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ABSTRACT 

This study examines the representation of urban alienation and middle-class anxiety in the selected novels of 

Chetan Bhagat and Anita Desai. Rapid urbanization and globalization have transformed the socio-economic 

landscape of India, creating new opportunities alongside psychological challenges such as stress, identity 

crises, loneliness, and emotional isolation. Using a qualitative comparative approach, the study analyses 

Bhagat's Five Point Someone and One Night @ the Call Center alongside Desai's Cry, the Peacock and Clear 

Light of Day. Bhagat portrays the visible pressures of academic competition, corporate culture, and middle-

class aspirations, whereas Desai explores the deeper psychological effects of loneliness, marital conflict, 

memory, and emotional neglect. Drawing upon theories of urban alienation, existentialism, and psychological 

criticism, the study demonstrates that both authors reveal the contradictions of urban middle-class life, where 

material progress often coexists with emotional insecurity. The findings highlight Indian English fiction as an 

important medium for understanding the psychological and social realities of contemporary urban India. 
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I.  Introduction 

Urbanization in India has significantly transformed the social, economic, and psychological landscape, 

creating a complex environment in which the middle class negotiates opportunity and pressure. Cities, 

while offering prospects for education, career advancement, and social mobility, also impose intense 

competition, societal expectations, and personal responsibilities, often resulting in stress, anxiety, and 

identity conflicts among the urban youth (Rao 45). 

Chetan Bhagat’s novels, including Five Point Someone, 2 States, and Revolution 2020, vividly capture 

the dilemmas of contemporary urban middle-class youth. His protagonists grapple with academic 

pressures, uncertain career paths, and familial expectations, reflecting culturally specific anxieties linked 

to aspirations for upward mobility (Bhagat 2004; 2009). Bhagat’s narrative style is direct, accessible, and 

socially grounded, portraying middle-class challenges in a relatable manner that resonates with a broad 

readership (Sharma 78). Through the depiction of urban educational institutions, corporate spaces, and 

interpersonal relationships, he foregrounds the visible stresses of modern Indian life. Often employing 

humour, situational irony, and familiar social settings, Bhagat illustrates the tension between individual 

desire and societal norms, offering a compelling insight into the aspirations, vulnerabilities, and anxieties 

of India’s urban middle class (Bhagat 2011). 

II. Biography of Chetan Bhagat 

Chetan Bhagat (born 22 April 1974, New Delhi, India) is a contemporary Indian author, columnist, and 

motivational speaker, widely recognized for his bestselling novels that capture the aspirations and 

dilemmas of India’s urban middle class. Bhagat studied at the prestigious Indian Institute of Technology 
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(IIT) Delhi, earning a degree in Mechanical Engineering, and later completed his MBA at the Indian 

Institute of Management (IIM) Ahmedabad. Before venturing into full-time writing, he worked in 

investment banking and corporate consulting, experiences that later influenced his portrayal of 

professional and urban life in India. 

Bhagat’s literary career began with the publication of Five Point Someone (2004), which explored the 

pressures of academic life at elite Indian institutions. He gained massive popularity with subsequent 

novels, including One Night @ the Call Center (2005), The 2 States (2009), and Revolution 2020 (2011), 

all of which blend humor, romance, and social commentary while highlighting the anxieties and ambitions 

of India’s young urban middle class. Many of his works have been adapted into successful Bollywood 

films, making his stories widely accessible and culturally influential. 

In addition to fiction, Bhagat writes columns for major Indian newspapers, addressing youth issues, 

education, career choices, and social change. He has received several accolades for his contribution to 

literature and popular culture and is regarded as one of India’s most influential contemporary writers, 

particularly for making literature relatable to a broad, urban readership. His writing is often characterized 

by its simple, direct style, focus on contemporary middle-class life, and engagement with social realities. 

III. Novels of Chetan Bhagat on Urban Alienation and Middle-Class Anxiety 

Chetan Bhagat is a prominent contemporary Indian writer whose novels vividly portray the realities of 

urban life and the anxieties of the Indian middle class. His works focus on young people struggling with 

academic pressure, career uncertainty, family expectations, social mobility, corruption, and emotional 

isolation in a rapidly modernizing society. Through relatable characters and realistic narratives, Bhagat 

captures the aspirations and frustrations of contemporary India. His novel Five Point Someone examines 

the intense competition and stress faced by engineering students. One Night @ the Call Center explores 

workplace dissatisfaction and identity crises among urban professionals. The 3 Mistakes of My Life 

highlights entrepreneurial ambitions and personal struggles, while 2 States: The Story of My Marriage 

addresses cultural conflicts and family expectations. Revolution 2020 critiques corruption and educational 

inequality, and Half Girlfriend explores class differences, loneliness, and belonging. Additionally, What 

Young India Wants presents his reflections on the aspirations and concerns of India’s youth. Together, 

these works provide valuable insights into urban alienation and middle-class anxiety in contemporary 

Indian society. 

Five Point Someone (2004) 

In Five Point Someone (2004), Chetan Bhagat explores the pressures and anxieties experienced by middle-

class students in the elite urban environment of IIT Delhi. The novel focuses on Hari, Ryan, and Alok, three 

friends struggling to meet the high academic expectations imposed by the institution and their families. The 

relentless competition, strict grading systems, and emphasis on academic success generate significant stress, 

making the characters feel trapped between personal aspirations and societal obligations (Bhagat 35). This 

pressure exemplifies middle-class anxiety, as education is framed as the primary means of upward mobility, 

leaving little room for failure or deviation from prescribed norms (Sharma 78). Urban alienation is depicted 

through the emotional and psychological isolation the students experience, even while surrounded by peers; 

friendships offer temporary solace but cannot completely mitigate the tension of conforming to institutional 

and societal expectations. Bhagat’s narrative emphasizes how the urban educational setting, while offering 

opportunities for social advancement, simultaneously creates a sense of estrangement, identity conflict, and 

emotional vulnerability among the urban middle-class youth (Bhagat 42). Through this portrayal, the novel 

illustrates the duality of urban spaces as both arenas of opportunity and sources of anxiety and alienation for 

young aspirants. 
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Characters: Hari, Ryan, Alok 

Educational Pressure & Stress  

o Quote: “We are not here to study. We are here to compete, to score, and survive. That’s what IIT 

teaches you—how to be a number.” — Hari  

o Highlight: Shows anxiety of rigid academic expectations and peer comparison.  

Peer Pressure & Social Comparison  

o Quote: “I kept looking around, trying to see if everyone else was coping better than me. And that’s 

when I realized, nobody really was.” — Ryan  

o Highlight: Emotional isolation despite being surrounded by peers.  

Career Uncertainty  

o Quote: “I don’t even know if all this effort will matter in the real world. It feels like we are running 

on a treadmill.” — Alok  

o Highlight: Anxiety about future success and middle-class expectations. 

One Night @ the Call Center (2005) 

In One Night @ the Call Center (2005), Chetan Bhagat examines the pressures of urban corporate life 

and the psychological anxieties of the Indian middle class. The novel centers on six call center 

employees—Shyam, Priyanka, Vroom, Esha, Military Uncle, and Carlos—who work night shifts in a 

high-pressure, technology-driven corporate environment. Bhagat portrays the constant monitoring, 

performance targets, and monotonous routines as sources of stress, anxiety, and emotional detachment, 

reflecting the challenges of urban professional life (Bhagat 28). The middle-class aspiration for economic 

stability, career growth, and social recognition heightens the characters’ anxiety, as failure or 

underperformance is perceived as personal and familial disappointment (Sharma 82). Urban alienation is 

depicted through the isolation the characters experience despite working in close proximity, highlighting 

emotional disconnection, lack of meaningful interpersonal bonds, and the impersonality of corporate 

spaces. Bhagat also emphasizes how technology, globalization, and corporate hierarchies intensify the 

sense of estrangement, creating an environment where professional obligations often overshadow 

personal desires and well-being (Bhagat 45). Through this narrative, the novel critiques the urban middle-

class pursuit of success while illustrating the psychological and emotional costs of modern corporate life. 

Characters: Shyam, Priyanka, Vroom, Esha, Military Uncle 

Shyam: Shyam is the protagonist and emotional center of the novel. He is ambitious yet uncertain, 

representing the urban middle-class youth caught between professional aspirations and personal 

limitations. His character embodies the tension of living in a competitive corporate environment where 

career success is tied to social validation. Shyam experiences self-doubt and anxiety due to the monotony 

of call center work and the pressure to fulfil family expectations. Thematically, he represents resilience, 

ethical introspection, and the struggle to reconcile dreams with reality in modern urban India. 

Workplace Pressure & Career Stress  

o Quote: “We are trapped in this cubicle, talking to strangers all day, while life passes us by.” — 

Shyam  

o Highlight: Shows the monotonous urban middle-class work life and the anxiety of unfulfilled 

aspirations.  
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Priyanka: Priyanka’s character illustrates the dual pressures of professional responsibility and financial 

constraint. She is diligent, ambitious, and aspirational, yet often frustrated by the repetitive and 

unfulfilling nature of her work. Priyanka’s character highlights the gendered dimension of middle-class 

urban stress, showing how women navigate career ambitions alongside societal and familial expectations. 

Her personal anxieties and desire for a better life make her a representation of aspiration and constraint in 

contemporary urban India. 

Middle-Class Aspirations & Financial Anxiety  

o Quote: “Every month ends with bills, loans, and dreams we can’t afford.” — Priyanka  

o Highlight: Financial strain and aspiration for upward mobility creates constant stress for middle-

class employees.  

Vroom: Vroom provides a mix of humour and insight into emotional alienation. He is socially interactive 

but internally detached, symbolizing the isolation that often accompanies modern urban jobs. Vroom 

struggles with identity and belonging in a monotonous, high-pressure work environment, reflecting the 

psychological distance between middle-class workers and their workplace communities. His character 

underscores the theme of urban disconnection and the hidden emotional costs of middle-class life. 

Emotional Alienation & Isolation  

o Quote: “We are surrounded by people at work, yet nobody knows us, really.” — Vroom  

o Highlight: Urban alienation, even in a busy work environment; lack of emotional connection.  

Esha: Esha embodies existential and emotional anxiety in the face of routine and repetitive urban labour. 

She is reflective and sensitive, often questioning the meaning and purpose of her work and life. Esha’s 

character portrays the inner psychological turmoil of urban middle-class individuals, particularly the 

tension between societal expectations and personal fulfilment. She highlights the stress, monotony, and 

emotional isolation inherent in middle-class urban employment, making her a critical lens into the mental 

health dimensions of urban alienation. 

Existential Anxiety & Life Dissatisfaction  

o Quote: “Is this all life has to offer? Endless calls, deadlines, and expectations?” — Esha  

o Highlight: Psychological stress and sense of futility in repetitive urban professional life.  

Military Uncle:  The Military Uncle acts as a mentor, moral compass, and source of guidance for the 

group. He represents experience, perspective, and ethical grounding, contrasting with the younger 

employees’ confusion and anxiety. His advice encourages resilience, hope, and self-reflection, providing 

a counterpoint to the stress and alienation experienced by the main characters. Thematically, he embodies 

wisdom, ethical clarity, and the possibility of overcoming middle-class anxieties through conscious 

choices and personal integrity. 

Societal & Parental Expectations  

o Quote: “My parents expect me to succeed, but in this place, success feels impossible.” — Shyam  

o Highlight: Middle-class anxiety compounded by family and societal pressure, common in urban 

India. 
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IV. Conclusion 

Chetan Bhagat’s novels provide a vivid portrayal of the anxieties, pressures, and emotional challenges 

faced by India’s urban middle-class youth. Across works such as Five Point Someone, One Night @ the 

Call Center, 2 States, and Revolution 2020, Bhagat highlights the multifaceted nature of urban 

alienation—ranging from academic and career pressures to familial expectations and social comparison. 

His characters, including Hari, Ryan, Alok, Shyam, Priyanka, Vroom, and Esha, embody the 

psychological tension between personal aspirations and societal obligations, often feeling isolated despite 

being surrounded by peers or colleagues. 

Through accessible narrative style, relatable urban settings, and realistic character experiences, Bhagat 

illustrates how the pursuit of success in cities creates both opportunity and stress for the middle class. 

Emotional isolation, repetitive professional routines, and the pressure to conform to familial and societal 

norms contribute to pervasive anxiety, while mentorship and friendships provide limited solace. 

Overall, Bhagat’s novels function as a mirror to the contemporary urban middle class, reflecting the 

interplay of ambition, expectation, and emotional vulnerability. They demonstrate that urbanization and 

modernization, while enabling upward mobility, also produce alienation, identity conflicts, and 

psychological stress, offering valuable insights into the lived experiences of middle-class India in the 21st 

century. 
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