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Abstract 

 This article provides a comparative analysis of Albert Camus’s “The 

Strange” and Hamid Ismailov’s “The Dead Lake”, focusing on the 

philosophical, psychological, and socio-cultural dimensions that shape both 

narratives. While Camus’s novel exemplifies the principles of existentialism 

and the absurd through the emotionally detached protagonist Meursault, 

Ismailov’s work explores the tragic consequences of political oppression, 

environmental catastrophe, and the loss of innocence through the story of 

Yerzhan. Despite their different cultural and historical contexts—mid-20th-

century French Algeria and Soviet Central Asia—both works depict 

protagonists who experience alienation, powerlessness, and a profound rupture 

between the individual and society. The comparative approach reveals shared 

thematic concerns such as the crisis of identity, moral ambiguity, and the 

confrontation between the individual and forces beyond their control. At the 

same time, it highlights fundamental differences in narrative style, symbolism, 

and philosophical orientation. This study ultimately demonstrates how both 

texts contribute to world literature by offering unique insights into human 

existence, freedom, and cultural trauma. 
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          INTRODUCTION 

Comparative literature is an academic discipline that studies literature 

across cultural, linguistic, and national boundaries. Emerging in the 19th 

century, particularly through the works of scholars such as Goethe (who 

introduced the concept of Weltliteratur) and later through French comparative 

methodology, the field has developed to explore how texts interact, contrast, or 

illuminate one another .By the 20th century, comparative literature expanded 

to include interdisciplinary and cross-cultural studies, enabling scholars to 

relate works that come from different traditions yet share thematic or structural 

affinities. 

Albert Camus’s “The Stranger” is a existentialist novel published in 1942 

during the rise of European modernism. ‘‘The Stranger’’ is central to 

existentialist discourse, and scholars such as Sartre (2007) interpret Meursault 

as an embodiment of the absurd hero—someone who refuses to submit to 

socially imposed meanings. Abdel Malek (2012) further explains that Camus’s 

philosophical stance was shaped by the colonial complexities of French 

Algeria, suggesting that Meursault’s detachment reflects broader societal 

contradictions. Meanwhile, Ismailov’s’’ The Dead Lake ‘‘represents post-

Soviet trauma literature. Bassin (2016) notes that Soviet ecological and nuclear 

policies created generational psychological wounds, which manifest directly in 

Yerzhan’s halted growth and symbolic loss of innocence. According to 

Damirov (2020), Central Asian trauma narratives often reveal “the silent 

suffering of communities erased by political ambition,” a description that aligns 

closely with Ismailov’s portrayal of the Semipalatinsk nuclear region. Although 

these works are distant in time, culture,and style, they are compared here 
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because both center on emotionally detached protagonists, the absurdity of 

existence, the inertia of society, and the individual’s struggle against external 

forces. The aim of this article is to show how two writers from vastly different 

worlds articulate universal questions of human existence, morality, and 

alienation. 

METHODOLOGY 

This study employs a qualitative, comparative literary analysis to examine 

Albert Camus’s “The Strange”r and Hamid Ismailov’s “The Dead Lake”. The 

methodology is grounded in principles of comparative literature, which 

investigates similarities and differences across texts from differing cultural, 

temporal, and linguistic backgrounds. The research follows three main 

analytical procedures. 

Firstly, a textual analysis approach is used to identify key thematic 

elements in both works, including alienation, existential crisis, moral 

ambiguity, political oppression, and identity fragmentation. Close reading 

techniques help reveal narrative structures, symbolic motifs, characterization 

patterns, and philosophical frameworks embedded within the texts. 

Secondly, the study uses a contextual-historical method to situate each 

novel within its respective socio-political environment. “The Stranger” is 

analyzed through the lens of French existentialism and colonial Algeria of the 

1940s, while “The Dead Lake” is examined within the framework of Soviet-

era environmental policies, nuclear testing, and Central Asian cultural 

dynamics. This contextualization helps explain how historical forces shape 

character development and thematic direction. 

Thirdly, the research applies a comparative thematic mapping technique 

to evaluate convergences and divergences between the two narratives. This 

includes identifying parallel motifs—such as emotional detachment, societal 

judgment, and human vulnerability—while also highlighting contrasting 

elements like narrative voice, philosophical orientation, and symbolic imagery. 
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Throughout the study, secondary academic sources, including peer-

reviewed articles, monographs, and critical essays on existentialism, post-

Soviet literature, and comparative literary theory, are used to support the 

analysis. The methodology is interpretive rather than data-driven, prioritizing 

depth of textual understanding over quantitative measurement. This approach 

allows for a nuanced and interdisciplinary assessment of how each work 

contributes to global literary discourse. 

1. Symbolism  

In “The Stranger”, the sun symbolizes emotional pressure and the 

irrational forces driving Meursault’s actions. For example, during the murder 

scene, Meursault states that the sun “stabbed” him, reflecting how physical 

sensation overtakes moral judgment. 

In “The Dead Lake”, the dead lake symbolizes the destruction of 

innocence and the irreversible consequences of human aggression. Yerzhan’s 

unchanged, childlike body symbolizes a “frozen future,” highlighting how 

nuclear tests stop growth—physically and spiritually. 

2. Imagery 

Camus uses stark, minimalist imagery to portray Meursault’s emotional 

detachment, especially in the funeral scene where he describes the physical 

environment more than his mother’s death. 

Ismailov employs vivid, poetic imagery to emphasize Central Asian 

landscapes, contrasting natural beauty with the horror of radiation. 

3. Characterization 

Camus uses flat characterization to emphasize absurdism—Meursault 

rarely changes or reveals depth, reinforcing his existential condition. 

Ismailov uses layered characterization, revealing Yerzhan’s innocence, 

trauma, musical talent, and suffering, painting him both as a victim and symbol 

of societal neglect. 

4. Narrative voice 
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“The Stranger” uses first-person narration, reinforcing subjectivity and 

emotional indifference. 

“The Dead Lake” uses a frame narrative: a traveler narrator meeting 

Yerzhan, which creates distance and reflection. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION:  

The comparative analysis of Albert Camus’s “The Stranger” and Hamid 

Ismailov’s “The Dead Lake” reveals several key thematic, structural, and 

philosophical intersections, as well as significant divergences rooted in each 

author’s cultural and historical environment. 

1. Alienation as a Core Experience: Both novels place the protagonist at 

the center of deep existential or societal alienation. Meursault’s emotional 

detachment and refusal to conform to social expectations create a tension 

between his inner world and society’s moral codes. In contrast, Yerzhan’s 

alienation arises not from a philosophical stance but from the physical and 

psychological consequences of nuclear testing, which mark him as an outsider 

in his own community. The results show that while alienation functions as a 

shared theme, its origin differs—existential for Camus, political and 

environmental for Ismailov. 

2. Different Forms of Powerlessness: The analysis indicates that both 

characters experience forms of powerlessness, yet these emerge from distinct 

forces. Meursault confronts an indifferent universe and an oppressive legal 

system that punishes him for emotional nonconformity rather than for the crime 

itself. Yerzhan, however, becomes a symbolic victim of Soviet scientific 

ambition, representing communities harmed by state-imposed nuclear policies. 

Thus, the discussion reveals that Camus frames powerlessness as metaphysical, 

whereas Ismailov frames it as socio-political and historical. 

3. The Role of Environment and Setting: The settings of the two novels 

shape their narrative trajectories. Colonial Algeria in The Stranger functions as 

an existential landscape, emphasizing heat, emptiness, and absurdity. 
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Meanwhile, the radioactive steppe of The Dead Lake serves as a metaphor for 

innocence destroyed by ideology and technology. The comparative results 

suggest that while both settings reflect human vulnerability, Camus’s 

environment symbolizes universal absurdity, whereas Ismailov’s landscape 

exposes the long-term trauma inflicted on a specific community. 

4. Symbolism and Narrative Structure: A key point emerging from the 

analysis is the authors’ distinct use of symbolism. Camus employs minimalistic 

symbols—sun, light, courtroom—each tied to Meursault’s existential conflict. 

Ismailov uses richer symbolic systems, including the lake itself, music, and the 

stunted growth of Yerzhan, representing cultural decay and the violation of 

nature. Discussion of narrative structures further shows that Camus uses a 

detached first-person perspective to reinforce existential themes, while 

Ismailov’s more lyrical and multi-layered narration invites emotional empathy 

and social critique. 

5. Philosophical vs. Humanistic Orientation: The results show a 

philosophical divergence: The Stranger is rooted in existential and absurdist 

thought, presenting life as inherently meaningless and governed only by human 

interpretation. The Dead Lake, while philosophical in tone, centers more on 

memory, trauma, and the human cost of political authority. This indicates that 

Camus’s work is primarily metaphysical, whereas Ismailov’s is ethical and 

humanistic. 

1. Themes of Alienation and Absurdity: Both works portray protagonists 

who are unable to fit into society. Meursault’s alienation is existential—he 

simply does not feel what society expects. Yerzhan’s alienation is physical and 

social—he becomes a “child among adults” forever, excluded from normal 

development. 

2. Social Critique: 

 Camus critiques judicial hypocrisy: Meursault is condemned more 

for not crying at his mother’s funeral than for murder. 
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 Ismailov critiques the Soviet regime and its disregard for human 

life through nuclear testing that destroys rural communities. 

3. The Structure of Tragedy: Both narratives expose unavoidable 

suffering. 

 Meursault reaches clarity only before execution, realizing the 

indifference of the universe. 

 Yerzhan reaches maturity emotionally yet can never escape his 

child’s body. 

4. The Role of Setting: 

The Stranger: Colonial Algeria; heat, sun, and sea reflect emotional 

tension. 

The Dead Lake: Steppe landscapes represent vastness, silence, and 

historical trauma. 

Despite these differences, both authors examine the fragility of human life 

under oppressive natural or political forces. 

CONCLUSION 

Although “The Stranger” and “The Dead Lake” come from different eras, 

cultures, and literary traditions, they are unified by their focus on existential 

loneliness, societal judgment, and the vulnerability of human life. Meursault 

and Yerzhan are both shaped by forces beyond their control—whether absurd 

natural conditions or political violence—and both reveal how individuals 

struggle to find meaning in an indifferent or cruel world. 

These works remind readers that human suffering, moral ambiguity, and 

the search for identity are universal experiences. By comparing these texts, we 

better understand how literature transcends borders to express shared truths 

about existence and society. 
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