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Abstract :

Arun Joshi’s fiction occupies a unique place in modern Indian English literature,
distinguished by its penetrating exploration of existential angst, alienation, and the human
search for meaning. Central to his narrative vision is the theme of absurdity—the notion that
human life is essentially irrational, purposeless, and incoherent. This paper examines how
absurdity functions in Joshi’s major works, the philosophical underpinnings that shape his
literary imagination, and the narrative strategies he employs to depict existential futility.
Through sustained engagement with novels such as The Foreigner, The Strange Case of Billy
Biswas, The Last Labyrinth, and The Apprentice, this study demonstrates how Joshi
articulates a worldview deeply influenced by existentialist thought and the absurdist
tradition.

Introduction :

Arun Joshi (1939-1993) is widely recognized for his introspective novels that delve
into the psychological and philosophical turmoil of his protagonists. His fiction foregrounds
characters who confront existential dilemmas in a rapidly modernizing Indian society.
Absurdity—defined by the disjunction between human longing for order and an indifferent
universe—serves as a core thematic and structural element in Joshi’s narrative world.
Drawing on existentialist philosophies, particularly those of Albert Camus and Jean-Paul
Sartre, Joshi’s novels reflect an acute awareness of the absurdity of human existence.

Conceptual Framework: Absurdity and Existentialism :

To appreciate Joshi’s use of absurdity, it is essential to situate his work within the
broader philosophical landscape of existentialism. Existentialist thinkers assert that life lacks
intrinsic meaning, and it is the human condition itself—marked by anxiety, freedom, and
isolation—that confronts individuals with the absurd.

Albert Camus’s seminal essay The Myth of Sisyphus defines the absurd as the
confrontation between human desire for clarity and the universe’s silence. This philosophical
foundation resonates in Joshi’s fiction, where characters grapple with the futility of action,
the breakdown of communication, and the collapse of values.

Absurdity in Joshi’s Major Works :

The Foreigner (1968) :

% Published In Collaboration With
!‘(_«)i Nabira Mahavidyalay, Katol
INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE ON ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE & THE FUTURE OF SOCIETY Page-793



Volume-7 (2026) RESEARCH HUB ISSN

Special Issue-2 (March) |nternational Peer-Reviewed Multidisciplinary E-Journal 2582-9173
Website : www.researchhub.org.in/research-hub I Email : researchhubjournal@gmail.com

The Foreigner introduces protagonist Saugata Halder, an Indian engineer living in the
United States who becomes increasingly disillusioned with life’s purposelessness. Joshi’s
portrayal of Saugata exemplifies the absurd hero: trapped between societal expectations and
personal disaffection.

» Saugata’s alienation from his environment and relationships reflects the absurdist
tension between individual aspirations and external realities.

» The narrative structure, with its introspective monologues and episodic encounters,
accentuates a sense of fragmentation and meaninglessness.

Joshi’s depiction of Saugata’s emotional desolation underscores the existential
dilemma of modern existence—caught between identity and dislocation.

The Strange Case of Billy Biswas (1971) :

The Strange Case of Billy Biswas is a study in cultural disjunction and existential
disintegration. Billy, a young man educated in India and abroad, becomes disenchanted with
modern life and retreats into the tribal jungles of central India.

* The contrast between urban rationality and tribal simplicity serves to highlight the
absurdity inherent in both worlds.

* Billy’s eventual absorption into the wild is not romantic but rather emblematic of his
rejection of conventional reality—a search for authenticity in an absurd world.

Joshi uses absurdity not merely as a thematic concern but as a critique of socio-
cultural binaries in post-colonial India.

The Last Labyrinth (1981)

In The Last Labyrinth, the narrator Anil’s quest for identity and love turns into an
existential labyrinth. His encounter with geometric abstraction, symbolized through his
obsession with form and structure, mirrors his inner confinement.

» Anil’s futile search for meaning and certainty in a world ruled by randomness and
contradiction embodies the absurd condition.

* The narrative’s cyclical progression accentuates this sense of futility, as Anil
repeatedly confronts his own inadequacies and contradictions.

Joshi’s use of symbolic motifs reinforces the novel’s existential core—Ilife as an
irrational maze with no clear exit.

The Apprentice (1984) :

The Apprentice focuses on Ratan Rathor, a man seeking moral and spiritual
fulfillment through his mentor—disciple relationship with a charismatic guru. The novel
interrogates the possibility of finding meaning in religious devotion and ethical commitment.

« Ratan’s internal contradictions—his aspiration for moral order and the reality of
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ethical ambiguity—illustrate the absurd tension between intention and outcome.
* The novel questions the viability of spiritual transcendence in a world governed by
absurd contingency.

Here, Joshi expands the terrain of absurdity to include spiritual and moral domains,
challenging conventional responses to existential despair.

Narrative Techniques and the Representation of Absurdity :

Joshi’s treatment of absurdity is not confined to theme alone; it also permeates his
narrative techniques:

» Interior Monologues and Unreliable Narrators : Joshi often employs introspective
narration that reveals the fragmented consciousness of his protagonists, emphasizing
their existential uncertainty.

* Minimalist Dialogue and Alienation : Conversations in his novels frequently break
down or fail to produce meaningful connections, underscoring the communicative
breakdown central to the absurd.

* Symbolism and Setting : Urban landscapes, institutional spaces, and natural
environments in Joshi’s fiction often function symbolically, reflecting the isolation
and meaninglessness of human existence.

Together, these strategies create a literary style that mirrors the very absurdity it seeks
to portray.

Philosophical Influences :
Joshi’s fiction is notably shaped by existential and absurdist philosophy:

* Albert Camus : The notion of life’s absurdity and the human struggle against an
indifferent universe resonates deeply in Joshi’s narratives, especially in The
Foreigner.

» Jean-Paul Sartre : Sartrean existentialism, with its emphasis on individual freedom
and responsibility, informs characters’ quests for authenticity.

» Eastern Philosophical Undertones : While rooted in Western existentialism, Joshi’s
work also engages with Indian spiritual questions, creating a cross-cultural discourse
on absurdity.

Conclusion :

Arun Joshi’s fiction remains a powerful articulation of the absurd condition of modern
existence. Through psychologically complex characters, narrative fragmentation, and
philosophical depth, Joshi explores the tensions between human aspiration and cosmic
indifference. His novels do not offer simple resolutions but invite readers to confront the
realities of alienation, meaninglessness, and existential choice.
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By weaving together existentialist thought with Indian socio-cultural contexts, Joshi’s work
transcends geographic boundaries and contributes significantly to the global discourse on
absurdity in literat
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