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ABSTRACT

The present study, titled “Urban Alienation and Middle-Class
Anxiety: A Comparative Study of the Novels of Chetan Bhagat and
Anita Desai,” examines how two significant Indian English novelists
represent the psychological, social, and emotional pressures of urban
middle-class life. Urbanization in India has created new opportunities
for education, employment, mobility, and self-expression, but it has
also produced loneliness, competition, family pressure, emotional
insecurity, and identity crisis. Chetan Bhagat and Anita Desai
approach these concerns from different narrative perspectives.
Bhagat’s novels such as Five Point Someone and One Night @ the
Call Center depict the anxieties of young urban Indians struggling
with academic competition, corporate pressure, career uncertainty,
romantic conflict, and social expectations. His characters often
represent the aspirations and frustrations of the contemporary middle
class, particularly in educational and professional urban spaces. Anita
Desai, on the other hand, explores alienation through psychological
depth and emotional complexity. Her novels such as Cry, the
Peacock and Clear Light of Day focus on loneliness, marital
incompatibility, family silence, memory, gendered confinement, and
inner psychological disturbance. While Bhagat presents urban
anxiety through visible social pressures, Desai reveals its deeper
emotional and existential dimensions. The comparative study shows
that both writers expose the contradictions of urban middle-class life,
where material comfort and social respectability often coexist with
emotional emptiness, fear, and alienation. Thus, the study highlights
Indian English fiction as an important medium for understanding the
changing mental and social realities of the urban middle class.
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l. INTRODUCTION

Urbanization has emerged as one of the defining features of contemporary society, reshaping
economic structures, cultural identities, and human relationships across the world. In India, the
process of urban expansion accelerated after the economic liberalization of 1991, leading to rapid
industrial growth, technological advancement, increased employment opportunities, and the
expansion of the middle class. Metropolitan cities such as Delhi, Mumbai, Bengaluru, Hyderabad,
Chennai, and Kolkata have become centres of education, commerce, and global connectivity,
attracting millions of people in search of better career prospects and improved living standards.
However, alongside these opportunities, urbanization has also generated significant social and
psychological challenges, including emotional isolation, identity crises, work-related stress, family
conflicts, and increasing feelings of alienation (Nayar 112). Consequently, the urban middle class has
become one of the most significant social groups reflecting the contradictions of modernization,
where economic advancement frequently coexists with emotional insecurity and psychological
fragmentation.

The growth of urban society has transformed traditional social relationships by replacing close-knit
community networks with highly competitive and individualistic lifestyles. While cities provide
greater freedom and professional opportunities, they also encourage impersonal interactions, social
competition, consumerism, and constant pressure to achieve economic success. As a result,
individuals often experience loneliness despite living in densely populated environments. The
emotional distance created by modern urban life has attracted considerable attention from
sociologists, psychologists, and literary critics who argue that alienation has become one of the
defining characteristics of contemporary civilization (Simmel 103-10). The modern city therefore
represents not only physical development but also a psychological landscape where individuals
continuously negotiate between personal aspirations and social expectations.

The concept of alienation has been widely discussed in philosophy, sociology, and literary theory.
Karl Marx explains alienation as the condition in which individuals become separated from their
labour, their products, other human beings, and ultimately from their own human potential under
capitalist systems (Marx 74). Although Marx primarily focused on economic relations, later scholars
expanded the concept to include emotional, psychological, and cultural dimensions. Georg Simmel
argues that metropolitan life creates emotional detachment because individuals are constantly
exposed to excessive social and sensory stimulation, resulting in what he describes as the "blasé
attitude,” a psychological mechanism that protects individuals from emotional exhaustion (Simmel
104). Similarly, existential thinkers such as Jean-Paul Sartre and Albert Camus interpret alienation as
a condition of modern existence characterized by loneliness, uncertainty, and the continuous search
for meaning in an increasingly fragmented world (Sartre 56; Camus 18). These theoretical
perspectives provide an important framework for understanding the emotional experiences
represented in contemporary Indian English fiction.

The Indian context presents a distinctive form of urban alienation because modernization occurs
alongside deeply rooted cultural traditions, family structures, religious values, and collective social
responsibilities. Unlike many Western societies that emphasize individual autonomy, Indian urban
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life requires individuals to balance personal ambitions with family expectations and cultural
obligations. Young people face intense competition in education and employment, while families
continue to value social prestige, marriage, and financial stability. These conflicting expectations
often produce anxiety, emotional stress, and identity conflicts among members of the urban middle
class (Rao 45). Consequently, literature has increasingly become an important medium for exploring
how modernization influences individual psychology and interpersonal relationships.

The Indian middle class occupies a central position within this socio-economic transformation.
Traditionally associated with education, social respectability, and professional stability, the middle
class has experienced substantial changes due to globalization, liberalization, and technological
development. Employment in multinational corporations, information technology industries,
financial institutions, and professional services has created unprecedented opportunities for upward
mobility. However, these opportunities have simultaneously intensified competition, job insecurity,
work pressure, consumer expectations, and the constant pursuit of social recognition. Success is
frequently measured through educational achievement, career advancement, financial prosperity, and
lifestyle choices, making failure a source of emotional distress and psychological insecurity (Nayar
118). Therefore, the experiences of the Indian middle class provide an ideal framework for
examining the relationship between urbanization and alienation.

Indian English fiction has responded to these changing realities by portraying the everyday struggles of
individuals living in rapidly transforming urban societies. Contemporary novelists increasingly focus on
issues such as educational competition, corporate culture, gender inequality, family relationships,
emotional isolation, and identity formation. Rather than presenting urbanization solely as a symbol of
economic progress, these writers expose its psychological consequences and reveal how material success
often fails to guarantee emotional fulfilment. As Meenakshi Mukherjee observes, Indian English novels
have progressively shifted from nationalist concerns to the exploration of individual consciousness and
changing social realities, making them valuable documents for understanding modern Indian society
(Mukherjee 58).

Among contemporary Indian English novelists, Chetan Bhagat and Anita Desai occupy distinctive
positions because of their contrasting literary approaches to urban life. Although they belong to different
generations and employ different narrative techniques, both writers explore the psychological
complexities of middle-class existence in urban India. Their novels collectively illustrate how
modernization reshapes aspirations, relationships, identities, and emotional experiences, thereby offering
complementary perspectives on urban alienation and middle-class anxiety.

Bhagat's fiction primarily focuses on the experiences of educated urban youth confronting academic
competition, corporate employment, romantic relationships, parental expectations, and social mobility.
Novels such as Five Point Someone, One Night @ the Call Center, 2 States, and Revolution 2020 portray
characters struggling to achieve professional success while coping with emotional insecurity and social
pressure (Bhagat, Five Point Someone 35-42). His accessible language, realistic situations, and
contemporary settings have enabled him to capture the aspirations and frustrations of India's expanding
middle class. Educational institutions and corporate workplaces function as symbolic spaces where
ambition frequently conflicts with personal happiness, illustrating how modern success often comes at
significant psychological cost (Sharma 81).
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In contrast, Anita Desai investigates urban alienation through psychological introspection and
emotional complexity. Her novels including Cry, the Peacock, Voices in the City, Where Shall We
Go This Summer?, Clear Light of Day, and Fasting, Feasting—focus on loneliness, memory, silence,
family conflict, marital incompatibility, and gendered oppression within middle-class households
(Desai, Cry, the Peacock 48-67). Rather than emphasizing external social institutions, Desai explores
the hidden emotional landscapes of her characters, demonstrating how alienation may emerge within
domestic relationships despite material comfort and social respectability. Her symbolic narrative
style and psychological depth distinguish her as one of the foremost practitioners of modern Indian
English fiction (Abrams and Harpham 214).

A comparative study of Bhagat and Desai reveals that both writers examine the consequences of
urbanization through different literary perspectives. Bhagat presents alienation as the outcome of
educational pressure, workplace competition, and middle-class aspirations, whereas Desai portrays it
as a psychological condition rooted in emotional neglect, fractured identities, and the inability to
establish meaningful interpersonal relationships. Despite these differences, both authors ultimately
demonstrate that urban modernization produces profound emotional consequences that extend
beyond economic and material concerns.

The present study therefore undertakes a comparative analysis of selected novels by Chetan Bhagat
and Anita Desai to examine the representation of urban alienation and middle-class anxiety in
contemporary Indian English fiction. Drawing upon theories of alienation, urban sociology,
existential psychology, and feminist literary criticism, the study investigates how the two novelists
depict the interaction between social transformation and individual psychology. Through comparing
Bhagat's socially grounded realism with Desai's psychological modernism, this research seeks to
contribute to contemporary literary scholarship by demonstrating that urban alienation in Indian
English fiction is not merely a consequence of physical isolation but a multidimensional condition
involving emotional disconnection, identity fragmentation, gendered experience, and existential
uncertainty. Such a comparative perspective enhances our understanding of the changing realities of
India’s urban middle class and highlights the continuing relevance of literature in interpreting the
psychological consequences of modernization.

1. LITERATURE REVIEW

Urban alienation and middle-class anxiety have become important areas of inquiry in sociology,
psychology, cultural studies, and literary criticism because they reflect the changing nature of
modern urban life. Rapid urbanization, globalization, technological advancement, and economic
liberalization have transformed human relationships and created new forms of psychological stress,
identity crisis, and emotional isolation. Indian English fiction has increasingly documented these
transformations by portraying the experiences of individuals negotiating between traditional cultural
values and modern urban aspirations. Scholars have examined the works of Chetan Bhagat and Anita
Desai from various critical perspectives, including urban studies, feminist criticism, existentialism,
psychological realism, and middle-class identity. However, comparative studies that analyse both
authors within the framework of urban alienation and middle-class anxiety remain limited.
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The concept of alienation originates from the writings of Karl Marx, who explains that capitalist
societies alienate individuals from their labour, the products they create, fellow human beings, and
their own human essence (Marx 74). Although Marx's theory primarily addresses economic
structures, later scholars extended the concept to psychological and cultural experiences. Georg
Simmel argues that metropolitan life creates emotional detachment because individuals constantly
encounter excessive social interactions and sensory stimulation. According to Simmel, urban
residents develop a "blasé attitude” as a defence mechanism against the overwhelming demands of
city life (Simmel 104). This sociological perspective provides a theoretical basis for understanding
emotional isolation and interpersonal distance in contemporary urban literature.

Existential philosophers have further enriched the understanding of alienation by emphasizing the
psychological dimensions of modern existence. Jean-Paul Sartre argues that human beings
experience anxiety because they possess complete freedom yet remain responsible for their choices,
creating continuous existential uncertainty (Sartre 56). Likewise, Albert Camus views alienation as
the result of humanity's search for meaning in an indifferent world (Camus 18). These philosophical
perspectives have influenced literary criticism by encouraging scholars to examine loneliness,
identity crisis, emotional fragmentation, and psychological conflict as central themes in modern
fiction.

Studies on Indian urbanization indicate that economic liberalization has significantly transformed the
aspirations and lifestyles of the middle class. Pramod K. Nayar observes that globalization has
reshaped social identities through consumer culture, technological change, and increased economic
mobility while simultaneously producing new anxieties related to competition, employment, and
social status (Nayar 115). Similarly, M. S. A. Rao argues that Indian cities have become spaces
where traditional family structures interact with modern economic systems, creating conflicts
between cultural expectations and individual aspirations (Rao 47). These studies demonstrate that
urban modernization has generated both material progress and emotional instability, making the
middle class a significant subject for literary investigation.

Chetan Bhagat's fiction has attracted considerable scholarly attention because of its realistic
representation of contemporary Indian youth. Critics acknowledge that Bhagat transformed Indian
English popular fiction by depicting everyday middle-class experiences in accessible language.
Suresh Sharma argues that Bhagat successfully captures the aspirations, frustrations, and emotional
struggles of young Indians facing educational competition and professional uncertainty (Sharma 82).
In Five Point Someone, academic pressure becomes a symbol of middle-class ambition, illustrating
how institutional expectations frequently undermine creativity and individuality (Bhagat, Five Point
Someone 35-42). Scholars observe that the novel critiqgues an education system that measures
success primarily through grades while neglecting emotional well-being and personal development.

Bhagat's One Night @ the Call Center has been examined as a critique of globalization and corporate
culture. Researchers argue that the call centre symbolizes the changing nature of urban employment,
where economic opportunities coexist with emotional exhaustion, identity fragmentation, and social
alienation. Employees experience psychological stress because performance targets, night shifts, and
technological surveillance replace meaningful interpersonal relationships (Bhagat, One Night @ the
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Call Center 40-58). Literary critics therefore interpret Bhagat's fiction as an exploration of the
contradictions of globalization, demonstrating that material success often fails to guarantee emotional
fulfilment.

Scholars have also examined Bhagat's 2 States and Revolution 2020 in relation to middle-class
aspirations, cultural conflict, and social mobility. These studies emphasize that Bhagat portrays
modern Indian youth as individuals negotiating between personal desires and family obligations. His
protagonists seek professional success and romantic freedom while simultaneously confronting
parental expectations, caste identities, and social conventions. Consequently, Bhagat's novels
represent urban anxiety as both a social and psychological phenomenon rooted in educational
competition, employment insecurity, and changing cultural values (Sharma 91).

Unlike Bhagat, Anita Desai has been extensively studied for her psychological realism and modernist
narrative techniques. Critics consistently acknowledge that Desai explores the inner consciousness of
her characters rather than external social events. Meenakshi Mukherjee argues that Desai
revolutionized Indian English fiction by shifting attention from historical and political themes to
individual psychology, emotional conflict, and existential experience (Mukherjee 61). Her novels
investigate loneliness, silence, alienation, memory, and emotional fragmentation through deeply
introspective narrative techniques.

Cry, the Peacock has received particular attention from feminist and psychological critics. Scholars
interpret Maya's psychological deterioration as a consequence of emotional neglect, patriarchal
domination, and marital incompatibility rather than individual mental instability alone (Desai, Cry,
the Peacock 48-67). Feminist critics argue that Maya's inability to communicate her emotional needs
reflects the broader condition of women living within patriarchal middle-class households, where
social respectability frequently conceals psychological suffering. The novel therefore demonstrates
how domestic spaces may become sites of emotional imprisonment despite material comfort.

Similarly, Clear Light of Day has been analysed as a profound exploration of memory, family
relationships, and urban alienation. Critics observe that the decaying family house symbolizes both
historical change and emotional stagnation, while the relationships among Bim, Tara, Raja, and Baba
reveal the psychological consequences of unresolved family conflict (Desai, Clear Light of Day 83—
110). Literary scholars argue that Desai portrays urban alienation not through physical isolation but
through emotional distance within intimate relationships. The novel demonstrates that modern urban
families frequently experience silence, misunderstanding, and psychological fragmentation despite
maintaining external social stability.

Feminist literary criticism has further contributed to the understanding of Desai's fiction. Critics
argue that Desai consistently portrays women struggling against restrictive gender roles, emotional
suppression, and patriarchal expectations. Her female protagonists seek individuality, emotional
recognition, and psychological freedom but often encounter isolation within marriage and family
structures. This feminist perspective highlights the intersection of gender, urbanization, and middle-
class anxiety, revealing that emotional alienation frequently results from unequal power relationships
within domestic life (Abrams and Harpham 214).
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Comparative scholarship on Chetan Bhagat and Anita Desai remains relatively limited. Most existing
studies examine each author independently, focusing either on Bhagat's representation of
contemporary youth or Desai's psychological modernism. Few researchers have attempted to analyse
how both writers collectively represent the evolving emotional realities of India's urban middle class.
While Bhagat emphasizes external pressures such as educational competition, corporate employment,
and social mobility, Desai investigates the internal psychological consequences of loneliness, silence,
memory, and emotional neglect. Bringing these two perspectives together provides a more
comprehensive understanding of urban alienation as both a social and psychological phenomenon.

The present study therefore builds upon previous scholarship while addressing an important gap in
Indian English literary criticism. Through integrating theories of alienation, urban sociology,
existential psychology, and feminist criticism, it examines how Bhagat and Desai represent different
dimensions of middle-class anxiety in rapidly urbanizing India. Such a comparative approach
demonstrates that urban alienation extends beyond economic structures or physical isolation to
include emotional fragmentation, identity crisis, interpersonal disconnection, and psychological
vulnerability. Consequently, the study contributes to a broader understanding of the relationship
between literature, urbanization, and contemporary Indian society.

I11.  ANALYSIS OF SELECTED TEXTS
Five Point Someone (2004)

Chetan Bhagat's Five Point Someone: What Not to Do at IIT (2004) is one of the most popular
contemporary Indian English novels that realistically portrays the aspirations and struggles of urban
middle-class youth. Set in the prestigious Indian Institute of Technology (lIT) Delhi, the novel
follows the lives of Hari Kumar, Ryan Oberoi, and Alok Gupta, three engineering students who
attempt to balance academic expectations, family responsibilities, and personal ambitions. Through
their experiences, Bhagat presents the intense competition and performance-oriented culture that
characterizes India's higher education system. The novel serves as a critique of an education system
that values grades and rankings more than creativity, innovation, and emotional well-being. Against
this background, Bhagat explores the pressures and anxieties experienced by middle-class students in
the elite urban environment of IIT Delhi. The relentless competition, strict grading system, and
continuous pressure to achieve academic excellence generate significant psychological stress,
making the characters feel trapped between personal aspirations and societal expectations (Bhagat,
Five Point Someone 35). This situation reflects middle-class anxiety because education is viewed as
the primary path to economic security and social mobility, leaving little room for failure or
independent thinking (Sharma 78). Urban alienation is also evident through the emotional isolation
experienced by the students despite living and studying together. Although friendship provides
temporary emotional support, it cannot completely remove the institutional pressure and
psychological burden imposed by the competitive academic environment. Bhagat therefore
demonstrates that urban educational institutions, while creating opportunities for professional
advancement, also become spaces of identity conflict, emotional vulnerability, and psychological
alienation among middle-class youth (Bhagat, Five Point Someone 42).
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One Night @ the Call Center (2005)

Published in 2005, Chetan Bhagat's One Night @ the Call Center shifts the focus from educational
institutions to the rapidly expanding corporate sector of urban India. Set during a single night in a
multinational call centre in Gurgaon, the novel reflects the socio-economic changes brought about by
globalization, information technology, and the outsourcing industry. Bhagat portrays the call centre
as a symbol of modern corporate culture where economic opportunities are accompanied by intense
work pressure, emotional instability, and identity conflicts. Through the lives of Shyam, Priyanka,
Vroom, Radhika, Esha, Military Uncle, and their colleagues, the novel examines the psychological
consequences of working in a technology-driven corporate environment. Bhagat depicts constant
performance monitoring, demanding work schedules, and monotonous routines as major sources of
stress and emotional exhaustion (Bhagat, One Night @ the Call Center 28). The desire for financial
stability, career advancement, and social recognition intensifies the characters' anxiety because
professional failure is viewed as both a personal and family disappointment (Sharma 82).
Furthermore, urban alienation is reflected in the emotional distance among the employees, who
remain psychologically isolated despite sharing the same workplace. Bhagat illustrates how
globalization and corporate culture encourage material success while simultaneously weakening
interpersonal relationships, resulting in emotional emptiness and identity fragmentation. Through this
realistic portrayal, the novel exposes the hidden psychological costs of urban professional life and
questions the assumption that economic prosperity necessarily leads to personal happiness (Bhagat,
One Night @ the Call Center 45).

Cry, the Peacock (1963)

Anita Desai's Cry, the Peacock (1963) marks an important milestone in Indian English fiction
because of its deep psychological exploration of human emotions and inner conflict. Unlike
conventional social novels, Desai concentrates on the emotional consciousness of her protagonist,
Maya, whose married life gradually becomes dominated by loneliness, fear, and psychological
instability. Through symbolic imagery, introspective narration, and psychological realism, the novel
examines themes of alienation, emotional neglect, marital incompatibility, and existential anxiety.
Within this psychological framework, Desai presents urban alienation and middle-class anxiety
through Maya's emotional experiences. Although Maya belongs to a socially respectable middle-
class family, she experiences profound loneliness because her husband, Gautama, remains
emotionally detached and intellectually distant. Maya longs for affection, understanding, and
emotional intimacy, but her psychological needs remain ignored, transforming the home into a place
of silence, isolation, and mental suffocation (Desai, Cry, the Peacock 48). Her fear of death,
intensified by an old prophecy, gradually dominates her consciousness and deepens her emotional
insecurity. Rather than portraying dramatic external events, Desai focuses on Maya's internal
psychological world, revealing how emotional neglect within marriage can lead to severe mental
distress. Consequently, the novel demonstrates that urban alienation is not limited to public spaces
but can also exist within domestic life, where emotional communication is absent and patriarchal
expectations suppress female individuality (Desai, Cry, the Peacock 67).
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Clear Light of Day (1980)

Published in 1980, Anita Desai's Clear Light of Day is regarded as one of her finest novels because
of its sensitive portrayal of memory, family relationships, and emotional reconciliation. Set in Old
Delhi before and after the Partition of India, the novel follows the lives of the Das siblings—Bim,
Tara, Raja, and Baba—as they struggle with unresolved memories, personal responsibilities, and
changing social realities. Through psychological realism and symbolic narration, Desai demonstrates
how the past continues to shape present identities and emotional relationships. Within this context,
the novel explores urban alienation and middle-class anxiety through the emotional distance that
develops among members of the Das family. The ancestral house functions as a symbolic
representation of memory, stagnation, and unresolved conflict, reflecting the psychological condition
of its inhabitants. Bim remains burdened by family responsibilities, Tara seeks emotional security
through marriage, Raja distances himself from his family in search of personal identity, and Baba
withdraws into silence, representing another form of emotional isolation (Desai, Clear Light of Day
83). Desai further shows that middle-class anxiety arises from memory, responsibility, changing
social values, and the inability to reconcile with the past. Rather than presenting alienation through
crowded city life, the novel reveals how emotional separation can exist within families despite
physical closeness. Through its exploration of loneliness, forgiveness, and memory, Clear Light of
Day becomes a profound study of urban alienation and the psychological complexities of middle-
class family life (Desai, Clear Light of Day 110).

IV. COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS
4.1 Urban Alienation in Chetan Bhagat

Urbanization has become one of the defining characteristics of contemporary India, profoundly
influencing the aspirations, lifestyles, and psychological experiences of the middle class. Chetan
Bhagat's novels provide an insightful representation of this changing urban landscape by portraying
young individuals who aspire to achieve educational success, professional recognition, and social
mobility while confronting the emotional consequences of competitive metropolitan life. Unlike
earlier Indian English novelists who concentrated primarily on nationalism or rural society, Bhagat
places the urban middle class at the centre of his narratives, demonstrating how modernization
creates both opportunities and psychological burdens. His fiction illustrates that cities function not
only as spaces of economic development but also as environments where individuals experience
loneliness, identity conflicts, institutional pressure, and emotional isolation (Bhagat, Five Point
Someone 35).

One of the most significant representations of urban alienation appears in Five Point Someone, where
the Indian Institute of Technology (I1T) symbolizes the highly competitive educational system of
modern India. Although IIT is regarded as one of the country's most prestigious institutions, Bhagat
portrays it as a place where academic excellence frequently comes at the cost of emotional well-
being. The protagonists—Hari, Ryan, and Alok—enter the institution with dreams of professional
success, yet they soon become victims of excessive academic pressure, rigid institutional discipline,
and constant evaluation. Instead of encouraging creativity and intellectual growth, the educational
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environment reduces students to numerical grades and rankings. Consequently, the characters begin
to experience frustration, anxiety, and feelings of inadequacy because their personal identities
become increasingly dependent upon academic performance (Bhagat, Five Point Someone 42).

Ryan's character particularly challenges the conventional educational model by questioning the
obsession with grades rather than knowledge. His criticism reflects a broader dissatisfaction with
urban educational institutions that value competition over innovation. Hari experiences emotional
insecurity because he struggles to satisfy both institutional expectations and his personal aspirations,
while Alok bears additional psychological pressure arising from financial hardship and family
responsibilities. Their friendship temporarily alleviates emotional isolation; however, it cannot
completely eliminate the alienation generated by the institutional structure itself. Thus, Bhagat
demonstrates that even prestigious educational spaces may become psychologically oppressive when
success is measured exclusively through academic achievement (Sharma 82).

Urban alienation is equally evident in One Night @ the Call Center, where Bhagat shifts his attention
from educational institutions to the corporate world. The novel portrays six employees working in a
multinational call centre that operates according to the demands of global capitalism. Although the
characters receive respectable salaries and enjoy modern lifestyles, they remain emotionally
dissatisfied and psychologically exhausted. Their professional identities are shaped by foreign
corporate cultures, technological surveillance, performance evaluations, and unrealistic productivity
targets. The workplace therefore becomes an impersonal environment where human relationships are
subordinated to organizational efficiency and economic profit (Bhagat, One Night @ the Call Center
45).

The call centre itself functions as a metaphor for globalization. Employees communicate daily with
foreign customers while concealing their own cultural identities through adopted Western names and
accents. This symbolic transformation reflects a deeper psychological alienation because individuals
gradually lose authentic connections with their own identities. Shyam, for instance, struggles with
low self-esteem and career insecurity despite possessing professional competence. Vroom becomes
increasingly frustrated with the mechanized nature of corporate employment, while Esha experiences
emotional disappointment as she sacrifices personal dignity in pursuit of professional success.
Military Uncle represents another dimension of urban alienation by illustrating how technological
modernization and changing family relationships can isolate elderly individuals from their own
families (Bhagat, One Night @ the Call Center 61).

Bhagat's representation of metropolitan life extends beyond educational and corporate institutions to
encompass broader social realities. His novels suggest that urbanization encourages consumerism
and material ambition while simultaneously weakening emotional bonds among individuals.
Characters frequently pursue financial stability, prestigious careers, and social recognition, believing
that these achievements will guarantee happiness. However, Bhagat repeatedly demonstrates that
economic success alone cannot resolve emotional dissatisfaction or interpersonal conflicts. The
contradiction between external achievement and internal emptiness becomes one of the defining
characteristics of urban alienation in his fiction.
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The city itself functions symbolically throughout Bhagat's novels. Metropolitan spaces offer
opportunities unavailable in rural society, yet they also demand continuous adaptation to rapidly
changing social and economic conditions. Individuals must constantly compete for educational
admission, employment, promotions, and social recognition. Such competition generates
psychological stress that affects family relationships, friendships, and romantic partnerships.
Consequently, Bhagat portrays urban life as a paradoxical experience where material advancement
frequently coincides with emotional vulnerability.

His accessible narrative style enables readers to recognize these problems through ordinary situations
rather than abstract philosophical discussions. By employing conversational language, humour, and
realistic dialogue, Bhagat presents alienation as an everyday experience familiar to millions of
educated Indians. The emotional struggles of his characters therefore become representative of an
entire generation attempting to balance personal aspirations with institutional expectations.

4.2 Middle-Class Anxiety in Chetan Bhagat

Middle-class anxiety constitutes another major theme in Chetan Bhagat's fiction, closely
interconnected with urban alienation. The Indian middle class traditionally values education, stable
employment, financial security, and social respectability as essential indicators of success. Following
economic liberalization, these aspirations intensified because globalization created new professional
opportunities while simultaneously increasing competition. Bhagat's novels consistently portray
middle-class individuals struggling to satisfy family expectations, maintain social status, and achieve
upward mobility within an increasingly competitive urban society (Nayar 118).

In Five Point Someone, middle-class anxiety emerges primarily through educational expectations.
The protagonists understand that admission to 1T represents not merely academic achievement but
also future economic security and family prestige. Consequently, academic failure becomes
psychologically devastating because it threatens both personal identity and social mobility. Alok's
situation illustrates this anxiety most clearly. Coming from a financially disadvantaged family, he
perceives educational success as the only means of improving his family's economic condition. His
fear of failure therefore extends beyond individual disappointment to include responsibility towards
his parents and disabled sister (Bhagat, Five Point Someone 76). Bhagat effectively demonstrates that
middle-class anxiety frequently originates from collective family expectations rather than individual
ambition alone.

Similarly, 2 States explores the intersection of romantic relationships and middle-class values. Krish
and Ananya genuinely love each other, yet their relationship encounters resistance because of
cultural, linguistic, and familial differences. Both families prioritize social prestige, regional identity,
and traditional marriage customs over individual happiness. Bhagat illustrates how educated urban
youth continue to experience psychological pressure despite living in modern metropolitan
environments. Their anxiety results from the necessity of reconciling personal desires with collective
family expectations, revealing that modernization has not entirely displaced traditional social
structures (Bhagat, 2 States 138).
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In Revolution 2020, Bhagat further expands his critique by examining the relationship between
corruption, education, and middle-class ambition. The novel presents a society in which professional
advancement increasingly depends upon economic power and political influence rather than merit
alone. Gopal's frustration reflects the disillusionment experienced by many middle-class youths who
discover that hard work does not always guarantee success. His emotional conflict illustrates how
systemic corruption intensifies anxiety by undermining confidence in social institutions (Bhagat,
Revolution 2020 102).

Bhagat therefore portrays middle-class anxiety as a multidimensional psychological condition
produced by educational competition, professional uncertainty, family obligations, consumer culture,
and social expectations. His novels suggest that while urbanization has expanded opportunities, it has
simultaneously increased emotional insecurity because individuals constantly compare themselves
with others and fear social failure. The pursuit of success becomes an endless process that frequently
compromises emotional well-being and personal relationships.

From a broader literary perspective, Bhagat's fiction demonstrates that urban alienation and middle-
class anxiety are inseparable aspects of contemporary Indian society. Educational institutions,
corporate organizations, family structures, and metropolitan spaces collectively shape the
psychological experiences of his characters. Through realistic storytelling and socially grounded
narratives, Bhagat exposes the emotional costs of modernization while emphasizing the continuing
importance of friendship, family support, and human relationships in overcoming the pressures of
urban life (Sharma 91).

V. CONCLUSION

The comparative study of Chetan Bhagat and Anita Desai reveals that urban alienation and middle-class
anxiety are central concerns in Indian English fiction. Both writers present the Indian middle class as a
social group caught between ambition and insecurity, tradition and modernity, social respectability and
inner dissatisfaction. Urban life, in their novels, is not merely a background but a powerful force that
shapes the thoughts, relationships, identities, and emotional struggles of the characters. The city becomes
a place of opportunity, but it also creates pressure, loneliness, competition, and psychological unease.

Chetan Bhagat’s fiction mainly focuses on the anxieties of contemporary urban youth. In novels such as
Five Point Someone and One Night @ the Call Center, he presents the pressures of education,
employment, family expectation, and social mobility. His characters are usually young, ambitious, and
middle-class individuals who struggle to achieve success in highly competitive urban environments.
Bhagat portrays alienation through academic stress, professional dissatisfaction, failed communication,
emotional insecurity, and the fear of failure. His treatment of middle-class anxiety is direct, realistic, and
closely connected with the experiences of modern Indian youth.

Anita Desal, in contrast, presents alienation through psychological and emotional depth. In novels such as
Cry, the Peacock and Clear Light of Day, she explores loneliness, marital incompatibility, family
distance, memory, silence, and inner conflict. Her characters often suffer not because of external
competition alone, but because of emotional neglect, suppressed desires, and the inability to communicate
meaningfully with others. Desai’s fiction shows that middle-class homes, despite their appearance of
stability and respectability, may become spaces of isolation, anxiety, and mental suffering.
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The comparison between Bhagat and Desai shows that both writers deal with similar concerns but
through different literary approaches. Bhagat’s novels represent the outward pressures of urban
middle-class life, while Desai’s novels reveal its inward psychological wounds. Bhagat’s characters
struggle with grades, jobs, relationships, and social success; Desai’s characters struggle with
memory, loneliness, family silence, and emotional imprisonment. Together, their novels provide a
wider understanding of urban alienation as both a social and psychological condition.

Thus, the study concludes that urban alienation and middle-class anxiety are not limited to economic
struggle or physical loneliness. They are deeply connected with emotional isolation, identity crisis,
social pressure, gender roles, family expectations, and the search for personal meaning. Through
their different narrative styles, Chetan Bhagat and Anita Desai expose the visible and invisible
tensions of Indian urban middle-class life. Their works show that modernization and urban growth
may promise progress, but they also produce psychological conflict and emotional fragmentation.
Therefore, the novels of both writers remain significant for understanding the changing experiences
of the Indian middle class in modern urban society.
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