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Abstract

This paper highlights how Chetan Bhagat’s popular fiction novels portray the cultural
shock as a sociological phenomenon within the corpus of Chetan Bhagat’s popular
fiction, with specific reference to 2 States: The Story of My Marriage, and Half
Girlfriend. Through a methodical textual analysis of these narratives, the study seeks
to illuminate how Bhagat encapsulates the complexities of cultural dissonance in
contemporary Indian society- a society increasingly shaped by the forces of
globalization, interregional diversity, and evolving educational paradigms. Drawing
upon Kalervo Oberg’s foundational model of cultural shock which delineates the
process into four distinct stages: honeymoon, frustration, adjustment, and adaptation
the paper interrogates the psychosocial experiences of Bhagat’s characters as they
navigate the transitional space between entrenched cultural traditions and emergent
modern sensibilities. These novels serve as illustrative microcosms of the broader
sociocultural transformations occurring in post-liberalization India, particularly
among urban youth grappling with hybrid identities, generational conflict, and
mounting socioeconomic pressures. The findings of this study reveal that Bhagat’s
protagonists often inhabit liminal spaces, negotiating not only external cultural
dislocations but also profound internal struggles related to self-definition, autonomy,
and relational dynamics. In this context, cultural shock transcends its conventional
anthropological framing and emerges as a deeply personal and collective crisis of
identity. The paper highlights the broader role of popular literature in reflecting and
facilitating dialogue on urban youth culture in post liberalization India.

. ___________________________________________________________________________|
RJOE JOURNAL 650


http://www.rjoe.org.in/
mailto:prathimatammana92@gmail.com
mailto:karmarkar999@gmail.com

RESEARCH JOURNAL OF ENGLISH (RJOE)
www.rjoe.org.in | Oray’s Publications | ISSN: 2456-2696
An International Approved Peer-Reviewed and Refereed English Journal
Impact Factor: 8.373 (SJIF) | Vol. 10, Issue 2 (April -June; 2025)

Keywords:Cultural Shock, Sociological Study, Indian Youth, Chetan Bhagat,
Identity Conflict, Tradition vs Modernity, Globalization

Introduction

Chetan Bhagat’s fiction often engages with the lived realities of India’s youth,
especially in the context of globalization, regional diversity, and aspirational mobility.
Among his most widely discussed works, 2 States: The Story of My Marriage (2009)
and Half Girlfriend (2014) provide rich ground for examining intra-national cultural
shock and identity negotiation. Both novels foreground the intersection of romantic
relationships with sociocultural dissonance, dramatizing the tension between personal
desires and societal structures. Though similar in their thematic concerns, these texts
diverge significantly in narrative tone, character construction, and the forms of
cultural conflict they portray.The excerpt introduces cultural shock as a sociological
and psychological phenomenon characterized by emotional and cognitive
disorientation in response to immersion in unfamiliar cultural environments. Drawing
on Kalervo Oberg’s (1960) seminal model—which outlines a four-stage process of
acculturation: honeymoon, frustration, adjustment, and adaptation—the passage
frames cultural shock not merely as an individual psychological event but as a broader
reflection of sociocultural negotiation and transformation. By locating the discussion
within the context of Chetan Bhagat’s fiction, the paper adopts a culturally specific
and generationally grounded lens. Bhagat’s core readership—urban, young, and
multilingual—inhabits a transitional India shaped by the liberalization policies of the
early 1990s. These readers are situated at the intersection of tradition and modernity,
where accelerated globalization, inter-regional mobility, and shifting educational and
professional aspirations generate acute moments of cultural confrontation. As such,
Bhagat’s novels become more than entertainment; they serve as sociological artefacts
that mirror and mediate the lived experiences of post-liberalization Indian youth.

His characters often confront Westernized work cultures, consumerist
ideologies, and shifting relationship norms that stand in contrast to conservative
social values. These encounters generate both fascination and alienation, reflecting
the “honeymoon” and “frustration” phases described by Oberg. Particularly in 2
States, Bhagat explores the internal cultural heterogeneity of India, portraying inter-
state and inter-linguistic tensions. This intra-national cultural clash is less frequently
addressed in traditional culture shock theory, yet it is central to India’s sociological
reality. Bhagat adapts Oberg’s model to this unique Indian context, highlighting how
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cultural disorientation also occurs within national borders. In Five Point Someone,
academic institutions become microcosms of cultural and generational conflict. The
pressure to conform to elite educational standards, coupled with rigid familial
expectations, creates an intense psychological and cultural crucible. This produces a
prolonged state of “frustration,” from which characters must negotiate either
adjustment or rupture.
Review of Literature

Several scholars have explored the sociocultural dynamics in Chetan
Bhagat’s novels. Studies by Sharma (2016) and Rao (2018) highlight how Bhagat
reflects youth aspirations and challenges in a transforming India. According to Nair
(2019), his characters represent the voice of middle-class Indians grappling with
Western influence. Other critics like Mehta (2020) examine Bhagat’s narratives as
accessible tools to study issues like gender inequality, inter-regional relationships,
and career dilemmas. However, limited research focuses explicitly on the theme of
cultural shock from a sociological lens. This paper aims to fill that gap by examining
how cultural dislocation and psychological conflicts shape the character arcs in
Bhagat’s novels, thus offering a more focused understanding of youth struggles in a
hybrid cultural landscape. The primary method is textual analysis of selected
novels—2 States, Half Girlfriend, emphasis on character behavior, narrative conflicts,
and social interactions. These texts are examined through a sociological lens to
identify patterns of cultural dislocation, psychological unrest, and societal adaptation.
Critical Analysis of Cultural Shock in Selected Novels of Chetan Bhagat

After going through the novels of Chetan Bhagath in detail the researcher has
identified the thrusted areas which focus on the importance of cultural identity in the
selected works. Here the researcher has briefly mentioned the important points by
which she was influenced.
2 States

The Story of My Marriage is a semi-autobiographical novel by Chetan
Bhagat that chronicles the love story of Krish Malhotra, a Punjabi boy from Delhi,
and Ananya Swaminathan, a Tamil Brahmin girl from Chennai. The narrative follows
their journey from meeting as MBA students at the Indian Institute of Management,
Ahmedabad (IIM-A), to attempting to marry across significant cultural and linguistic
divides. The plot focuses on the couple’s struggle to gain approval from their
conservative families, thus highlighting the challenges of inter-regional marriage in
India.The cultural shock emerges from the protagonist’s attempt to marry across
regional and cultural boundaries—North and South India. The tension between
Krish’s Punjabi family and Ananya’s Tamil Brahmin background exemplifies the
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rigidity of traditional norms and the strain it causes in modern relationships. The
novel reveals how inter-regional love, despite shared urban education, can become a
battleground of cultural pride and parental expectation. Bhagat subtly critiques how
Indian parents often view intercultural unions as threats to tradition, rather than
opportunities for integration. I find it particularly compelling how Bhagat uses irony
and humour to mask deep-rooted regional prejudices. The families in 2 States reflect
a broader sociological resistance: the hesitation of many Indians to accept internal
diversity, even while embracing globalization externally.

As a scholar analysing this work, I perceive that the cultural shock here is not sudden
or global in origin—it is intensely local. It arises from the invisible walls between
Indian states, communities, and family ideologies. Despite Krish and Ananya’s elite
education and urban exposure, their love cannot escape the constraints of parental
pride and cultural conditioning.

Half Girlfriend

Half Girlfriend narrates the story of Madhav Jha, a young man from a rural
background in Bihar, who gains admission to the elite St. Stephen’s College in Delhi
through a sports quota. There, he meets Riya Somani, an affluent, English-speaking
girl from urban Delhi. The plot explores their complicated relationship—framed
around Madhav’s inability to fit into Riya’s elite world and her reluctance to fully
commit emotionally. The title “Half Girlfriend” reflects the ambiguous, liminal status
of their relationship, symbolizing not just romantic confusion, but broader issues of
class, language, and identity in modern India. One of the most pronounced
sociological themes in Half Girlfriend is linguistic alienation. Madhav’s struggle with
the English language becomes symbolic of larger cultural and class divides in Indian
society. Bhagat uses Madhav’s voice—raw, hesitant, and marked by grammatical
inaccuracies—to foreground the systemic exclusion faced by those outside the urban,
English-speaking elite. Riya’s fluency in English, by contrast, situates her in a
position of privilege and cultural capital, intensifying Madhav’s sense of inferiority
and alienation.

This linguistic disparity exemplifies cultural shock in the context of internal
social stratification. Madhav's transition from rural Bihar to cosmopolitan Delhi
mirrors the “frustration” and ‘“adjustment” phases of Oberg’s model. He is
psychologically destabilized not by foreign culture, but by the unfamiliar codes of
urban elitism.

The cultural shock is more internalized. Madhav, a small-town Bihari boy,
faces insecurity and alienation at an elite English-medium college in Delhi. His
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struggle to adapt to Westernized norms, English-speaking environments, and elite
dating culture reflects deep psychological and social alienation.
Discussion

The recurring theme across Bhagat’s novels is the silent turmoil experienced
by individuals caught between two worlds—one rooted in traditional cultural
expectations and the other demanding rapid adaptation to modern values. The
sociological conflict is particularly evident in the areas of language, relationships,
career choices, and family expectations. Characters like Madhav and Krish represent
real-life youth who struggle to balance their desire for self-expression with societal
pressures. Bhagat does not offer idealistic solutions but rather presents cultural shock
as a reality for a generation in transition. His use of simple language, urban settings,
and contemporary dialogue allows readers to see themselves in his characters. By
doing so, he becomes a chronicler of India’s sociocultural evolution, bridging
literature and sociology in an accessible way.

In 2 States, the primary site of cultural shock is inter-regional. The North-
South divide between Krish (Punjabi) and Ananya (Tamilian) is explored through
their interactions with their respective families and communities. The conflict is
embedded in linguistic differences, culinary habits, marriage rituals, and regional
prejudices. The protagonists must traverse a cultural landscape that is familiar yet
fragmented, ultimately achieving a synthesis that affirms pluralistic values.

In contrast, Half Girlfriend presents intra-class and linguistic cultural shock.
Madhav Jha, from rural Bihar, experiences exclusion and inferiority in Delhi’s elite,
English-speaking circles. His cultural dislocation is not across regional lines but along
the axis of language, class, and urbanity. Riya, though Indian, embodies a
cosmopolitan ideal that alienates Madhav. The tension here is vertical (rural-urban,
vernacular-English) rather than horizontal (North-South), making Half Girlfriend a
study in internal marginalization.

Both novels feature emotionally complex female protagonists:

In 2 States, Ananya is confident, assertive, and emotionally available. She
participates actively in resolving familial conflicts and is positioned as Krish’s equal.
In Half Girlfriend, Riya is emotionally distant, guarded, and portrayed through
Madhav’s gaze. Her reluctance to define their relationship and her hidden trauma
render her enigmatic. While Bhagat attempts to construct her as independent, she is
often reduced to a narrative device for Madhav’s development.

Conclusion.

In summation, 2 States and Half Girlfriend transcend their surface as

romantic narratives to emerge as potent cultural texts that articulate the multilayered
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experiences of Indian youth navigating identity, love, and societal expectation in a
transforming nation. By contextualizing Kalervo Oberg’s theory of cultural shock
within distinctly Indian terrains—marked by inter-regional diversity and internal
class hierarchies—Chetan Bhagat redefines the parameters of cultural dislocation and
adaptation. His protagonists do not traverse foreign borders but instead journey
through India's own sociocultural labyrinth, revealing the often-overlooked fractures
within a supposedly unified national identity. Through their struggles, Bhagat
captures the emotional labor of belonging in a country where tradition and modernity
coexist in tension. Ultimately, his fiction underscores the capacity of popular
literature to serve not only as a mirror of societal change but also as a medium of
cultural introspection and dialogue. These narratives offer readers a deeper
understanding of the unspoken anxieties of a generation in transition, making
Bhagat’s work a valuable lens for sociological inquiry in contemporary Indian studies.
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