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Abstract: Arun Joshi’s The Foreigner examines the theme of 

existential alienation through its protagonist Sindi Oberoi, a man 
who endures profound disconnection from himself, society, and 
cultural roots. Born in Kenya to an Indian father and English 
mother and educated across continents, Sindi epitomizes 
rootlessness and identity crisis, embodying the modern 
“foreigner” in both literal and existential terms. Joshi employs a 
complex narrative structure with flashbacks and intense 
psychological insight to probe Sindi’s emotional detachment and 
quest for meaning amidst loss and trauma. The novel is a seminal 
exploration of alienation as both social estrangement and inner 
spiritual void, highlighting the tension between involvement and 
detachment, love and hate, belonging and displacement. Sindi’s 
eventual struggle towards acceptance and responsibility signals a 
tentative reconciliation with existence, reflecting existentialist 
concerns with authenticity, freedom, and anguish. This study 
analyzes the manifestations of alienation in Joshi’s work, using 
textual evidence to demonstrate how the protagonist’s fragmented 
selfhood critiques modern dislocation and underscores the human 
condition’s enduring challenges. The Foreigner remains a 
landmark in Indian English literature for its existential depth and 
philosophical concerns. 
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1. Introduction 
The Foreigner (1968), Arun Joshi's debut novel, stands as a 

significant text that explores the existential alienation 
experienced by the modern individual. The novel follows 
Surinder “Sindi” Oberoi, a man caught in the liminal space 
between East and West, past and present, belonging and 
estrangement. Born in Kenya to a mixed heritage, Sindi’s 
upbringing and education in Western countries deepen his sense 
of alienation when he returns to India. Joshi paints a penetrating 
portrait of psychological despair and rootlessness, illustrating 
the modern individual’s struggle for identity and meaning in a 
fragmented world. Sindi’s alienation is multifaceted—he feels 
disconnected from his cultural heritage, unable to forge 
meaningful relationships, and haunted by personal loss and 
disillusionment. Through psychological realism and narrative 
complexity, Joshi delves into themes of futility, detachment, 
and the search for peace in a spiritually barren world. The 
novel’s structure—shifting between past memories and present 
moments—reflects Sindi’s inner turmoil and quest for self-
understanding. The Foreigner is thus a lens through which  

 
Joshi critiques not only personal alienation but also the socio-
cultural dissonance of postcolonial India. 

2. Rationale and Objective 
This research aims to examine The Foreigner as a profound 

literary exploration of existential alienation in Indian English 
literature. The novel’s portrayal of Sindi Oberoi’s rootlessness, 
emotional detachment, and quest for meaning offers insight into 
the modern individual’s existential predicament. The rationale 
behind this study lies in Joshi’s unique cross-cultural 
perspective, synthesizing Eastern existential concerns with 
Western philosophical thought. The objective is to analyze how 
Joshi articulates alienation at personal, social, and spiritual 
levels, revealing the psychological consequences of 
displacement and cultural hybridity. Additionally, the study 
seeks to highlight Joshi’s narrative techniques—such as the use 
of flashbacks and characterization—that intensify the theme of 
alienation. This research contributes to a deeper understanding 
of existentialism’s influence on Indian English fiction while 
addressing broader issues of identity, belonging, and the human 
condition. 

3. Literature Review 
Scholarly works on The Foreigner recognize Arun Joshi’s 

masterful depiction of existential alienation and identity crisis. 
Critiques often emphasize Sindi Oberoi’s psychological 
struggles against a backdrop of cultural hybridity and 
postcolonial dislocation. Scholars like Bhatnagar and Dhawan 
draw parallels between Joshi’s characters and existentialist 
figures from Western philosophy, focusing on themes of 
loneliness, rootlessness, and absurdity. Champavat Mahipal 
Singh highlights Joshi’s introspective portrayal of the human 
psyche and his engagement with existential dilemmas such as 
freedom, despair, and the search for selfhood. Other critics note 
Joshi’s tension between detachment and involvement as 
integral to understanding his narrative’s philosophical 
dimensions. However, limited academic attention has been 
given to the resolution of alienation through spiritual and social 
commitment in Joshi’s work, an area this study aims to explore 
alongside the narrative’s structural complexity and symbolic 
elements. 
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4. Methodology/Research Design  
This research applies qualitative literary analysis focusing on 

thematic and textual examination of The Foreigner. Primary 
data involves close reading of the novel's narrative, character 
development, and key dialogues related to alienation. 
Secondary sources include academic critiques, literary essays, 
and philosophical texts on existentialism and Indian literature. 
The study adopts an interdisciplinary lens, integrating literary 
criticism with existential philosophy to interpret the 
psychological and socio-cultural layers of alienation. Emphasis 
is placed on analyzing the protagonist’s existential crisis 
through narrative techniques such as flashbacks and 
symbolism. The research contextualizes the novel within Indian 
postcolonial realities and Western existential thought, aiming 
for a comprehensive understanding of the theme. 

5. Discussion 

A. Existential Alienation and Rootlessness 
Run Joshi’s The Foreigner opens in a grim and emotionally 

charged setting, immediately evoking a mood of death and loss 
that frames the novel’s exploration of existential alienation. The 
protagonist, Sindi Oberoi, is called to identify the body of his 
friend Babu Rao Khamka in a morgue, a moment heavy with 
symbolism and foreshadowing. Joshi writes, “I had to identify 
my friend’s corpse. It was the beginning of the end for me” 
(Joshi, p.1), which sets the tone for Sindi’s spiritual and 
psychological unraveling throughout the narrative. This 
opening scene not only introduces death but metaphorically 
represents Sindi's own alienation—the death of his old self, 
connections, and the life he once knew. 

Sindi’s sense of being a perpetual outsider is rooted in his 
hybrid identity. Born to an Indian father and an English mother, 
and having lived across continents, Sindi grapples with a 
profound rootlessness that alienates him culturally and 
spiritually. He confesses, “I always felt a stranger in my own 
life” (Joshi, p.45), highlighting the depth of his estrangement 
even within his own existence. This feeling of ‘foreignness’ is 
not limited to geography but extends to his emotional 
experiences and self-perception. 

Joshi further intensifies the sense of alienation through 
Sindi's psychological state during the morgue scene, “I felt as if 
my legs were turning to stone. My eyes were dry; my throat 
contracted. I did not know where I was going, so there was no 
point in calling a cab” (Joshi, p.2). This portrayal of physical 
and emotional paralysis illustrates Sindi’s inner void and lack 
of direction—a man disconnected from the world and himself. 
The scene typifies the novel’s recurring motifs of detachment, 
disorientation, and the struggle for meaning in a life 
overshadowed by loss and existential despair. Sindi’s 
confrontation with death thus becomes a catalyst for his 
introspection on identity, belonging, and the alienation that 
pervades his existence. 

B. Psychological Detachment 
Arun Joshi’s The Foreigner masterfully explores the theme 

of psychological detachment through its protagonist, Sindi 

Oberoi, a man who initially employs detachment as a refuge 
from the chaos of life. Sindi declares, “Detachment was my 
refuge, my shield from the world’s chaos” (Joshi, p.164), 
revealing how emotional disengagement serves as a defensive 
mechanism to protect himself from pain, disappointment, and 
existential confusion. This detachment manifests as an 
aloofness in his relationships, work, and life decisions, 
reflecting his inability to engage genuinely with the world 
around him. Sindi’s rootlessness and mixed heritage intensify 
his emotional isolation, making detachment almost a 
psychological necessity. 

However, Joshi problematizes this detachment by 
demonstrating that it is ultimately a form of self-delusion and 
avoidance rather than true emotional freedom. After the 
traumatic deaths of his friend Babu and lover June, Sindi 
experiences a painful reckoning with the limits of his 
detachment. He reflects, “Detachment consisted of right action 
and not escape from it” (Joshi, p.206), signifying a deep 
realization that true detachment is not withdrawal or apathy, but 
involves responsible engagement with life’s realities. Joshi uses 
this insight to critique the romanticized notion of detachment as 
peace or salvation. Instead, Sindi’s journey reveals that 
avoidance only deepens his alienation, prolonging his 
existential despair. 

Furthermore, Sindi admits his earlier hypocrisy in 
relationships, “I tried to speculate about things objectively not 
realizing that objectivity was another form of vanity” (Joshi, 
p.126), showing his failed attempts to maintain emotional 
distance as a mask for insecurities. Joshi’s portrayal of Sindi’s 
psychological detachment thus becomes a potent exploration of 
modern man’s fear of involvement and vulnerability. Through 
Sindi’s painful self-awareness, Joshi advocates for an 
existential balance—accepting life’s suffering while 
committing fully to relationships and responsibilities, moving 
beyond alienation towards authentic existence. 

C. Cultural and Social Alienation 
Sindi Oberoi’s alienation in The Foreigner extends beyond 

his internal psychological struggles to his social and cultural 
environment. Despite physically returning to India in search of 
belonging, he remains estranged—“In India, I was a foreigner 
among my own people” (Joshi, p.76). This statement 
encapsulates the core of Joshi’s exploration of cultural and 
social alienation, where Sindi’s identity crisis is intensified by 
his inability to integrate into any community. His background, 
a product of an Indian father and English mother, coupled with 
education and life in Kenya, London, and America, renders him 
a cultural hybrid displaced in both East and West. This 
displacement fosters a profound existential confusion and 
restlessness. 

Joshi’s narrative critiques the postcolonial identity crisis, 
highlighting how globalization and cultural hybridity contribute 
to a sense of rootlessness. Sindi’s return to India does not 
restore his sense of self or community; rather, he finds that his 
“foreignness” is internalized, an inescapable part of his psyche. 
As Joshi puts it through Sindi's voice, “My foreigners lie within 
me and I could not leave myself behind wherever I went” 
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(p.61). This internal alienation reflects a deeper existential 
condition characterized by anomie and ontological insecurity. 

Furthermore, Sindi’s social alienation is reinforced by his 
failure to establish meaningful relationships in India. He 
experiences a disconnection not only from societal norms but 
also from cultural traditions and familial expectations, which 
contribute to his perception of being an outsider in a land where 
he should have felt rooted. His alienation has psychological, 
social, and cultural dimensions that collectively underscore the 
novel’s interrogation of belonging and identity in a postcolonial 
world marked by hybridity and fragmentation. 

D. Relationships as Mirrors of Alienation 
Sindi Oberoi’s alienation in The Foreigner is poignantly 

reflected in his personal relationships, which act as mirrors to 
his profound emotional and existential isolation. His doomed 
love affair with June, an American woman, symbolises the 
tragic impossibility of true connection for someone so deeply 
alienated. June's death plunges Sindi into deeper despair, 
underscoring how loss amplifies his detachment from life. Their 
relationship, intense yet transient, serves as a painful reminder 
of his inability to anchor himself emotionally. Sindi’s 
admission that he avoids marriage further reveals his fear of 
vulnerability and commitment: “Marriage would not help… We 
are alone” (Joshi, p.107). This refusal highlights his defence 
mechanism—detachment as protection against the risk of 
emotional pain and loss. 

Sheila, the sister of Sindi’s deceased friend Babu, represents 
the possibility of grounding and social involvement. Unlike 
June, Sheila embodies responsibility and familial ties, 
symbolising a potential connection to a community and a more 
rooted existence. Yet, Sindi confesses, “Sheila was my only tie 
to this world, yet even that felt tenuous” (Joshi, p.197). This 
acknowledgement reveals Sindi’s continuing struggle with 
commitment and engagement, suggesting that even his closest 
relationships fail to provide the security and belonging he 
craves. 

These relational dynamics reflect Joshi’s thematic concern 
with the alienation of modern man—not just a physical 
dislocation but an emotional and existential estrangement. 
Through Sindi’s interactions, Joshi shows how emotional 
detachment perpetuates loneliness and prevents the formation 
of authentic human bonds. The novel suggests that overcoming 
alienation requires more than mere relationships; it necessitates 
a deep internal change toward involvement and responsibility, 
moving beyond isolation to true connection. Thus, Sindi’s 
fractured relationships are a microcosm of his larger existential 
crisis. 

E. Narrative Structure and Alienation 
Arun Joshi’s The Foreigner employs a fragmented narrative 

structure and flashbacks to mirror the fractured self of its 
protagonist, Sindi Oberoi, effectively embodying his 
psychological and existential alienation. The nonlinear 
progression of the story reflects the intrusion of memories into 
Sindi’s present consciousness, highlighting his disorientation 
and internal turmoil. Instead of unfolding chronologically, the 

narrative oscillates between the past and present, revealing key 
traumatic events—such as the deaths of his friends June and 
Babu—intermingled with his current state of alienation. This 
technique enables Joshi to explore the psychological 
complexity of Sindi’s character by exposing how past 
experiences continuously shape and haunt his present. 

The use of flashbacks intensifies the reader’s understanding 
of Sindi’s alienation by depicting his fragmented identity as 
caught between different cultures and emotional landscapes. As 
Sindi navigates Boston, Delhi, and memories of Kenya and 
London, the disjointed narrative mimics his uprooted existence 
and inability to find psychological coherence. Joshi employs the 
first-person narrative, intertwining introspection with external 
events, which allows readers intimate access to Sindi’s 
consciousness. The stream-of-consciousness elements further 
enrich this portrait, emphasizing the protagonist’s continuous 
internal dialogue and emotional conflict. 

Joshi also structures the novel like a psychological thriller, 
beginning with an intense scene where Sindi identifies Babu’s 
body in a morgue. This opening immediately immerses readers 
into Sindi’s fractured world. As literary critic notes, “The ‘I’ 
character serves its purpose well, bringing out the protagonist’s 
psychical contact with society and environment that induce a 
disturbed psychological development which finally enable him 
to solve his turmoil of alienation.”. the-criterion 

The sequencing of past and present events creates suspense 
while underscoring the persistent presence of trauma in Sindi’s 
life. This narrative approach reveals not only the external 
dislocation but also the internal chaos wrought by existential 
alienation, reinforcing Joshi’s theme that alienation permeates 
memory, identity, and consciousness alike. 

F. Existential Themes: Freedom, Choice, and Responsibility 
The novel resonates with existentialist themes: freedom’s 

burden, meaninglessness, and the search for authentic selfhood. 
Sindi grapples with existential angst, acknowledging, “To be 
free is to be alone, to face the abyss of meaningless existence” 
(p.192). Joshi explores the tension between passivity and 
engagement, portraying Sindi’s eventual realisation that 
surrendering to life’s responsibilities is necessary to overcome 
alienation. 

G. Philosophical and Spiritual Dimensions 
Joshi integrates Indian spiritual philosophy with Western 

existentialism. Sindi’s journey culminates in a tentative 
spiritual awakening marked by acceptance rather than escape, 
“True peace was not in flight but in facing life’s impermanence” 
(p.210). This blend of philosophies enriches the novel’s 
exploration of alienation as a universal human condition that 
transcends cultural boundaries. 

6. Findings 
The study reveals that The Foreigner articulates existential 

alienation as an intricate interplay between personal 
dislocation, cultural hybridity, and spiritual void. Sindi Oberoi 
encapsulates the modern “foreigner,” alienated from heritage, 
self, and society. Joshi’s narrative techniques—flashbacks, 
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internal monologues—effectively render this alienation’s 
psychological dimensions. The novel highlights detachment’s 
double-edged nature: a shield against pain that paradoxically 
deepens isolation. Yet, Joshi offers a resolution through Sindi’s 
movement towards acceptance, responsibility, and spiritual 
reconciliation, incorporating both existentialist and Indian 
philosophical perspectives. This highlights Joshi’s unique 
contribution to Indian English literature and existential 
discourse, portraying alienation not merely as despair but as a 
transformative state that can lead to authentic selfhood and 
social connection. 

7. Conclusion 
Arun Joshi’s The Foreigner is a profound meditation on 

existential alienation, exploring the complexities of identity, 
dislocation, and the human search for meaning. Through Sindi 
Oberoi’s character, Joshi examines how alienation permeates 
the modern psyche, intensified by cultural hybridity and the 
pressures of postcolonial existence. The novel’s rich 
psychological portrayal combined with existential and spiritual 
themes offers a nuanced understanding of alienation beyond 
mere social estrangement. Joshi’s narrative challenges the 
notion of detachment as peaceful, revealing it as an existential 
trap that requires conscious engagement with life’s 
uncertainties. Sindi’s gradual transformation—from 
disillusionment to tentative acceptance—illustrates a pathway 
from solitude to connection, reflecting Joshi’s belief in the 

potential for redemption through involvement and 
surrender. The Foreigner remains an essential work in Indian 
English literature, bridging Western existentialism with Indian 
consciousness and addressing universal concerns of alienation, 
freedom, and authenticity. It compels readers to reflect on their 
own existential condition and the possibility of finding meaning 
in a fragmented world. 
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