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Abstract 

Arun Joshi, one of India’s most celebrated post-independence novelists, is renowned for his exploration 

of the inner psychological landscapes of his characters. His novels delve deeply into themes of 

alienation, existential angst, and psychological trauma, capturing the struggles of individuals grappling 

with modernity and its discontents. This paper examines how Joshi portrays psychological trauma across 

his major works, particularly focusing on The Foreigner, The Last Labyrinth, The Apprentice, The 

Strange Case of Billy Biswas, and The City and the River. Employing an existential and psychoanalytic 

lens, this study evaluates how Joshi’s characters embody the anxieties and disillusionments of their 

social and cultural milieus. It also reflects on the broader implications of these portrayals in 

understanding the human condition and the Indian socio-cultural context. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Arun Joshi’s novels occupy a unique and significant space in Indian English literature, distinguished by 

their intense focus on the psychological and existential dilemmas of their protagonists. Writing in a post-

independence era characterized by rapid socio-political and cultural transformations, Joshi masterfully 

captures the psychological struggles of individuals caught in the crosscurrents of tradition and 

modernity. While his works are often discussed in the context of alienation and existential crises, the 

nuanced portrayal of psychological trauma remains a central, albeit underexplored, theme. 

Psychological trauma, as defined by contemporary psychological research, refers to the emotional, 

cognitive, and behavioral responses to deeply distressing or disruptive events. On many occasions, these 

responses can turn in to feelings of helplessness, guilt or even of existential despair, which leave their 

imprints on a person’s psyche. In Joshi’s novels, trauma is something that happens because an identity 

has broken, an individual cannot come to terms with what they have done, there is no forgiveness or 

moral ambiguity or something impossible to define that makes us question why we are here. These 

motifs resonate very effectively with existentialist thinking as presented in the philosophy of Jean Paul 

Sartre, Albert Camus and Martin Heidegger. 

Existentialism, with its emphasis on themes like freedom, choice, alienation, and the search for meaning, 

provides a robust theoretical framework for understanding Joshi’s characters. Joshi's protagonists from 

Sindi Oberoi from The Foreigner to Billy Biswas in The Strange Case of Billy Biswas are essentially 

troubled characters who try to contain existential blues which are inseparable from an inner turmoil, as 

well as from broader societal tensions. Simultaneously, psychoanalytic theory offers additional insights 

https://www.ijfmr.com/


 

International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR) 
 

E-ISSN: 2582-2160   ●   Website: www.ijfmr.com    ●   Email: editor@ijfmr.com 

 

IJFMR250665108 Volume 7, Issue 6, November-December 2025 2 

 

into the repressed memories, subconscious conflicts, and emotional disturbances that shape these 

characters’ actions and perceptions. 

Joshi’s narratives locate themselves in more than a mere setting of the socio cultural backdrop of post-

independence India. It helps bring out in his protagonists' psychological upheavals, and makes their 

tendency to feel alienated, in the literal sense, in both the surroundings immediately around and deeper 

within themselves. Joshi’s stories weave personal and collective experiences of trauma into a critique of 

alienation in the modern urban experience and the loss of traditional values. 

This paper undertakes a detailed examination of psychological trauma in Joshi’s major works, focusing 

on how his characters embody the existential and cultural anxieties of their time. It seeks to illuminate 

the interconnectedness of individual and societal trauma, highlighting Joshi’s enduring relevance as a 

chronicler of the human condition. By analyzing his works through existential and psychoanalytic 

lenses, the study aims to contribute to a deeper understanding of trauma’s multifaceted nature and its 

representation in Indian English literature. 

 

Depictions of Psychological Trauma in Arun Joshi’s Novels 

1. The Foreigner (1968): Alienation and Rootlessness 

In The Foreigner, Joshi presents the deeply alienated psyche of Sindi Oberoi, a character who epitomizes 

the sense of dislocation and rootlessness common to modern existential narratives. In fact, Sindi, born in 

Kenya to Indian parents and educated in England and the United States, is perpetually alienated from 

any cultural, social milieu he might enter. His emotional detachment is compounded by his early 

orphanhood and—as a result—he’s incapable of building any meaningful human relationships. 

Sindi’s interactions, particularly with June Blyth and Sheila, underscore his struggle with emotional 

detachment and existential guilt. Finally his affair with June ends terribly, following his failure to 

prevent Sindi’s death as she does so. He draws partly on Eastern mysticism and partly on his own 

emotional void in his philosophy of detachment for, this trauma. 

Joshi describes Sindi as having an existential condition, a psychological state that they present as the 

current psychological state of the modern individual between the fear of vulnerability and the desire for 

connection. Finally, Sindi will acknowledge his limited disengagement from life’s messiness, and will 

decide to make things messy again; he has taken a tentative step towards healing, but his path does not 

offer understanding of existential struggles. Through Sindi, Joshi addresses alienation caused by 

'globalization and modernity', but, at the same time, speculates on the extraordinary search for meaning 

and some form of belonging. 

2. The Strange Case of Billy Biswas (1971): Identity Crisis and Repression 

The Strange Case of Billy Biswas delves into the tumultuous inner world of Billy Biswas, a man caught 

between two diametrically opposed worlds: the materialistic urban side of post-independence India and 

the spiritual primal simplicity of tribal life. Billy’s identity crisis is so great, his unconscious drives him 

to repress his true identity in order to meet societal expectations. 

Having been born and bred in the Western world within the viscous folds of the wealthy and powerful 

elite class, Billy finds himself drawn to something more untamed, yet still oddly has this restlessness 

within him. This dissonance builds into a full blown existential crisis, for Billy’s seemingly successful 

life as an anthropologist is really a well formed dissatisfaction and alienation within. Although it too is 

to be considered a retreat, this was his retreat to his tribal life in the forests somewhere inland in central 

India with an attempt to reclaim his identity and bliss in a world untainted by modernity. 
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Joshi’s depiction of Billy’s psychological journey is marked by vivid contrasts: stifling urban life versus 

liberating tribal world. Billy’s ultimately wasteful defiance of societal norms, and the immense divide 

between the two worlds he is located in, is underlined by his final undoing. Joshi uses the tale of Billy 

(real name) to criticize the cultural alienation and spiritual emptiness of the Indian contemporary society; 

that repressing one's true Self is bound to bring about total psychological disintegration. 

Billy’s character exemplifies the existential theme of authenticity versus inauthenticity, a central concern 

of Heideggerian philosophy. His distortion of self, his rejection of societal expectations and contact with 

a primal existence where he truly glimpses authentic being, but places him on that tragic road. In Joshi’s 

nuanced portrayal of Billy’s trauma readers can envision the price to conformity, and possible 

transcendence in self discovery. 

3. The Apprentice (1974): Guilt and Moral Ambiguity 

The Apprentice captures the existential and psychological struggles of Ratan Rathor, a young man 

whose idealistic aspirations crumble under the weight of his moral compromises and the corrupting 

influence of society. It is a confessional monologue over which Ratan struggles with heavy guilt over his 

involvement in a terrible betrayal for which pays with a man’s life. 

Ratan is both morally ambiguous and traumatised at the same time. Initially guided by lofty ideals 

inspired by his father, Ratan’s descent into opportunism highlights the ethical dilemmas faced by 

individuals in a morally compromised society. His guilt manifests as sleeplessness, self-loathing, and a 

relentless inner conflict, reflecting the existential notion of bad faith, as articulated by Sartre. For 

Ratan’s, it is an act of incomplete self redemption, as carrying out servitude attempts to free him of his 

past and hopefully make up for it, but a resolution is, at best, ambiguous. 

Joshi satirises the demographic we have lost an ethos, or rather, a generation of, in critically navigating 

the psychological journey of the protagonist through Ratan. In this literal sense the narrative employs a 

confessional style that invites readers to get close to the fractures in Ratan’s psyche, to wade through 

guilt, and moral ambiguity, and on to a search for redemption. 

4. The Last Labyrinth (1981): Obsession and Existential Despair 

In The Last Labyrinth, Arun Joshi delves into the depths of existential despair and the destructive power 

of obsession through the character of Som Bhaskar, a wealthy industrialist whose life is consumed by his 

relentless quest for meaning. The novel, marked by its intense psychological and philosophical 

undertones, explores themes of love, desire, and the human condition, rendering it a profound 

commentary on the labyrinthine nature of existence. 

The central metaphor for his existential plight is the obsessive nature in which Som is obsessed with 

Anuradha, a mysterious unattainable woman. Anuradha’s strange presence and lack of affability to 

Som’s desires mirrors his desperate, but frustrated, intent on squeezing the non-existing meaning out of 

life. This obsession is not merely romantic but symbolic of a larger existential dilemma: the balance 

between having what it takes and having it all together. With all the wealth and power at his disposal, he 

feels empty, hollow, and nothing strikes at his emptiness; business, or hedonism. 

Joshi shows Som’s psychological trauma in accordance with the existential concept of the absurd as 

Albert Camus in The Myth of Sisyphus has explained it. This is futile human endeavor to give order to a 

universe that one is inherently intrinsically chaotic and indifferent. The labyrinth, a recurring motif in 

the novel, symbolizes this existential conundrum, representing both the complexity of human desires and 

the inescapable nature of existential despair. 

The additional existential and psychological dimention of this rich symbolism increased. As with all that  

https://www.ijfmr.com/


 

International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR) 
 

E-ISSN: 2582-2160   ●   Website: www.ijfmr.com    ●   Email: editor@ijfmr.com 

 

IJFMR250665108 Volume 7, Issue 6, November-December 2025 4 

 

we've looked at in this book, the imagery of fire and water ties to destruction and purification and 

reflects both Som’s inner chaos and his yearned transcendence. Som’s labyrinthine mansion, with its 

hidden rooms, mysterious passages, but also its crypt exhibits and door knobs, is essentially a physical 

way of making sense of Som’s confused, desperate psyche. 

Anuradha’s characterization as an enigmatic figure who resists definition underscores Joshi’s 

exploration of desire and its inherent futility. She becomes a mirror for Som’s existential struggles, 

embodying the unattainable truths he seeks. This dynamic between Som and Anuradha echoes Sartre’s 

notions of desire and the Other, as discussed in Being and Nothingness. For Sartre, the Other represents 

both a source of meaning and an insurmountable barrier to self-fulfillment, a paradox that Joshi 

intricately weaves into the fabric of Som’s relationship with Anuradha. 

In The Last Labyrinth, Som’s experience involves copious moments of intense self-reflection, and 

moments of coming to terms with his mortality. His obsessive quest takes him to meetings with the 

subject that border on the metaphysical, who have little or nothing to offer, in terms of clarity or 

resolution. Perhaps this lack of an ending is exactly a parody of the existential theme of ambiguity, since 

what we humans do not have is the ability to fully understand or control what keeps us here. 

The Last Labyrinth by Joshi reflects the broader anxieties of a postmodern materialistic society through 

his nuanced and landscape oriented investigation of psychological trauma. But a more striking 

arrangement of the same words is how Som's absence of his desires in relation to his reality leads to a 

harsh commentary of the spirtuality of glut. The novel also draws readers in to think about their own 

labyrinths, and the choices that they choose, and what meanings they construct in their lives. 

Through The Last Labyrinth, Joshi captures the essence of existential trauma with profound 

psychological insight, making it a seminal work in Indian English literature. Its exploration of obsession, 

despair, and the search for meaning resonates deeply with the human experience, positioning it as a 

timeless narrative of existential inquiry and self-discovery. 

5. The City and the River (1990): Collective Trauma and Resistance 

In The City and the River, Arun Joshi has beautifully written about a dystopian city where the society is 

ruled by authoritarian and has resoundingly examined how collective trauma can lead to and castration 

of human capacity of resistance. The book departs from Joshi’s earlier works, moving from individual 

psychological struggles to collective misery of the oppressed society. The narrative spread out in an 

unnamed city ruled by the Maharaja, a despotic ruler and the regulator of emotions and psychology by 

living under a regime which forces submission and quashes dissent. 

The collective trauma in The City and the River manifests through the pervasive atmosphere of fear, 

alienation, and moral paralysis among the city’s inhabitants. Joshi portrays this through a range of 

characters, including the Boatman, the City Magistrate, and the Teacher, each symbolizing different 

facets of the populace’s response to tyranny. The Boatman represents quiet defiance, holding on to his 

traditional way of life despite the Maharaja’s decrees. In contrast, the City Magistrate embodies the 

moral conflict of those in power who must navigate the tension between their duty to authority and their 

conscience. The Teacher, a central figure in the resistance, exemplifies the transformative power of 

intellectual and spiritual resilience in the face of oppression. 

The psychological trauma of the city’s inhabitants is not limited to fear of physical harm but extends to 

the erosion of trust, community, and individual identity. Joshi’s narrative captures the subtler effects of 

authoritarianism, such as self-censorship, paranoia, and the internalization of guilt among those 

complicit in the regime. These themes resonate with Hannah Arendt’s analysis of totalitarianism and its  

https://www.ijfmr.com/


 

International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR) 
 

E-ISSN: 2582-2160   ●   Website: www.ijfmr.com    ●   Email: editor@ijfmr.com 

 

IJFMR250665108 Volume 7, Issue 6, November-December 2025 5 

 

impact on human agency, as articulated in The Origins of Totalitarianism. 

Existential themes permeate the novel, particularly in the characters’ struggles to assert their freedom 

and authenticity in a dehumanizing environment. Drawing on Sartrean existentialism, Joshi highlights 

the tension between bad faith and authentic existence. The Teacher’s journey, from passive observer to 

active participant in the resistance, underscores the existential imperative to act meaningfully despite the 

apparent futility of individual efforts against systemic oppression. This aligns with Camus’ notion of 

rebellion as an affirmation of human dignity in the face of absurdity. 

A great deal of symbolism comes to use in order to develop the existential and psychological themes. 

Recurring motif is River, symbolizing continuity and resistance – it is spirit of people that continue to 

maintain, despite oppressive conditions. The authorities of the Maharaja, developing into the Maharaja’s 

decrees, ever more arbitrary and torn from reality, are a mirror image of this absurd authoritarian rule 

and its effect upon rulers and ruled alike. 

The novel’s exploration of trauma is not confined to despair; it also emphasizes the potential for 

collective resilience and renewal. The Teacher’s leadership in the resistance and the eventual uprising 

against the Maharaja illustrate the transformative power of solidarity and the reclaiming of agency. This 

dual focus on trauma and resistance positions The City and the River as both a cautionary tale about the 

psychological consequences of authoritarianism and a hopeful narrative about the enduring capacity for 

human courage and renewal. 

Through The City and the River, Joshi broadens his exploration of psychological trauma to encompass 

collective experiences, offering a rich and layered critique of power, freedom, and the human condition. 

The novel’s timeless themes and allegorical structure ensure its continued relevance, making it a 

significant contribution to both Indian English literature and global existentialist discourse. 

 

Conclusion  

Arun Joshi’s novels remain profound explorations of psychological trauma, illuminating the existential 

and emotional struggles of individuals in a rapidly changing post-independence India. Through the 

deeply introspective journeys of his protagonists—Sindi Oberoi in The Foreigner, Billy Biswas in The 

Strange Case of Billy Biswas, Ratan Rathor in The Apprentice, Som Bhaskar in The Last Labyrinth, and 

the inhabitants of The City and the River—Joshi unravels the complexities of human emotions and the 

persistent search for meaning amidst chaos and alienation. Each novel, while rooted in specific cultural 

and historical contexts, transcends its immediate setting to address universal questions of identity, 

morality, and the human condition.  

Joshi’s portrayal of trauma often reflects existentialist concerns, particularly the tension between 

authenticity and inauthenticity, freedom and determinism, and the quest for meaning in an indifferent 

universe. Drawing from philosophical frameworks articulated by thinkers such as Sartre, Camus, and 

Heidegger, Joshi’s characters confront their own limitations, societal expectations, and the absurdity of 

existence. Their psychological conflicts—whether stemming from alienation, guilt, obsession, or 

repression—underscore the fragile interplay between individual agency and societal forces. 

In The Foreigner, Sindi Oberoi’s rootlessness epitomizes the dislocation of the modern individual, 

estranged from both cultural roots and interpersonal connections. The Strange Case of Billy Biswas 

delves into the tragic consequences of suppressing one’s true identity in favor of societal conformity. In 

The Apprentice, Joshi examines the devastating effects of moral compromise and guilt, reflecting the 

ethical dilemmas of post-independence India. The Last Labyrinth explores the existential despair of 
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unfulfilled desires and the destructive power of obsession, while The City and the River shifts focus to 

collective trauma under authoritarian rule, offering a stark critique of power and resistance. 

Joshi’s works also engage with psychoanalytic themes, particularly the role of repressed memories, 

subconscious conflicts, and unresolved guilt in shaping human behavior. His nuanced depictions of 

trauma invite readers to empathize with his characters’ struggles and reflect on their own existential 

dilemmas. The recurring motifs of alienation, moral ambiguity, and the search for authenticity resonate 

deeply with readers across cultural and temporal boundaries. 

Ultimately, Joshi’s novels serve as a mirror to the anxieties and disillusionments of their time, while 

simultaneously offering timeless insights into the human psyche. By intertwining personal and collective 

experiences of trauma, Joshi critiques the alienating effects of modernity and the erosion of traditional 

values, highlighting the enduring quest for connection, integrity, and meaning. His works remain a 

testament to the resilience of the human spirit and the transformative power of self-awareness and 

redemption, ensuring their continued relevance in the study of literature, psychology, and philosophy. 
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