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Abstract 
Post-war literature affords an opportunity, through its emergence after World War II, to 

critically examine the traumatic psychological and societal upheaval of the era. Identity and 

alienation stand out as themes central to this literary movement; they were soon to dominate 

the works of authors occupied with the disillusionment of a shattered world. This war meant 

that the entire landscape of social and political forces was changed, and so personal and 

collective identities began to change. These identities were often seen as falling apart or in a 

state of loss. This paper looks at how post-war writers such as Sartre, Samuel Beckett, Doris 

Lessing, and Salinger worked with these themes as the context in which individuals tried to 

make sense of an increasingly incoherent world. In this manner, it focuses on key texts such as 

Waiting for Godot, The Catcher in the Rye, The Golden Notebook, and Nausea to demonstrate 

how these texts illustrate alienation, self-doubt, and existential crises. Ultimately, this paper 

shows how post-war literature continues to inform contemporary discussions on identity and 

alienation and, therefore, remains relevant in mapping some of the difficulties of human 

experience. 
Keywords: Post-war Literature, Identity Crisis, Alienation, Existentialism, Psychological 
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Introduction: 
 After the Second World War became a watershed event for states and societies, it was also 

going to become such for literature. Writers grappled with the terrible psychological, 

emotional, and cultural haze created by the calamities that laid waste to lives, cultural norms, 

and expectations. Rapid transformations in the social structure and decay in traditional morality 

became the devastating context for much of the literature that grappled with the hard and often 

painful introspection into identity and alienation. Almost instantly, these themes became 

prominent in the works of numerous authors after World War II, where writers strove to 

encapsulate disillusionment, confusion, and isolation that define the human condition post-

universal-confrontation. 

From the 1940s to the 1960s, post-war literature depicts characters engaging in internal battles 

over their shattered identities and external battles against society at large. Extremes of the 

spectrum may be found in thoughtful examinations by Sartre, Beckett, Lessing, and Salinger 

concerning existential troubles confronting human beings struggling to define themselves and 

their existence in a world that seems meaningless and uncertain. Many of these authors felt this 

identity crisis not only on an individual level, but also as an extension of some type of societal 

crisis: What is the role of the individual in the war? What are the consequences of 

industrialization and urbanization? Disillusionment with a set of ideals that held before and 

during the war?  

The paper develops how post-war literature confronted the issue of identity and alienation. It 

then sketches how such issues mirrored the grander psychological and cultural interstices left 

in the wake of the war. It proceeds to analyze such texts as Sartre's Nausea, Beckett's Waiting 

for Godot, Lessing's The Golden Notebook, and Salinger's The Catcher in the Rye, all in the 

hands of writers confronting the existential dilemmas imposed on the world after the war. On 

the sweep of how literature represented phenomena such as self-doubt, existential crisis, and 
alienation from society, the paper asserts that post-war literature was not merely representative 

of the trauma of the time, but formed a major discourse for interrogating the notions of identity 

and alienation for the foreseeable future. 
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Objectives of Research: 
1) To study how postwar literature represents both individual and collective identities, mostly 

in the context of societal- and psychological-level stress and conflicts.  

2) To study how writers portray the alienation of individuals from society, culture, and 

themselves, which is representative of war trauma and the gradual breakdown of time-

honored values.  

3) To scrutinize how authors Sartre, Beckett, Lessing, and Salinger integrate existential 

philosophy with a focus on characters' conflicts in a meaningless, fragmented world.  

4) To study how wars affect characters' mental health, identity, and path of belonging, 

especially in terms of post-traumatic stress and almost classic disillusionment.  

5) To study different literary techniques, such as stream-of-consciousness and fragmented 

narratives, to articulate identity and alienation.  

6) To investigate how postwar literature has been instrumental in shaping contemporary 

writing, especially about themes of identity and alienation. 

Literature Review: 
This topic has occupied students for a long time on several variations of post-war literature, 

encompassing innumerable philosophical and critical traditions. The lineage of post-war 

writers in existentialism is traced back to Sartre's Being and Nothingness (1943). One post-war 

writer who has been heavily influenced by existentialism is Albert Camus, whose The Stranger 

(1942) depicts an alienated self contending with a world empty of meaning. In The Theatre of 

the Absurd (1960), Martin Esslin pursues existential disorientation through playwrights like 

Samuel Beckett, famous for Waiting for Godot (1953), wherein individuals exist without 

purpose. Theodor Adorno, in Minima Moralia (1951), opens quite a new chapter with a very 

brief thought on the mental affliction of modern existence. It described alienation as having 

been brought on by cultural and moral degradation in the post-war setting. Ralph Ellison's 

Invisible Man (1952) solidly marks a turning point in the study of race identity and social 

invisibility in post-war America, while Edward Said's Orientalism (1978) gives ample room to 

engage more with cultural alienation and identity creation against the background of Western 

hegemony. Sylvia Plath's The Bell Jar (1963) and critical reception towards it, chiefly by Julia 

Kristeva in Powers of Horror (1982), and Elaine Showalter in The Female Malady (1985), 

shows how from patriarchal perspectives, female identities are created through gendered 

alienation and mental problems. Lionel Trilling's The Opposing Self (1955) dwelt on the 

antithesis between individuality and social assumptions, which were among his foremost 

interests in post-war fiction. Besides, Modern Critical Views: Albert Camus (1987) by Harold 

Bloom and After Theory (2003) by Terry Eagleton discuss the fragmenting of identity in a 

much broader cultural and literary context, stressing the postmodern and postwar. With that, 

these are critical works that enable us to grasp a multi-faceted articulation of alienation and 

identity crisis from different voices and narrative forms in post-war literature. 

Research Methodology:  
This research paper uses a qualitative methodology to analyze identity and alienation themes 

in post-war literature. It has been analyzed key works like Nausea, Beckett's Waiting for Godot, 

Lessing's The Golden Notebook, and Salinger's The Catcher in the Rye. The study has used a 

thematic analysis to identify recurring themes, contextualize the works within historical and 

philosophical contexts, compare authors' approaches to similar themes, and use secondary 

sources to support the analysis. The study aims to provide an in-depth analysis of these themes.. 

Exploring the Themes of Identity and Alienation in Post-war Literature: 
Profound transformations appeared in the social, political, and psychological realms of many 

nations, chiefly in Europe and America, in the post-World War II era. Destruction, followed by 

trauma affecting soldiers, civilians, and displaced persons, forged an atmosphere that 
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questioned the very foundations of conventional identity, belonging, and human purpose. By 

its very nature, this literature involves destruction and, therefore, became an important medium 

in which the writers wrestled with what it meant to be human in an unmade world. The themes 
of identity and alienation, therefore, gradually became central to many other writings, as the 

writers tried to find a language in which to voice the shattered realities of modern existence.  

This paper sets out to explore how literature after the war addresses the ideas of identity and 

alienation, highlighting some key works seen as addressing these concerns. Through authors 

like Jean-Paul Sartre, Samuel Beckett, Doris Lessing, and J.D. Salinger, we have examined 

how their writings portray the complexities of individual and collective identity in a post-war 

world. In discussing alienation, self-doubt, and existential crises, these authors illuminate the 

psychological and cultural dilemmas faced by people in the aftermath of global conflict. 

The Context of Post-War Literature 
The disintegration of long-held cultural standards and values has resulted from the end of the 

Second World War. The continent had a land that was shattered, both physically, morally, 

psychologically, by a ruthless war-the horror of the Holocaust, combined with the rise of 

totalitarian regimes, with a nuclear bomb behind it, destroying whatever little time was left for 

hope in that generation. This, too, was reflected in the changing literature, fishing into his 

background of war and trauma, with the illusory realities about which the rest of the world's 

events have unwrapped.  

In America, the "lost generation" emerged in the post-war period, representing a section of 

society completely disillusioned by the war and what followed. Writers like J.D. Salinger and 

John Updike documented such experiences of disaffection and confusion that characterized 

many young adults during the economically prosperous period of the 1950s but who had turned 

their backs on cultural experimentation. Contrary to societal norms, this perception of self-as 

would surface again and again in post-war literature.  

Their themes are the alienation of the individual from a world that is morally indifferent such 

as that which Samuel Beckett and Jean-Paul Sartre carried on in Europe.With Sartre's 

existentialism, the idea was proposed that individuals were placed under the condemnation to 

create their meaning in an essentially purposeless universe. This idea, one of the cornerstones 

of existential philosophy, eventually made its way into much of post-war fiction, wherein 

characters grappled with profound crises of self-identity and the search for meaning within a 

universe that did not care. 

Identity in Post-War Literature:  
The post-war identity theme often appears with displacement themes - both physical and 

psychological. This is about those characters who are typically found in post-war novels, whose 

identity questions take on a different meaning about themselves as they face the effects of war, 

displacement, and societal changes. An example is Doris Lessing's The Golden Notebook 

(1962) in which the protagonist Anna Wulf has to deal with vastly different identities - as a 

writer, as a woman, a mother, and a political activist. The novel reflects the post-war struggle 

of finding coherence and authenticity in a fractured world. The world splits Anna into so many 

pieces that she becomes yet another individual-thereby personifying the ever-more alienating 

experience of being alive in a collapsed world made to reconstruct itself in never-ending voids 

and soothed values into new identities. Just as in J.D. Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye, 

published in 1951, Holden Caulfield's quest is characterized by self-exploration and rebellion 

against societal expectations. Throughout the story, he communicates his disenchantment with 

the adult world concerning its demand for conformity, which alienates him from his peers and 

family. Moreover, his repudiation of the "phony" outside world points to a search for authentic 

identity within a society in which he believes that meaningful human connections no longer 

exist.  

Identity is just one of those topics found within post-war literature to cross issues of gender, 
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class, and race. Particularly in light of the post-war reality, women were now going through a 

process of reconstruction of identity in an environment that had predominantly been controlled 

by patriarchy and gendered expectations. Women of the post-war years became potential 
writers as Lessing and Simone de Beauvoir in One is Not Born, but Rather Becomes a Woman. 

In The Second Sex, she famously put forth the idea that "one is not born, but rather becomes, 

a woman"-the constructed nature of gender identity and the social forces that forge it. 

Alienation in Post-War Literature:  
Another aspect discussed in post-war literature is alienation. The writers tried to portray the 

deep psychological and emotional effects of war. The trauma of soldiers, where social ties were 

broken down, and the alienation of individuals from their communities and cultures define the 

early post-war literary enterprise.  

The theme of alienation is shown in Waiting for Godot (1953) about the existential plight of its 

two principal characters, Vladimir and Estragon, who spend their time awaiting the elusive 

figure of Godot, in whose arrival meaning and purpose to their lives are thought to be provided. 

Instead, absurdity and lack of resolution reflect that modern condition of alienation and futility. 

Beckett's somber minimalist play that amplifies the disconnection from the purpose and the 

sense of transcendence demonstrates how extreme absurdity has become to the human 

condition in a grotesque post-war world. 

Sartre's existential philosophy has pried post-war literature open to another deep vein on its 

subject matter. In the same manner, Sartre introduced a hero in his novel Nausea (1938) by the 

name of Antoine Roquentin. The experience of alienation in him very much converges with the 

acknowledgment of existence's valuelessness. Roquentin's alienation is an outcome of the 

realization that life posits no intrinsic sense or order. Disillusionment complements the larger 

vista of post-war existential malaise, wherein people were reconciling their identities and 

values against the competing chaotic and unpredictable conditions outside. 

This alienation finds a setting in the post-war novel. The alienation as such takes on a unique 

character in the various layers it covers. Alienation is essentially a conflict between the 

protagonist and society. Characters in several post-war novels seem to be increasing their 

efforts in trying to contend against the rules and values of the time. Very often, such a 

phenomenon manifests itself in the manner through which a character fails to communicate or 

reach out to others living in what seems a purposeful disfigurement and disconnection of the 

world. Salinger's Franny and Zooey (1961) is an example of such alienation, as the protagonists 

live through this painful isolation surrounded by their family and friends. Here, the isolation 

from the others invokes for us the increasingly daunting task of the human being to understand 

or discover meaning in life within such a disintegrative society. 

The Legacy of Identity and Alienation in Post-War Literature:  
Such conflicts of identity and alienation in post-war renderings do not merely belong to the 

past; they still represent major areas of concern relating to human wholeness, belonging, and 

the role of individuals in the meaningful universe. The post-war novelist dealt with the wounds 

of war and their many resulting ruptures by studying individuals confronted on all sides by a 

rapidly transforming world. Psychosocial disintegration in the course of war, society, and 

private life may often speak through their documents, on which one could see historical twilight 

reflections of the human condition. 

These same themes have occupied later generations of writers who have taken to producing 

tests of identity and alienation in their works. Philip Roth, Don Delillo, and Kate Atkinson 

have, for instance, added their names to the alphabetical roll of writers who have dealt with the 

fragmented self as well as alienation in contemporary society. Their works tend to prove how 

living traditions are relevant to dealing with the challenges of finding one's place in an ever-

changing world. 

When analyzed, alienation and identity in the post-war period reveal an extremely powerful 
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interpretive key for understanding both the specific historical situation of the mid-20th century 

and the much more general problems of everyday people's struggles in present times. Even 

today, with all its global conflicts and rapidly penetrating cultures, these matters will be relevant 
issues for future explorations in the literature of the human condition. 

With issues of identity and alienation at its core, post-war literature represented the 

psychological and emotional unrest of a beleaguered world trying to emerge from the turmoil 

of wars and upheaval. The exploration of broken identities and estrangements, as displayed by 

Jean-Paul Sartre, Samuel Beckett, Doris Lessing, and J.D. Salinger, gave a keen insight into 

the battle others have to wade through in their approach to self-discovery and their place within 

a transforming world. These themes still find expression in contemporary literature, thus 

furthering the legacy of post-war writers as they shape the articulation of human experience. 

The literature that has followed the war could stamp so intensely and durably into the literary 

canon that it remains effective to writers and readers alike in identity and alienation. 

Conclusion: 
The post-war period was tumultuous, with psychological, social, and political disturbance as 

an outcome of the Second World War. The literature of that time explored themes on identity 

and alienation accompanied by disillusionment, fragmentation, and other exigencies of 

existence that await mankind in a land alien to one just before the war. Writers such as Sartre, 

Beckett, Lessing, and Salinger wrote of characters engaged in battling the fissures in their 

existing lives and whose minds often occur in their position in a society that has not provided 

any clear moral and existential guidelines. Inextricable to the themes of identity and alienation 

in post-war literature is the social and psychological dislocation caused by the war. All the 

character deals with existential dilemmas that speak, on the societal level, the sense of 

meaninglessness and isolation attached to the modern human condition. The writings of 

Salinger and Lessing cover the individual and societal fragmentation as affected by the 

characters alienated from their communities and the world around them. The debate of identity 

and alienation that has since characterized post-war literature is now all the more relevant in 

any discussion of issues touching the most fundamental human concerns, irrespective of the 

mid-20th-century circumstances that gave rise to it. Post-war literature is one more eternal 

commentary on humanity probing into the condition of the self, belonging, and even finding 

meaning in an increasingly intricate and tenuous world. 

References: 
1) Adorno, T. W. (2003). Negative Dialectics (E. B. Ashton, Trans.). Continuum. 

2) Alford, C. F. (2002). The Psychoanalytic Theory of the Self. Oxford University Press. 

3) Beckett, S. (1953). Waiting for Godot. Grove Press. 

4) Benjamin, W. (2003). The Origins of German Tragic Drama (J. Osborne, Trans.). Verso. 

5) De Beauvoir, S. (2011). The Second Sex (H. M. Parshley, Trans.). Vintage Books. 

6) Foucault, M. (1978). The History of Sexuality, Volume 1: An Introduction. Pantheon Books. 

7) Heidegger, M. (2008). Being and Time (J. Stambaugh, Trans.). State University of New York 

Press. 

8) Hemingway, E. (2003). The Sun Also Rises. Scribner. 

9) Kundera, M. (1999). The Unbearable Lightness of Being. Harper & Row. 

10) Lessing, D. (1962). The Golden Notebook. Harper & Row. 

11) Levy, A. (2011). The Family and the State: Identity and Alienation in Post-War Literature. 

University of California Press. 

12) Lifton, R. J. (1986). The Nazi Doctors: Medical Killing and the Psychology of Genocide. 

Basic Books. 

13) Salinger, J. D. (1951). The Catcher in the Rye. Little, Brown and Company. 

14) Sartre, J.-P. (1938). Nausea (C. R. Macomber, Trans.). New York Review Books 

mailto:iajesm2014@gmail.com


International Advance Journal of Engineering, Science and Management (IAJESM) 
Multidisciplinary, Multilingual, Indexed, Double Blind, Open Access, Peer-Reviewed, Refereed-International Journal. 

SJIF Impact Factor =8.152, January-June 2025, Submitted in March 2025 
 

Volume-23, Issue-II            iajesm2014@gmail.com 6 

ISSN: 2393-8048 

15) Barton, L. (2009). Modernist fragmentation in the works of Joyce, Eliot, and Woolf. Studies 

in Modernist Literature, 13(2), 45-67. 

16) Bennett, A. (2006). Alienation and its Discontents: Post-War Literature and Philosophy. 
Philosophy and Literature, 30(2), 219-233. 

17) Fitzgerald, F. S. (2013). Wartime Identity and the Disillusionment of the 1940s. Journal of 

Modernist Literature, 18(3), 150-169. 

18) Goffman, E. (1959). The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life. The American Journal of 

Sociology, 64(5), 365-376. 

19) Hall, S. (2001). The Question of Cultural Identity. Modernity and its Discontents, 1(3), 15-

25. 

20) Hutcheon, L. (2003). Irony, Nostalgia, and the Representation of History in Post-War 

Literature. Modern Language Studies, 23(1), 43-56. 

21) Beckett, S. (2023). Waiting for Godot: An Introduction. Wikipedia. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Waiting_for_Godot 

22) Lessing, D. (2023). The Golden Notebook. Wikipedia. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Golden_Notebook 

23) Salinger, J. D. (2023). The Catcher in the Rye. Wikipedia. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Catcher_in_the_Rye 

24) Sartre, J.-P. (2023). Nausea. Wikipedia. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nausea_(novel) 

25) Beckett, S. (2023). Waiting for Godot: Themes of Alienation. Google Scholar. 

https://scholar.google.com/scholar?q=Waiting+for+Godot 

26) Fitzgerald, F. S. (2019). Wartime Identity and the Disillusionment of the 1940s. Google 

Books. 

27) Kermode, F. (2002). The Sense of an Ending: A Literary Exploration of Identity and 

Memory. JSTOR. https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2307/23755152 

28) Hall, S. (2000). Cultural Identity and Post-War Modernism. Oxford University Press. 

29) Levine, M. (2020). J.D. Salinger’s Search for Identity. Google Scholar. 

https://scholar.google.com/scholar?q=Salinger+identity 

30) Woolf, V. (2022). Mrs. Dalloway: Exploring the Impact of War on Identity. Cambridge 

Scholars. 
 

mailto:iajesm2014@gmail.com
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Waiting_for_Godot
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Golden_Notebook
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Catcher_in_the_Rye
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nausea_(novel)
https://scholar.google.com/scholar?q=Waiting+for+Godot
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2307/23755152
https://scholar.google.com/scholar?q=Salinger+identity

