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ABSTRACT 

These novels provide unique insights into core existential concerns, including the absurdity of 
life, the isolation of the individual, the impact of societal expectations, and the anxiety of 
freedom and choice. By analysing the existential themes woven into these works, this study 
aims to uncover how each novel reflects and critiques existentialist ideas relevant to its time, 
and how these ideas resonate with modern existential thought. By connecting these classic 
existential themes with modern-day challenges, this study underscores the ongoing relevance 
of existentialism in understanding the human condition. 
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* 

 

Existentialism, a profound philosophical movement that gained momentum in the 20th century, 
explores fundamental questions regarding human existence, freedom, and the unsettling search 
for meaning within a universe that may be indifferent or even hostile. Rooted in the 
philosophical works of thinkers such as Søren Kierkegaard, Friedrich Nietzsche, Jean-Paul 
Sartre, and Martin Heidegger, existentialism emphasises individual experience, personal 

lessness. Rather than viewing 
life through religious or societal frameworks, existentialism challenges individuals to confront 
their own existence and choices, often in the face of an absurd or indifferent reality. Literature, 
as a medium deeply concerned with the human experience, provides a powerful lens through 
which existential themes can be examined and communicated. Existentialist literature in 
particular probes into the complexities of human existence by confronting characters with the 
struggles of self-identity, morality, and the inescapable reality of mortality. Among the most 
compelling works in this tradition are The Stranger by Albert Camus, American Psycho by 
Bret Easton Ellis, The Trial by Franz Kafka, and Nausea by Jean-Paul Sartre. These novels, 
while diverse in style and cultural context, share an intense focus on the isolation, freedom, 
and alienation of individuals attempting to define themselves in a world that lacks intrinsic 
meaning. Through these characters and narratives, these works bring to life the philosophical 
dilemmas and emotional burdens of existential thought, making complex ideas accessible to 
readers and illustrating the profound challenges associated with living an authentic, self-
directed life. 

The novels not only encapsulate the fundamental principles of existentialism such as 
absurdity, alienation, freedom, and the search for meaning but also demonstrate how these 
principles manifest in diverse socio-cultural settings and narrative forms. It is anticipated that 
these novels portray their protagonists as individuals deeply entangled in existential crises, 
reflecting the philosophical underpinnings of existentialism through their struggles with 
societal expectations, moral ambiguity, and the absurdity of existence. By analysing these 
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novels, the research aims to reveal that existentialist themes are not only central to the 
narratives but also serve as a critique of the broader human condition, challenging readers to 
confront the complexities of existence and the bleak realities of human freedom and choice. 

Freedom and Choice- Central to existentialist thought is the belief that individuals are free to 
make choices that define their existence. This freedom can lead to feelings of anxiety and 
responsibility. 

Absurdity- Existentialist literature often highlights the absurd nature of human life, where 
individuals seek meaning in a universe that offers none. This theme is vividly illustrated in 

The Stranger. 

Alienation- Characters frequently experience a profound sense of isolation and disconnection 
from society. This alienation reflects the struggle to find authentic connections in a superficial 
world. 

Search for Authenticity- Most existentialist narratives emphasise the importance of living 
 

 

Formalist 

1. Textual Language and Style 

The Stranger The Stranger is renowned for its simplicity 

reflect his indifference and inability to connect emotionally with others. This minimalistic style 
existence as fundamentally absurd, emphasising his lack of 

conventional morality or concern for societal norms. The flat language also serves to detach 

distance and confront the starkness of his worldview. 

American Psycho by Bret Easton Ellis: Ellis adopts a repetitively cold, detail oriented narrative 
style to capture the sterile world of Patrick Bateman, who is obsessed with appearances, brand 
names, and consumer goods. The relentless cataloguing of items and places underscores 

embedding violence within these shallow descriptions, Ellis forces readers to confront the 
nsitised to superficiality. This language, at 

that surrounds him. 

The Trial by Franz Kafka: 
nightmare that Joseph K. faces. His prose is detailed, intricate, and often convoluted, much like 
the trial process K. encounters. This dense structure mimics the oppressive and inescapable 
nat
combines simplicity with complexity, using paradoxes and contradictions that reinforce the 

ambiguity of justice within his dystopian setting. 

Nausea by Jean-Paul Sartre: 
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-
reflection that characteris
existential crisis, making the sensation of nausea palpable as he confronts the sheer contingency 

s 
 

 

Structural Elements 

allowing structure to serve as a lens for existential examination. In The Stranger Camus 
structures The Stranger 

by his trial. This shift accentuates the arbitrariness of humanmade laws versus natural 
indifference, as he is judged more for his disregard of social conventions than for his actual 
crime. While in American Psycho 
life in disjointed fragments. Each chapter often feels like a self-contained unit, mirroring the 

fragmented structure allows Ellis to blur reality and hallucination, building a sense of dread 
The Trial Kafka structures his as a 

futile attempts to understand his situation. The circular, repetitive nature of the plot embodies 
 in an absurd system, devoid of any clear logic or 

on existential uncertainty and the impossibility of true justice. Sartre structures Nausea through 

structure creates an intimate, subjective narrative where time and memory blur, reinforcing the 
overwhelming sense of existential nausea that intensifies throughout the novel. The diary 

absurdity of his existence. 

 

Literary Devices 

Each author employs literary devices that enhance the existential and absurdist elements of 

worlds they inhabit. 

Symbolism: Camus uses the sun as a symbol of oppressive reality. The sun intensifies during 
moments of emotional tension, especially in the climactic murder scene, where it appears 

ism 

bureaucracy, such as labyrinthine offices and faceless officials, reinforcing the nightmarish 

realisation, symbolising his visceral reaction to the meaningless of existence and his rejection 
of comfortable illusions. Irony- In the Stranger
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exposing societal hypocrisy. American Psycho 
tendencies contrast starkly with the superficial politeness of his social circle, who remain 
oblivious or indifferent to his crimes. Kafka employs situational irony, particularly in how K. 
struggles to find justice within a system that, ironically, obscures it. In Nausea, Sartre uses 

 life, where ordinary objects provoke profound 
existential dread. Tone- The Stranger is cold and detached, paralleling 

g experiences. In Nausea the tone is introspective and 
 

Passive Resignation vs. Active Disintegration 

In the Stranger 

American Psycho, 

desperate attempt to feel something, revealing his struggle with identity and his inability to find 
meaning in materialism. In The Trial, K. is drawn to action but finds himself paralysed by the 
incomprehensible legal system. His efforts to understand and navigate the trial reflect a futile 
attempt to assert control, ultimately revealing the helplessness that Kafka associates with 
existential absurdity. In Nausea
reflection rather than outward action. His introspection culminates in a personal decision to 
live authentically, though he remains sceptical about finding a greater purpose. This internal 
resolution contrasts with the external struggles of the other protagonists. 

The Stranger exemplifies absurdist philosophy through the life of Meursault, 

relationships and commits a random murder. At his trial, he is condemned not for the crime but 
for failing to conform to societal expectations, especially his lack of grief over his mother. 
Camus explores existential themes, including the absurd the conflict between hum
search for meaning and the inherent chaos of existence. Meursault rejects moral absolutism, 
reacting to life without assigning deeper significance. By living in the present and refusing to 
adhere to social values, he exemplifies existential freedom but also experiences alienation. In 

belief that meaning must be self-
American Psycho is a satirical exploration of existential emptiness and identity in a consumer-
driven society. Patrick Bateman, a wealthy investment banker and sadistic killer, represents the 
dehumanisation fostered by materialism. Defined by surface-level traits designer clothes, 
high-end restaurants, and status
culture. His violent impulses reflect a desire for control but deepen his alienation. Without a 
stable identity, Bateman shifts personas to fit social expectations, exposing the loss of 
individuality in a world obsessed with wealth and conformity. His inability to connect 
emotionally or feel remorse underscores the moral vacuum of his existence. Through 

existential reality where the absence of purpose, ethics, and authenticity leads to horror and 
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detachment. Franz Kafka's The Trial offers a haunting depiction of a man trapped within an 
absurd, incomprehensible system. Josef K., a successful bank clerk, is inexplicably arrested for 
an unspecified crime. Despite his efforts to understand the charges, he becomes ensnared in a 
bureaucra
legal system highlights existential themes of powerlessness, alienation, and the search for 
meaning in a chaotic world. The surreal, nightmarish system, devoid of logic or transparency, 
leaves Josef K. in existential despair, reflecting the struggle of individuals against unknowable 

der in an irrational world, where obstacles 
often defy comprehension or resolution. The novel presents a disturbing portrait of the 
existential journey, fraught with absurdity and futility, culminating in alienation and despair. 
Jean-Paul Sartre's Nausea is a foundational existentialist text that follows Antoine Roquentin, 

psychological response to the realisation that life lacks inherent purpose. This awareness 

emphasising that individuals must create their own meaning. Confronting the radical freedom 
of determining his values in the absence of external moral frameworks, Roquentin experiences 
both liberation and the heavy burden of responsibility. Nausea is a meditation on self-

be free, tasked with creating meaning in an indifferent universe. 

Each of these novels offers a unique perspective on existentialism, challenging readers to 
confront questions of meaning, identity, and freedom. Together, they paint a complex picture 
of the human struggle for purpose and authenticity in a world that often defies comprehension. 
They emphasis

examination of justice and futility. Serving as a profound reflection on the human condition 
and the search for significance in a chaotic world 
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