us to reconsider what it means to 

be truly free. It asks us to recognize that freedom is not simply the absence of constraints but rather the 

conscious engagement with them. By acknowledging the reality of social constraints and choosing to navigate 

them with awareness and defiance, individuals can carve out a space for authentic self-expression, finding 

freedom not in the eradication of limitations but in the courage to live meaningfully despite them. In this way, 

Camus redefines autonomy not as a state of unrestricted liberty but as an active, deliberate confrontation with the 

forces that seek to limit our being. 

5. Reconciling Personal Freedom with Social Constraints 

Camus does not propose that social constraints—those rules, norms, and expectations imposed by society—can 

or should be entirely removed. Instead, he emphasizes the crucial role of individual awareness and conscious 

choice within the reality of these constraints. Existential autonomy, in Camus’s vision, is not about an impossible 

escape from all external forces but about the capacity to live authentically within the parameters that society 

imposes. This redefinition of autonomy involves recognizing and accepting the limits placed by social structures, 

while simultaneously refusing to be wholly defined or controlled by them. In doing so, the individual reclaims a 

sense of freedom that is meaningful, resilient, and adaptable to the circumstances of life. 

For Camus, this reconciliation between personal freedom and social constraints begins with the awareness that 

these constraints are both unavoidable and influential. They shape the contexts in which individuals make 

choices and form identities. Yet, the mere presence of these constraints does not negate the possibility of 
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freedom. On the contrary, Camus argues that true freedom emerges precisely in the conscious engagement with 

these boundaries. It is the ability to choose one’s attitude and response to these limitations, rather than being 

passively molded by them. By recognizing the constraints of one’s environment and still asserting one’s own 

values, the individual exercises a form of autonomy that is deeply rooted in existential integrity. 

In this light, Sisyphus becomes more than a tragic figure condemned to a meaningless task; he symbolizes the 

potential for human freedom even within seemingly insurmountable constraints. Sisyphus’s boulder is analogous 

to the social forces that weigh upon the individual, whether they be cultural norms, economic pressures, or 

political mandates. Yet, Sisyphus is not a passive victim of his circumstances; he becomes an active participant 

in his own fate through his refusal to succumb to despair or to accept the narrative imposed upon him. His 

struggle, far from being a mere act of compliance, becomes a profound statement of defiance and 

self-determination. In choosing to push the boulder despite the inevitability of its descent, Sisyphus redefines his 

relationship to his fate—not by altering the external conditions of his existence but by transforming his internal 

response to them. 

Camus suggests that this form of personal freedom, born of awareness and choice, allows individuals to find 

meaning within the confines of their social reality. It is not about achieving a perfect state of liberation, free from 

all external influences, but about finding one’s own path in a world that constantly imposes restrictions. This 

involves a continuous negotiation between the self and the world, a process of asserting one’s own values and 

beliefs against the backdrop of societal expectations. For instance, a person might conform to certain social 

roles—such as being a worker, a parent, or a citizen—but still choose to engage in these roles in a way that 

reflects their authentic values rather than merely following prescribed norms. 

This process of reconciliation requires an attitude of critical engagement rather than passive acceptance. The 

individual must continuously question the validity and relevance of the social constraints they encounter, 

deciding which to challenge and which to accept. This critical engagement is not a denial of social reality but a 

deeper understanding of it, one that allows for the possibility of meaningful action even within a constrained 

environment. For example, one might recognize the constraints of economic necessity but still find ways to 

pursue personal passions or contribute to societal change within that framework. By doing so, the individual 

exercises a form of autonomy that does not deny the existence of constraints but seeks to redefine them from 

within. 

Camus’s vision of freedom also acknowledges the inherent tension between the individual’s desire for 

self-determination and the need for social cohesion. He does not advocate for an anarchic rejection of all societal 

norms, which would lead to chaos and conflict. Instead, he recognizes that some degree of social constraint is 

necessary for collective living. However, he insists that individuals must not surrender their personal freedom to 

these constraints without critical examination. The challenge, then, is to navigate these external forces while 

maintaining an inner sense of integrity and autonomy. This navigation involves a constant balance between 

individual aspirations and social realities, an ongoing dialogue between the self and the world. 

Camus’s philosophy points to a dynamic understanding of personal freedom as something that is always in 

process, always being negotiated and renegotiated in response to the world around us. It is a freedom that does 

not ignore the weight of social constraints but finds its strength in confronting them. It is the freedom to choose, 

to act, and to define oneself—even when the choices are limited, the actions constrained, and the definitions 

contested. In this way, Camus offers a robust framework for understanding how individuals can reconcile their 

desire for personal freedom with the demands and limitations of social existence. His philosophy invites us to 

embrace the complexity of this reconciliation, recognizing that true autonomy lies not in the absence of 

constraints but in the courage to confront them and to forge a meaningful existence within their bounds. 

6. The Interplay of Freedom and Constraint 

In The Myth of Sisyphus, Albert Camus offers a profound and nuanced understanding of personal freedom, one 

that acknowledges the complex and often conflicting relationship between individual autonomy and the 

constraints imposed by society. Through his exploration of the absurd, Camus challenges traditional conceptions 

of freedom as an unbounded state of being, proposing instead that true freedom lies in the conscious recognition 

and engagement with the limitations that surround us. This vision of autonomy does not deny the existence of 

social, cultural, and economic constraints; rather, it seeks to redefine freedom as the capacity to navigate these 

external forces with awareness, intentionality, and defiance. 

Camus invites us to consider how social norms, cultural expectations, and economic realities do more than 

simply limit individual choices; they shape the very landscape in which human existence unfolds. These external 

forces often dictate what is considered meaningful, valuable, or acceptable, creating a framework within which 

individuals are expected to operate. In doing so, they present a significant challenge to the quest for existential 

autonomy, as they attempt to define the terms of one’s existence. However, Camus also suggests that these 
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constraints, far from negating the possibility of freedom, provide the very conditions that make the exercise of 

freedom meaningful. It is precisely in the face of these limitations that individuals have the opportunity to assert 

their own values, make their own choices, and define their own paths. 

The essence of Camus’s existential autonomy lies in this confrontation with both the absurd and the external 

forces that seek to limit us. By recognizing and acknowledging the constraints imposed by the world—whether 

by the indifferent universe or by human society—individuals can move beyond passive acceptance or resignation. 

They can instead choose to respond with a sense of purpose and determination, carving out a space for personal 

meaning even within the confines of a predetermined reality. This form of freedom is not about breaking free 

from all constraints but about finding a way to assert one’s own agency and identity within them, transforming 

what could be a source of oppression into an arena for self-assertion and resistance. 

Camus’s philosophy suggests that the interplay between freedom and constraint is not a static relationship but a 

dynamic and ongoing process. Just as Sisyphus is eternally engaged in his struggle against the rock, so too are 

individuals perpetually engaged in the struggle to maintain their autonomy in a world filled with external 

pressures. This struggle is neither futile nor nihilistic; rather, it is the very source of human dignity and meaning. 

In this constant negotiation, individuals affirm their existence and their humanity by choosing how to confront 

the forces that seek to define and limit them. The act of resistance itself, the choice to confront the absurd and 

social constraints with courage and defiance, becomes a profound affirmation of life and freedom. 

Camus, therefore, offers a radical rethinking of what it means to be free in a constrained world. Freedom, in this 

sense, is not a state of being but a state of becoming—a continuous act of engagement with the world, a 

relentless effort to assert one’s values, beliefs, and identity against the backdrop of both existential absurdity and 

social limitation. It is the freedom to choose one’s response to the circumstances of existence, to refuse easy 

answers or imposed meanings, and to find significance in the very act of struggle itself. 

By embracing this vision of freedom, Camus invites us to see our lives as a work of art, where the constraints 

imposed by society and the universe are the materials from which we carve our unique existence. This 

perspective does not diminish the reality of suffering, hardship, or limitation; instead, it elevates the human 

capacity to find dignity, meaning, and autonomy within them. In this way, Camus’s philosophy encourages us to 

live with integrity and courage, to confront the forces that seek to limit us, and to find in that confrontation a 

deeper, more resilient form of freedom. It is a call to embrace the absurdity of life and, like Sisyphus, to find a 

measure of triumph in the ceaseless act of resistance, where the struggle itself becomes an affirmation of our 

existential autonomy. 
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