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Abstract: This paper examines the themes of identity, alienation, and human values in selected novels of Arun
Joshi. This includes popular novels namely The Foreigner, The Strange Case of Billy Biswas, The Apprentice, The Last
Labyrinth and The City and the River. This study examines how Joshi’s protagonists face an identity crisis and
experience feelings of loneliness despite achieving social and material success. This study employs a thematic and
analytical approach to examine how these characters search for meaning in modern society. The study also
demonstrates how human values such as responsibility, morality, and spiritual understanding help characters
overcome their inner conflicts. Joshi integrates existential philosophy with Indian thought and presents identity as
a dynamic process that develops through experience and self-reflection. It is found in this study that the alienation
comes from confusion and a fragmented self, while human values help the characters achieve self-realization and
inner balance. Finally, the paper concludes that Joshi’s novels are still very relevant in understanding the
psychological and moral problems of modern life.
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Introduction

Indian English fiction after Independence blossomed with a variety of themes and styles. The
cultural themes of cultural identity, political issues, and social change were many themes explored by
writers. However, the novels of Arun Joshi are unique in that they focus principally on the inner life of
individuals. His fiction explores psychological conflicts, moral perplexities, and essential issues of
identity and being. In this paper, five of Joshi's selected novels: The Foreigner (1968), The Strange case of
Billy Biswas (1971), The Apprentice (1974), The Last Labyrinth (1981) and The City and the River (1990) will
be discussed with regard to the interconnected themes of identity, alienation, and human values. The
study uses a twofold critical approach existentialist philosophy, which takes its origin in the thought of
Jean-Paul Sartre and Albert Camus, and the Indian philosophy, found in the traditions of self-reflection
and the spiritual inquiry. These frameworks illuminate how Joshi's characters navigating the crisis of
identity, finding their sense of belonging elusive, and even dreaming of finding harmony and closure

when they are able to reclaim human values.

Arun Joshi wrote during a period of rapid transformation in Indian society. The rapid growth of
urbanisation and industrialisation, along with the influence of Western culture, opened up new
possibilities. As individuals began questioning their identity and purpose, many experienced loneliness

and a growing sense of alienation from both themselves and society.

The protagonists in Joshi’s novels are generally educated and secure financially. However, they
suffer from inner emptiness and emotional conflict. They struggle to The protagonists in Joshi’s novels
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are generally educated and secure financially. However, they suffer from inner emptiness and
emotional conflict. They struggle to understand their identity and find meaning in life. This reflects an
identity crisis closely connected with alienation. This struggle is clearly represented in the characters
like Sindi in The Foreigner, Ratan Rathor in The Apprentice and Billy in The Strange Case of Billy Biswas.
The Last Labyrinth encapsulates themes of urban alienation, identity disorientation, and existential
questioning. The labyrinth serves as a metaphor for the protagonist’s internal conflict and quest for
significance within a consumer-driven urban existence. In The City and the River, the urban environment
is depicted as an emblem of subjugation and estrangement, while the river symbolises vitality, renewal,
and fundamental human values. It underscores themes of identity, societal fragmentation, and

resistance to autocratic authority.

As a response to these problems, a focus on human values is a central aspect of Joshi’s fiction.
Within a world shaped by competition and materialism, his novels emphasise values such as
responsibility, honesty, compassion, and self-awareness. These values help the characters to overcome
confusion and alienation. As a result, they move toward self-realisation , inner balance, and a

psychological peace.

2. Review of Literature

Many scholars have examined the works of Arun Joshi from psychological, existential, and
ethical perspectives. Most scholars agree that Joshi’s characters typically suffer from identity crisis and
alienation. His protagonists are typically thoughtful individuals who struggle to balance outward

success with inner dissatisfaction.

N. Kumar (2023), in “Existential Concerns in Arun Joshi’s Novels,” explains that in this fast changing
society, Joshi’s characters try to build a stable identity. As modern influences rise, traditional values
weaken, creating confusion and instability in the self. As a result, the identity becomes uncertain and
fluid (Kumar, 2023).

T. Jingle and S. Anish (2022), in “Existentialism in The Strange Case of Billy Biswas,” focus on
alienation. They argue that alienation in Joshi’s novels is both social and psychological. In The Strange
Case of Billy Biswas, Billy considers his life artificial and meaningless and consequently leaves urban
life. The protagonist is searching for a more authentic way of living. This reflects his sense of alienation

and his attempt at self-understanding. (Jingle & Anish, 2022).

Madhusudan Prasad (1982) highlights the importance of moral values, in “Arun Joshi: The
Novelist,”. He argues that the decline of ethics leads to identity crisis and alienation, and that Joshi’s
characters find meaning only when they rediscover values such as responsibility, compassion, and

integrity. And, these values help them to achieve the self-understanding (Prasad, 1982).

The ideas in Joshi’s novels are also resonate with the existential philosophy. Jean-Paul Sartre, in
“Being and Nothingness” (1943), states that through the individual choices the identity is shaped. Albert
Camus, in “The Myth of Sisyphus” (1942), discusses the idea of absurdity and human alienation. Joshi
presents similar ideas but he combines them with Indian philosophical elements such as spiritual

growth and inner harmony.

Most existing studies focus on identity and alienation separately. Examining these three themes
together — identity, alienation, and human values — constitutes an important gap that this study
addresses.

Therefore, this study analyses identity, alienation, and human values together. It argues that
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alienation arises from a weak sense of identity, and human values help individuals to achieve

the balance and also the self-realization.

To address this gap, the following conceptual framework defines the three core themes that guide

the analytical approach used for this study.
3.Conceptual Framework
3.1 Identity

Identity encompasses an individual’s self-perception, including beliefs, values, and sense of
purpose. Contemporary literature frequently depicts identity as fluid and dynamic rather than static.
The process of self-definition is made complicated by the rapid social change, cultural conflict, and the
pressures of modernity. And this makes it difficult for individuals to establish a stable sense of who

they are.

In Arun Joshi’s novels, identity is portrayed as an ongoing process of becoming. His characters
frequently experience inner conflict as they are unable to reconcile their inner desires with the external

social expectations. Because of this conflict, they begin to question themselves and their purpose.
3.2 Alienation

Alienation is the condition in which an individual feels cut off or isolated. This disconnection can
exist between a person and society, or within the person’s own inner life. In modern society, alienation

is often found to be associated with loneliness, isolation, and a sense of disconnection.

In Joshi’s fiction alienation manifests in both social and mental ways. His characters do not feel
that they belong to their families, society, or even their own emotional lives. These conditions render
individuals emotionally empty and dissatisfied. Alienation is not merely a social issue; it is also a
profound existential phenomenon. It reflects the difficulty of finding meaning and identity in an

increasingly complex world.
3.3 Human Values

Human values are the moral and ethical principles which guide individuals in their actions and
decisions. Values such as honesty, responsibility, compassion, and integrity help individuals maintain

balance and coherence in their lives, providing direction and a sense of purpose.

In contemporary society, human values are often eroded by materialism, competition, and
individualism. This decline creates confusion, dissatisfaction, and emotional instability. Arun Joshi’s
novels demonstrate the urgent need for a strong moral foundation for navigating the identity crises and
also to overcome the alienation. His characters acquire these values through experience, failure, and

sustained self-reflection.
3.4 Relationship between Identity, Alienation, and Human Values

The three concepts that is, identity, alienation and human values, these are deeply
interconnected. When identity becomes weak or unstable, individuals feel alienated from themselves

and from society. Lack of self-understanding creates confusion, loneliness and also dissatisfaction.

For this type of situation the human values serves as a remedy. Individuals can transcend
alienation and reconstruct their identity through the cultivation of moral awareness and engaging in
self-reflection . In Joshi's novels, identity, alienation, and human values are all connected in a way that
helps us to understand the human experience.
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Conceptual Framework
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4. Identity and Alienation in Selected Novels

The novels of Arun Joshi present a detailed exploration of identity crisis and alienation in the
context of modern life. His protagonists constantly struggle to define themselves and frequently feel
disconnected from their surroundings. They experience profound inner conflict and dissatisfaction,

though they appear socially successful.

In The Foreigner (1968), Sindi Oberoi represents a fragmented identity. He feels rootless and does
not belong to any particular culture or community. This lack of belonging creates a strong sense of
alienation. He avoids emotional attachments, believing that detachment will protect him from
suffering. However, this withdrawal intensifies his isolation. Applying Sartre’s framework, Sindi’s
rootlessness can be understood as a consequence of freedom without commitment: he has refused to
define himself through choices and relationships, resulting in an absence of identity. Gradually, he
realizes that identity cannot be formed through detachment alone but must develop through

responsibility and meaningful human relationships.

In The Strange Case of Billy Biswas (1971), Billy experiences a profound identity crisis. Although
he is educated and socially successful, he perceives modern urban life as artificial and meaningless. His
decision to abandon metropolitan society and seek authenticity in a tribal environment reflects both
identity conflict and alienation. Camus’s concept of the absurd is relevant here: Billy’s rebellion against
a meaningless social order and his search for authentic existence mirrors the existential revolt that
Camus describes in The Myth of Sisyphus. While his journey represents a search for self, it also
highlights the difficulty of reconciling individual identity with social reality.

In The Apprentice (1974), identity is shaped through ethical experience. Ratan Rathor begins as an
ordinary individual who compromises his moral values for personal gain. His actions lead to guilt and
inner conflict, forcing him to question his identity and purpose. Unlike other protagonists, he does not
escape society but confronts his mistakes and seeks redemption. Through this process, he reconstructs

his identity based on moral awareness and responsibility.

In The Last Labyrinth (1981), the search for identity becomes deeply introspective. The protagonist
engages in continuous self-examination, reflecting confusion, ambiguity, and existential questioning.
The metaphor of the “labyrinth” represents the complexity of the human psyche and the difficulty of
achieving self-understanding. The novel suggests that identity is not a fixed entity but a continuous
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process of reflection and inner exploration.

Across these novels, a common pattern emerges. The characters begin with confusion about
identity and experience intense alienation. Their journeys involve conflict, self-reflection, and gradual

understanding. Through this process, they attempt to construct a coherent and stable sense of self.

In The City and the River (1990), the novel’s themes pertaining to river conservation, sustainable
urban development, and riverside infrastructure in Indian metropolises are intricately associated with
the scholarly contributions of Arun Joshi. In an allegorical framework, his oeuvre establishes a nexus

between rivers, communal existence, environmental stewardship, and humanistic ideals.

Furthermore, the thematic elements accentuate the utilization of technological advancements for
the purpose of environmental safeguarding, the promotion of climate change awareness, the social
impact on local communities, and the facilitation of sustainable tourism practices. Notwithstanding
challenges such as pollution and urban encroachment, river conservation initiatives are depicted as
instrumental in nurturing cultural heritage, fostering economic advancement, and enhancing social

cohesion.

In Joshi's most allegorical novel, The City and the River (1990), the Headman of the community of
men and women who live on the bank of the river becomes the main character. He keeps them from
generation to generation: he is an object of collective conscience, that connected with his identity with
the river. The Headman is not an alienated intellectual such as Sindi and Billy, but a man with a sense
of community that is slowly being destroyed by the progressive adaptation of an urban authority,
which is not only intrusive, but also sends to the Headman its own agenda, in order to redirect and
exploit the river for industrial use. That is because his fate of being passed over is not due to his own
lack of strength, lack of virtue or lack in own estimation, it must be because of some kind of political
dispossession-marginalisation by powerful, heartless, careless history. His political exclusion — the
systematic marginalization that happens from the side of political history, which has no preference for
human values - is not the consequence of something in him — a weakness, a sin— but rather of historical

circumstances.

The predicament of the headman can be explained in terms of Sartre's concept of collective
identity crisis in situations of coercion-when an external power refuses to allow others to determine
themselves by engaging in meaningful relationships and choice. Here the river is a symbol of life and
resistance; it's a symbol of identity, renewal, continuity of human values which is in opposition to the
de-humanising logic of unchecked power. Technology replaces the ethic responsibility in it and
communities of tradition are dispersed in the pursuit of progress; urban space is the place of alienation.
By categorically rejecting any idea of giving up on the river and the ideals it represents, Joshi poses an
alternate kind of identity that he believes is more durable than the other kind of individualism that is
modernity’s offspring. This novel does answer to Joshi's overarching one: that one cannot run away

from the world: one must and should stand up for one's values one must fight.

Analysing the trajectory of alienation and identity crisis as reflected in Joshi's chosen novels, it is
now necessary to look into the human values, which serve as the means of achieving resolution and

self-realisation in the selected novels.
5. Human Values as a Response to Identity Crisis and Alienation

In the novels of Arun Joshi, human values play a crucial role in addressing identity crisis and
alienation. His works suggest that the absence of values leads to confusion and dissatisfaction, while
their presence enables individuals to achieve balance and self-awareness.

Responsibility is one of the key values in Joshi’s fiction. His characters repeatedly evade
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responsibility in the early stages of their narratives. This avoidance deepens their alienation. When they
finally accept responsibility, however, they begin to establish a coherent sense of identity.

Another important factor is the ethical awareness. Joshi’s characters commit mistakes and face
their consequences. They come to understand the impact of their actions and mature as human beings
through sustained reflection. This process of moral reckoning enables them to construct their identity

again.

Human relationships also contribute significantly for reducing alienation significantly.
Characters who remain isolated suffer from persistent loneliness. When they establish meaningful

connections with others, they experience a sense of belonging and regain a sense of purpose.

This process is further strengthened by the spiritual awareness. Joshi suggests that authentic
identity cannot be found through external success alone; it must be discovered through inner
understanding. The spiritual insight brings clarity and inner peace, and this enables the characters to

transcend alienation.

Human values thus serve as a guiding force, enabling individuals to move from alienation

towards a coherent identity and self-realization.

6.Critical Evaluation

Arun Joshi’s novels are remarkably significant in their exploration of psychological and
existential concerns. Psychological depth is one of the major strengths of his fiction, as his characters
reflect the inner conflicts experienced by individuals in modern society. His integration of existential
themes with Indian philosophical thought further distinguishes his contribution to Indian English

literature.

However, his fiction has certain limitations. His frequent focus on inner experience sometimes
reduces attention to broader political and social contexts. His emphasis on introspection can make his
narratives appear slow-paced at times. Despite these limitations, Joshi’s novels remain extraordinary

for their insightful treatment of alienation, identity, and moral consciousness in contemporary life.

7. Conclusion

The novels of Arun Joshi constitute a profound and sustained exploration of identity, alienation,
and human values in the context of modern existence. Through characters such as Sindi Oberoi, Billy
Biswas, Ratan Rathor, and the unnamed protagonist of The Last Labyrinth, Joshi articulates the
psychological predicament of individuals caught between the demands of modernity and the
imperatives of the self. This study demonstrates that identity in Joshi’s fiction is not a fixed state but an
ongoing process that develops through suffering, experience, and self-reflection. At the same time,
alienation is shown to emerge, not only from the external circumstances but also from a fragmented

and unexamined sense of self.

Viewed through the lens of existentialism and Indian philosophical thought, his fiction reveals
that the revival of human values — responsibility, moral awareness, compassion, and spiritual insight
— is central, not incidental, to the resolution of identity crisis. Throughout his fiction, characters find
redemption through ethical reckoning , inner growth and most importantly courage to accept
responsibility, but they do not find redemption through wealth or social recognition. Arun Joshi’s
literary vision transcends the particular historical moment of post-independence India and it always
speaks with enduring force to the universal human condition. For a clear understanding of the
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psychological, ethical, and existential challenges that define human life in any rapidly changing
society, Joshi’s novels remain an indispensable resource. They affirm that a thoroughly examined life,

grounded
in values and honest self-knowledge, is ultimately the most meaningful one.

The literary conception of all five of the novels discussed in this paper is similar, in that one
cannot pose a question of identity, without also posing one of alienation and one of human values.
Joshi's fiction is situated/translated through the prism of existential philosophy, most notably the
Sartrean concept of ‘a life is an intracellular terrorism’; and inner discipline, spiritual awareness and
ethical responsibility characteristic of Indian philosophy, which foregrounds the individual's freedom
and the very nature of his choices. Identity is never granted in these novels, it is forged in the process
of suffering and moral consultation and a process of self-examination. In contrast to alienated self-
otherness of society, alienation as a form of self-alienation from one's own value and direction caused
not only from the social frenziedness but also from the alienated attitude of the person. One of these
themes that Joshi truly explores is this: The way to overcome alienation is not by escaping or by gaining
much wealth but by the conscious development of human values — primarily responsibility,
compassion, moral honesty and spiritual consciousness. Its characters struggle with such values, they
try, they lose and then bear the repercussions, searching for them again with sadness after a time. In
order to create something new, Joshi's characters wrestle with these values, test them, lose them and
recover them again at great pain. In this way, Joshi's chosen novels were meant to convey that the self
is always unfreely bound up with ethical life, and that the highest kind of freedom is the courage to

embrace responsibility
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