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Abstract

The fictional world of Arun Joshi, one of
India’s foremost contemporary novelists, is a
compelling exploration of the human psyche,
existential dilemmas, and socio-cultural contexts.
Thiscritical appraisal delvesinto thethematic and
stylistic aspects of Joshi’s works, highlighting his
unique narrative voice and the philosophical
underpinnings of his fiction. Joshi’s novels,
including ““The Strange Case of Billy Biswas,”
“The Apprentice,” “The Foreigner,” and “The
Last Labyrinth,” offer profound insights into the
alienation and spiritual quest of individuals

ORIGINAL ARTICLE

Author grappling with the complexitiesof modernlife. His

Dr. Vivekanand K umar characters often find themsel ves at the crossroads
Behind RDM Public School of tradition and moder nity, seeking meaning and
Shanti Nagar, Chhapra, Bihar, INDIA identity in a rapidly changing world. Through

meticulous character development and rich,
symbolic imagery, Joshi addresses themes of
isolation, existential angst, and the search for self-
realization. This critical appraisal examines how Joshi’s portrayal of internal and external conflicts
resonates with broader socio-cultural issues, such asthe impact of colonialism, the fragmentation of
cultural identity, and the quest for authenticity in an increasingly materialistic society. By situating
Joshi’s works within the larger framework of Indian and global literature, this study sheds light on his
enduring relevance and the universal appeal of his storytelling. Ultimately, this abstract provides a
comprehensive overview of Arun Joshi’s fictional universe, emphasizing his contributions to literature
and his profound understanding of the human condition. Joshi’s exploration of psychological and
existential themes makes his work a significant and enduring part of literary discourse.

Key Words

Existential theme, Psychoanalysis of characters, Sense of alienation, Cultural Identity, Impact
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Arun Joshi isrecognized as one of the most di stingui shed and thought-provoking novelistsin Indian
Englishliterature. Hisworksareknownfor their deep psychol ogicd insights, existentid themes, and exploration
of the human condition.

Arun Joshi’s novels often delve into existential dilemmas, reflecting the influence of existentialist
philosopherslike Jean-Paul Sartre and Albert Camus. His characters grapple with questions of meaning,
identity, and theabsurdity of life.
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“The Foreigner,” the protagonist Sindi Oberoi struggles with feelings of alienation and searches for his
trueidentity inaworld that seemsindifferent to hisexistence.

Arecurrent theme in Joshi’s work is the sense of alienation and isolation experienced by his characters.
Thistheme is particularly evident in “The Strange Case of Billy Biswas,” where the protagonist feels disconnected
from the materialistic world and seeks solace in the tribal life of central India. Billy Biswas’s journey into the
tribal areas symbolizes hisquest for authenticity and escape from the superficiaity of modern urbanlife.
Joshi’s characters are often on a quest for meaning and purpose in life. This search takes them through various
emotional and psychological landscapes, reflecting the complexities of the human experience. In “The Last
Labyrinth,” Som Bhaskar’s obsessive search for fulfillment leads him into a labyrinth of desires, relationships,
and existential crises. Joshi’s novels provide a critique of contemporary society, addressing issues such as
materialism, corruption, and theloss of traditiona values. His characters often find themsalvesat oddswith
societal normsand expectations.

“The Apprentice” explores the moral and ethical dilemmas faced by a young man in post-independence
India, highlighting the clash betweentraditiona vauesand modern aspirations.  Arun Joshi’s characters are
intricately crafted, with complex psychologica profilesand richinner lives. Hisability to delveinto thedepths
of his characters’ minds sets him apart as a novelist. Joshi uses symbolism and vivid imagery to enhance the
thematic depth of hisnovels. His symbolic use of settings, objects, and actions adds|ayersof meaningto his
narratives. Joshi’s narrative style is both engaging and introspective. He often employs a first-person narrative
to provideintimateinsightsinto the thoughts and emotions of his protagonists. Hisworksareimbued with
philasophicd reflections, makingthemintelectudly stimulating and thought-provoking. Theexigtentid questions
posed by his characters resonate with readers seeking deeper understanding of life’s complexities.

Arun Joshi’s contribution to Indian English literature is significant and enduring. His exploration of
exigentia themes, deep psychologica insghts, and critiqueof contemporary society makehisnovelsprofound
and relatable. Through hisrichly developed charactersand compelling narratives, Joshi invitesreadersto
reflect on their own experiences and the broader human condition. Arun Joshi’s literary legacy continues to
inspire and provoke thought, making him apivotal figurein thelandscape of Indian literature. Hisworks
remain relevant and impactful , offering timel essreflections on the human psycheand the search for meaningin
an ever-changing world.

Arun Joshi’s first novel, The Foreigner (1993), depictsthe dienation of the protagonist Sindi Oberoi
and explores hisanguished consciousness of being alienated from the conventionsand ritual s of hissociety.
Thisanguish and dienation later on manifest themsea vesasthereasonsfor theidentity conflict and main causes
of themeaninglessness of hislife. Sindi Oberoi wasbornin Kenyaof an English mother and an Indian father.
Though hisfather was an Indian, yet he could hardly call himself aHindu. Asif elaborating the point, he
candidly confesses: “Anyway | can’t really be called a Hindu. My mother was English and my father, I am
told, a sceptic. That doesn’t seem like a good beginning for a Hindu, does it” (Joshi, 20). Sindi remains a
foreigner whether heisin London, Boston, or Delhi. He cannot think of himsalf asbel ongingto any country in
particular and wonders: “did I belong to the world?” (55). But “the sense of foreignness that afflicts him and
makes him aienated from othersisnot geographical, asit might appear on the surface, but that of hissoul.
Accordingly Sindi remarks:

“Somebody had begotten me without a purpose and so far I had lived without a purpose, unless you
could call the search for peace apurpose. Perhaps| fdt likethat, because | wasaforeigner in America. But
then, what differencewouldit havemadeif | had livedin Kenyaor Indiaor any other placefor that matter! It
seemed to me that | would still be a foreigner”

Thisremark of hisclearly evincesthat heisexperiencing rootlessnessand aienation that resultinto the
identity crigs. Livingin Kenya, London and Boston, heundergoesvarious changesthrough persona experiences.
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Whilein Kenya, he contempl ates suicide, and when he comesto London, thesamedespair remainswith him.
A girl, Anna, seeksto rediscover her lost youth, and livesfor him, but in response he givesher nothing and
showshisliking for Kathy. Eventually Kathy abandons him. The broken relationship disturbshim, andin
America he is “afraid of getting involved” (ibid, 53) with June Blyth, an American girl. Sindi’s parentage and
early lifemade him anowhere man. He cultivates asense of detachment to overcome hispainful past, which
includes “Being a product of hybrid culture”. He is aware of his rootlessness. He wants to love June but is
afraid of involvement and marriage. Hence he remarked: “I was afraid of possessing anybody and | was afraid
of being possessed, and marriage meant both” (91).

Themystery of human existenceterrifieshim when he comesto know about the desth of Junedueto an
abortion. Babu’s death taught him only half the lesson, but he learns the remaining half when he comes to
know about the death of June. “Consequently, he looks upon the world as a heap of crumbled illusions where
nothing is real and permanent” (94). The nausea Sindi feels in his early days keeps him restless throughout life.
He “sees no purpose in life and he finds himself living without a purpose” (97). This sickness remains with him
even after hejoinsLondon University. Hedoeswell in the examinations, but he getstired and bored with the
lectures which, according to him, lack relevance to life. Sindi resembles T. S. Eliot’s “Hollow Men” and “J.
Alfred Prufrock”. Lightly does Tapan Kumar Ghosh hold that: “... like T. S. Eliot’s straw men, he makes out
an existence which is no better than death in life” (Tripathi, 120) Like Prufrock measuring out his life “with
coffee spoons”, Sindi too contemplates:

My fifth Christmas on these alien shores. And yet all shores are alien when you don’t belong anywhere.
Twenty fifth Christmason thisplanet, twenty five yearslargely wasted in search of wrong thingsinwrong
places. Twenty fiveyearsgonein search of peace, and what did | haveto show for achievements;, aten stone
body that had to be fed four times of aday, twenty eight timesaweek. Thiswasthe sum of alifetime of
griving. (96)

AlsolikePrufrock, heisunableto understand himself or hislife. Hetooislonely, dl doneinthewild
world. Although an Indian by birth, Sindi feels himself to be an outsider even in India. Shaila, Babu’s sister,
tries to understand him but she too remarks: “*You are still a foreigner, you don’t belong here” (122). There is
intense sadnessin Sindi which thosewho comeinto contact with him, JuneinAmerica, Sheila, Mr. Khemkar
inIndia, canfed inthevery presence of the man. Thishetriesto explain to Mr. Khemkain thefollowing
manner:

“You had a clear cut system of morality, a caste system that laid down all you had to do. You had a God;
you had rootsinthe soil you lived upon. Look a me. | haveno roots. | have no system of mordity. What does
it meanto meif you call meanimmora man?1 have no reason to be onething or another. You ask mewhy |
am not ambitious; well, I have no reason to be. Come to think of it | don’t even have areason to live!”(118).

Thus, in The Foreigner, Joshi depictsthealienation of the protagonist Sindi Oberoai. It resultsinto the
identity conflict but the post- spirituaism giveshim thesd vation, anidentity, and ameaning to hislife. Besides,
Sindi Oberoi, the protagonist of hisdebut novel The Foreigner, bringsback to life many of the experiences
encountered in his author’s youth.

The Apprenticeisthe onethat describe thedetail sof Indian society and Indian history-centred asitis
on theepisodes gravitating around the Indo-Chinese conflict (Vijyan, 52). Itisnarrated in spicy Indian English
by the central character, Ratan Rathor. Thefictional technique adopted by Arun Joshi isanother important
element that contributesto the uniqueness of The Apprentice.

So, that the novel has sometimes been tagged as afictional experiment. Very ingenuously and with
excellent oratorical skill,Ratan poursout the eventsof hislifeto alistener, whose name onenever learns. Of
this imaginary dialogue, however, Joshi brings to the text only the narrator’s speech and not his interlocutor’s,
leaving the reader with theimpression of amonol ogue. But, though apparently mutein thetext, thelistener is
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extremely active in oiling the mechanisms of the conversation with Ratan. In fact, Joshi’s secret is that the
interlocutor iskept well hidden inthe shades of discourse. Asthe story unfolds, onelearnsthat heisyoung,
wel l-mannered, patient, idedistic,and proud of beingaNationa Cadet. He paysgrest atentionto every detall
of thestory heisbeingtold. Therefore, heisableto help Ratan to find the thread of histhoughtsagain every
time the narrator’s unavoidable digressions lead him to forget the starting point of his tale. His questions are
wiseand sharp and heiseven said to take ontherole of theinquisitor. However, hisesteem for Ratanisso
high that hedoes not hesitateto put all hisother choresaside. Inshort, heistheidedl listener.

Ontheother hand, Ratanistheideal orator, who needsapublictofully achievehisgoa. Oneknows
very littleof hispresent situation until nearly theend of thenovel, when his predicament isfully exposed. Inthe
meantime, however, he grips the reader’s attention, thanks to his brilliant use of a variety of rhetorical devices.
Sentimental, self-cantered, asmuch aprisoner of hisownteling asishislistener/reader (if not moreso), an
astute orator-deceiver; he is the one who, for instance, humbly declares: “Let me not, however, get on the
pulpit again. I have not the right” (102), while knowing full well that he would not go on was he not relentlessly
inacommanding position. Ratan Rathor isalittle past middleage, talkswith the sdlf-confidenceof an experienced
man, and iseducated, sensibleand extremdy intdl ligent.

The Srange Caseof Billy Biswasisthe story of ayoung, rich, America-educated Indian who endsup
in the wilderness of central India living as a semi-naked “tribal” (Walter, 91) seeking a meaning to things above
and beyond all that everyday civilization can provide. A key to Joshi’s whole intent can be found in the
narrator’s realisation that the most futile cry of man is his impossible wish to be understood.

The City and the River, Joshi’s last novel, came out some ten years after The Last Labyrinth, a
considerable span of timeif onetakesinto consideration that the novelist took only alittle morethan adecade
to publish hisother four novels, acollection of short storiesand abook illustrating the history of the philanthropic
institution heworked for. The City and the River, thecity isnot the Delhi or the Bombay Joshi hasel sewhere
described so concretely but awholly intangible place, removed from time, where nonethelessaman can be
seenwearingjeans. Joshi, in hissearch for away to describe the meaning of things, hasnow cometo aworld
akin to those of science fiction or perhaps to the mystical poetry of Blake writing of “Golgonooza the spiritual
Fourfold London eternal” (Tharoor, 63). Butall the while there are digs or sly hints at the current ills of Indian
society and, by implication, of dl societies. Andinthefinad pages, wherethewild river sweepsover thewhole
complex city, thereis, again, sounded that faint note of hope. The questionisnot of successor failure, anold
yogi tells his disciple; the question is of trying. Of all the author’s novels, in fact, The City and the River is the
one, which can best be described as “fictional experiment” (Stem, 35), despite the fact that this label was used
for other worksof his, The Apprenticein particular.

Following the vogue of Midnight’s Children, The City and the River tries to exhume the legends of
ancient Indian epics-chiefly the Upani shads, in which an old sage teachesalesson of lifeto atdented disciple
and incorporate them within apostmodern structure and significance. Asisalready evident inthetitle, the
book emphasises two separate and hostile worlds, another interpretation of the typical dichotomy in Joshi’s
vision: the Bombay and the Benares of The Last Labyrinth, the Delhi and the MaikalaHillsof The Strange
Caseof Billy Biswas. Thepassagefromtheeightiesto theninetiesin India, however, marksasignificant shift
inthetaste and orientation of thereading public asfar asthefiction writtenin English was concerned.

The arrival, and enormous success, of Rushdie’s novels had caused ferment in what had been a static
situation anditislikely that The City and the River embodied a turn in Joshi’s literary output, partly in an
effort to exploit the new world.

The story told hereisthat after adisturbing dream, interpreted as a harbinger of problems by the
Astrologer, the Great Master of the City resolvesto strengthen hisauthority. Surrounding himself with agroup
of ambitious, sycophant ministers, he tries to win the boatmen’s sympathies. They represent the other pole in
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thecity, thepoor who still liveaccording to tradition and havemade an dliancewith the River. Nevertheless,
they are not taken in by the Great Master’s cajoling, who consequently feels the need to employ stronger
measuresto makethe boatmen submit: massimprisonment, torture, eventota destruction. Hisnovels, delving
into existentialism a ong with the ethical choicesaman hasto make, won him hugecritical appreciationin
India, but remained largely unknowninthe\West.

Arun Joshi, awriter inthe pre-Rushdie era, dea swith themystery and darkness of human mind. His
novels, probing into existentialism a ong with the ethical choicesaman hasto make, won him hugecritica
appreciation in India, but remained largely unknown in the West. Psychiatry wasthe basicinterest of Arun
Joshi. Most of thewritings by Arun Joshi arefilled up with his personal experiencesright from hisyouth.
Perhapsthisisthereason that most of hiswritingshavean array of autobiographica eements. Arun Joshi isa
novdist who, more strongly than most, has brought to hiswork the detachment from the everyday, whiletill
acknowledging its existence, which is perhaps India’s particular gift to the literature of the world. The rising up
into thetranscendentd isatrait that hasincreasingly marked out hisnovelsfrom hisfirst, The Foreigner where
theyoung hero, after experiencing lifeandlovein America, is, back in Delhi, at last persuaded by ahumble
officeworker that sometimes detachment liesin actualy getting involved up to The City and the River, which
takesplacewholly inanimaginary land.

To ventureasawriter into such territory, it isnecessary to be equipped with the meansto makethe
everyday credibleand sharply present. ThisJoshi wasfrom thestart well ableto do, ashisearly short stories,
subsequently collected in Survivor, clearly show. “The Gherao” tells simply and effectively of how a young
collegeteacher arrivesat maturity when hisaged Principd issubjectedto that peculiar Indian form of protest
action, the Gherao, the preventing of atarget figure from moving anywhereor receiving any succour. InThe
Last Labyrinth, thehero, if that dwaysisnot too strong aterm for themen Joshi putsat the centre, isaman
crying always: “l want! I want!” and not knowing what it is he desires, in some ways a parallel figure to Saul
Bellow’s Henderson, the rain king. His search takes him, however, to infinitely old Benares, a city seen as
atogether intangible, at once holy and repd lent, and to an end lost in amiasmaof non-understanding. But the
way thereisgripping. Joshi writeswith apersuasive ease andilluminatesthe outward scenewith telling phrase
after telling phrase.

The conflict in Arun Joshi’s novel plays a decisive role. However, the “conflict” (ibid, 41), as theme
itsdlf, ismultidimens ond and hastheoretica background and historica significancein variousauthors. Having
defined the boundsof theterm post-colonia, one must determinehow theworksof theseauthors utilize such
a construct. Such constructs are created and utilised by the writers using the conflict—necessary elements of
thefictiond work. It isoften classified according to the nature of the protagonist or antagonist. Conflictisthe
struggle between the opposing forceson which theactioninawork of literaturedepends. Therearefivebasic
formsof conflict: person versus person, person versus self, person versusnature, person versus society, and
person versus God.

Russian novelist Leo Tolstoy once commented that all happy familiesresemble each other, but each
unhappy family is unhappy in its own unique way. Tolstoy’s observation may be the reason why no one writes
storiesabout perfect harmony. Conflictissmply eesier to scroungeup, andit isalmost dwaysmoreinteresting.
Person versessdf isthethemeinliterature that placesacharacter against hisownwill, confusion, or fears. It
can aso bewhere acharacter triesto find out who heisor comesto arealisation or achangein character.
Although thestruggleisinternd, the character can beinfluenced by externd forces. Thestruggleof the human
beingto cometo adecisionisthebasis of person verses sef.

Conclusion

Thus the conflict that erupts in the protagonists of Arun Joshi’s novels has the forms of craziness, pain,
agony, thesdfishnessof loveandthe mysticredlitiesof life. It centresupon various aspects of life, bringing out
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itsvitdity. It highlightsthenorma and the abnormd, the ordinary and theextraordinary, illusonand redity and
resignation and desire and other Applying sociological, psycho-analytical, structural approachesof formal
textual analysis, the thesis takes a fresh look at Arun Joshi’s works, revealing areas and stances, hitherto left
unexplored. It offers critical insights into the working of the protagonists’ minds, besides scrutinising the
rhetorical devicesandformal strategies, deployed by the noveist for matter with the manner.
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