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Abstract 

Arun Joshi (1939–1993), one of the most compelling voices in post-independence Indian English fiction, carved a distinctive niche for 

himself through his psychological explorations of the modern self. His works are deeply engaged with themes of alienation, existential 

anxiety, and the ceaseless search for meaning in a disoriented world. A striking feature of his narrative craft is his profound use of 

symbolism, which serves as a window into the fragmented psyche of his protagonists. This paper explores Joshi’s narrative style by focusing 

on the symbolic landscapes internally and external—that mirror the struggles of his characters. By reading novels such as The Foreigner 

(1968), The Strange Case of Billy Biswas (1971), The Apprentice (1974), and The Last Labyrinth (1981), this study identifies how symbols 

of space, journey, nature, and myth shape the articulation of the self. The methodology combines textual analysis with a theoretical 

grounding in existentialism and psychoanalytic criticism, situating Joshi within both Indian and global traditions of psychological fiction. 

The results reveal that Joshi’s symbolism is not ornamental but integral to his narrative economy; it allows him to dramatize the modern 

individual’s fractured consciousness. The paper concludes that Arun Joshi’s narrative style, anchored in symbolic representation, continues 

to hold contemporary relevance for its nuanced depiction of the complexities of the human self in a rapidly modernizing yet spiritually 

estranged world. 
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Introduction 

Arun Joshi remains one of the most enigmatic yet underappreciated voices in Indian English literature. Unlike many of his contemporaries, 

who focused on external realities such as colonial legacies, rural poverty, or the evolving socio-political fabric of post-independence India, 

Joshi turned his gaze inward. His novels probe the inner turmoil of individuals caught in a rapidly modernizing world, where material 

progress often overshadows spiritual fulfillment. Joshi’s protagonists are not heroes in the conventional sense; rather, they are fragmented, 

conflicted, and painfully human. Their struggles reflect the anxieties of modern existence, where questions of identity, belonging, and 

purpose remain unresolved. 

A defining feature of Joshi’s narrative technique is his masterful use of symbolism. For him, symbols are not decorative embellishments 

but essential tools that externalize the characters’ inner worlds. They function as metaphors through which readers can access complex 

psychological landscapes. In The Foreigner, airports and temporary lodgings signify the protagonist’s rootlessness and existential 

homelessness. In The Strange Case of Billy Biswas, the forest becomes a powerful symbol of liberation, instinct, and authenticity, in stark 

contrast to the city’s artificiality and alienation. Similarly, in The Apprentice, images of uniforms, offices, and menial acts like shoe-cleaning 

symbolize the corrosive effects of moral compromise in a corrupt system[1]. The Last Labyrinth, with its recurring motif of labyrinthine 

structures, dramatizes entrapment in materialism and unfulfilled desire. Through these symbols, Joshi translates abstract states of mind into 

tangible forms, making the intangible struggles of his characters perceptible to readers. 

Joshi’s preoccupation with symbolism is also tied to his broader philosophical vision. Deeply influenced by existential thought, his novels 

grapple with questions central to thinkers like Camus, Sartre, and Kierkegaard: What does it mean to live authentically? How does one 
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navigate the absurdity of existence? Is it possible to find meaning in a world marked by dislocation and loss of faith? Joshi’s characters 

attempt to answer these questions in their own flawed ways. While Billy Biswas seeks meaning in the primal embrace of nature, Som 

Bhaskar becomes lost in the labyrinth of desire and ambition. The symbols that shape these narratives are not just literary devices but 

philosophical signposts that direct readers toward existential inquiry[2]. 

Furthermore, Joshi’s symbolic mode places him in a distinctive position within Indian English fiction. Where writers like R.K. Narayan 

and Mulk Raj Anand were grounded in social realism and Gandhi-inspired humanism, Joshi delved into the psyche of the urban individual 

struggling with alienation, moral ambiguity, and spiritual emptiness. His symbolic imagination thus allowed him to merge Indian cultural 

contexts with global philosophical concerns. For example, the forest in Billy Biswas resonates with both Jungian archetypes of the 

unconscious and Indian mythological notions of the wilderness as a space of tapas (spiritual trial). Similarly, the labyrinth in The Last 

Labyrinth echoes both Western myths of entrapment and the Indian philosophical metaphor of maya (illusion). 

This paper therefore sets out to explore the significance of symbolism in Arun Joshi’s narrative style, with particular emphasis on its role 

in articulating the self. By examining key novels, it will demonstrate how symbolic landscapes—spaces, objects, and recurring motifs—

mirror the psychological struggles of Joshi’s protagonists. In doing so, the study situates Joshi not only within the Indian literary canon but 

also within a global tradition of existential and psychological fiction. 

Literature Survey 

Scholarly attention to Arun Joshi has often highlighted his psychological orientation. [3]noted that Joshi’s fiction diverges from the 

dominant tradition of social realism to foreground “the anxieties of the inner man.” Critics such as [4] [5]have situated Joshi within 

existentialist traditions, aligning his protagonists with Camus’ stranger or Sartre’s anti-hero. 

Recent studies emphasize Joshi’s relevance to contemporary concerns. [6] highlights how his novels articulate the crisis of identity in a 

globalizing India. Shyamala Narayan and Jon Mee have pointed to Joshi’s role in shaping post-independence Indian fiction through his 

focus on alienation and the disintegration of values. 

On symbolism specifically, scholars have recognized the recurring motifs of nature and myth. The Strange Case of Billy Biswas has been 

read as a symbolic confrontation between the rational West and primal nature. The Last Labyrinth has often been discussed through the 

metaphor of the labyrinth itself, representing entrapment and the futility of desire. However, a systematic study of symbolism across 

Joshi’s oeuvre, with particular attention to its role in shaping the self, remains underexplored[7]. This paper seeks to fill that gap. 

Table 1: Literature survey comparative Analysis 

Scholar / 

Critic 

Focus of Study Key Arguments / Findings Relevance to Present Study 

[8] Psychological 

orientation in Joshi’s 

fiction 

Joshi diverges from social realism by 

concentrating on the anxieties of the inner self 

rather than external realities. 

Establishes Joshi as a novelist of inward 

landscapes, supporting the focus on 

symbolism as a means of expressing 

psychological states. 

[9] Existential dimensions 

in Joshi’s protagonists 

Argues that characters like Sindi Oberoi and 

Billy Biswas are existential figures struggling 

with absurdity, alienation, and authenticity. 

Connects Joshi’s use of symbols with 

existential philosophy, showing how 

landscapes reflect the human condition. 

[10] Comparative reading 

with Western 

existentialists 

Situates Joshi alongside Sartre and Camus, 

highlighting the theme of estrangement and 

futility in modern life. 

Provides a theoretical framework for 

analyzing Joshi’s symbolic mode through 

existentialism. 

[11] Identity crisis in 

globalizing India 

Reads Joshi’s fiction as articulating 

displacement, fractured identity, and the 

failure of materialism to provide meaning. 

Supports the argument that Joshi’s 

symbolism of rootlessness (e.g., airports, 

cities) mirrors globalized alienation. 

[12] Positioning Joshi in 

post-independence 

Indian fiction 

Notes Joshi’s deviation from nationalist or 

Gandhian themes to probe modern 

individualism and moral decline. 

Highlights Joshi’s uniqueness, showing why 

symbolism becomes central to his articulation 

of the self. 
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[13] Modernity and 

dislocation in Indian 

fiction 

Identifies Joshi’s protagonists as alienated 

moderns whose dilemmas reflect broader 

cultural shifts. 

Validates analysis of symbolic spaces (city 

vs. forest, labyrinths) as metaphors for 

modern disorientation. 

[14] Thematic depth in The 

Strange Case of Billy 

Biswas 

Reads the forest as a symbol of primal 

authenticity and freedom, juxtaposed with 

urban corruption. 

Strengthens symbolic reading of natural 

landscapes as mirrors of inner authenticity. 

[15] Archetypal and mythic 

symbols in Joshi’s 

works 

Emphasizes recurrent use of archetypes 

(labyrinth, forest, journey) that connect Indian 

and universal patterns. 

Provides groundwork for analyzing symbols 

as archetypal and mythic, not just 

psychological. 

[16] Joshi’s moral vision Argues that Joshi critiques the moral 

bankruptcy of post-independence India 

through symbolic motifs of guilt, 

compromise, and corruption. 

Informs the study’s analysis of The 

Apprentice and the symbolic representation 

of bureaucracy. 

[17] Re-evaluations of Joshi 

in contemporary times 

Newer studies frame Joshi’s work as relevant 

to debates on globalization, spiritual 

emptiness, and fragmented identities. 

Reinforces the study’s claim of Joshi’s 

continuing relevance, where symbolism 

remains a key narrative strategy. 

 

Methodology of Study 

This study employs qualitative textual analysis as its primary methodology, with theoretical insights drawn from existential philosophy 

and psychoanalytic literary criticism. The following steps were undertaken: 

1. Textual Selection: Four of Joshi’s major novels—The Foreigner, The Strange Case of Billy Biswas, The Apprentice, 

and The Last Labyrinth—were chosen as primary texts. Together, they represent the breadth of his thematic concerns. 

2. Close Reading: Passages were examined for recurring images, motifs, and symbols, with attention to how these 

elements interact with the characterization and plot. 

3. Theoretical Framework: 

o Existentialism: The works of Camus, Sartre, and Kierkegaard provide a lens to interpret Joshi’s protagonists’ 

alienation, choice, and absurdity. 

o Psychoanalysis: Freudian and Jungian perspectives help decode symbols as expressions of unconscious 

desires, fears, and archetypal patterns. 

4. Comparative Analysis: Joshi’s symbolic mode was contextualized within Indian English fiction as well as Western 

traditions of modernist and existentialist writing. 
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Figure 1: Methodology of study 

This methodology allows us to treat symbolism not as decorative but as a structural component that mediates the relationship between the 

individual self and its environment. 

Results and Discussion 

1. Symbolism of Space and Dislocation (The Foreigner) 

In The Foreigner, the protagonist Sindi Oberoi embodies the theme of rootlessness. The novel’s recurrent spatial symbolism—airports, 

cities, rented rooms—reflects his existential homelessness. Airports symbolize transience, underscoring his inability to anchor himself in 

relationships or places. The city becomes a metaphor for alienation, with its anonymous crowds mirroring Sindi’s detachment. Even love 

is represented through shifting spaces, suggesting impermanence. Through such spatial symbolism, Joshi articulates the estrangement of 

the modern cosmopolitan subject. 

2. Symbolism of Nature and the Primal Self (The Strange Case of Billy Biswas) 

Billy Biswas’ withdrawal from the urban elite into tribal life is one of Joshi’s most powerful symbolic narratives. The jungle here is not 

merely a geographical setting but a symbolic return to primal authenticity. The city stands for artificiality, corruption, and soulless 

modernity, while the forest becomes a space of liberation, instinct, and spiritual awakening. Billy’s journey dramatizes the tension 

between rationality and primal instinct, a symbolic conflict at the heart of modern existence. 
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Figure 2: Symbolic Categories  

3. Symbolism of Power and Compromise (The Apprentice) 

Ratan Rathor, the protagonist of The Apprentice, is a man complicit in moral corruption. Symbols of uniforms, offices, and rituals of 

bureaucracy represent the mechanisms of power and the loss of individuality. The protagonist’s repeated image of himself cleaning shoes 

becomes a powerful symbol of guilt, humiliation, and futile atonement. Here, Joshi employs symbolism to critique post-independence 

India’s moral decline, showing how the self becomes entangled in webs of compromise. 

4. Symbolism of Desire and Entrapment (The Last Labyrinth) 

Som Bhaskar’s obsession with Anuradha and the labyrinthine spaces of the novel dramatize the futility of desire. The labyrinth itself is an 

overarching symbol, representing entrapment in both material greed and erotic longing. Unlike Billy, who finds release in nature, Som is 

perpetually ensnared. His search for meaning collapses into the very structures of confinement he inhabits. The novel’s symbolic 

architecture underscores Joshi’s existential vision: that unbridled desire leads not to fulfillment but to entrapment. 
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Figure 3: Thematic overlaps across Arun Joshi’s novel 

 

5. Archetypal and Mythic Symbolism 

Joshi frequently draws on mythic and archetypal symbols—the forest as archetype of the unconscious, the labyrinth as myth of entrapment, 

and the journey as existential quest. These symbols bridge the personal with the universal, situating his characters’ struggles within larger 

patterns of human existence. 

Conclusion 

Arun Joshi’s narrative style is marked by a symbolic density that elevates his novels beyond mere psychological realism. His symbols—

airports, forests, uniforms, labyrinths—serve as metaphors for alienation, authenticity, compromise, and desire. By externalizing the inner 

landscapes of his protagonists, Joshi enables readers to grasp the intangible struggles of the modern self. The analysis reveals that Joshi’s 

use of symbolism is not arbitrary but deeply functional, shaping character development and thematic articulation. His protagonists’ quests, 

whether toward authenticity (Billy Biswas) or trapped in futility (Som Bhaskar), unfold through symbolic landscapes that resonate with 

universal human anxieties. In the context of Indian English literature, Joshi’s symbolic mode distinguishes him from the social realism of 

his predecessors. It also aligns him with global existentialist traditions, situating him as a bridge between Indian sensibilities and Western 

philosophical concerns. Ultimately, Joshi’s narrative style remains profoundly relevant in an age marked by displacement, spiritual 

emptiness, and fractured selves. His symbolism invites us to reflect on our own inner landscapes, making his work a lasting contribution to 

both Indian and world literature. 
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