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Abstract 

Alienation stands as the defining force of modern identity, traced through five key texts: Shakespeare's 

Hamlet (1603), Shelley's Frankenstein (1818), Brontë's Wuthering Heights (1847), Kafka's The 

Metamorphosis (1915), and Plath's The Bell Jar (1963). Employing a philosophical lens from Hegel, 

Marx, Fromm, Sartre, and Tönnies, this paper examines how estrangement evolves from Renaissance 

doubt to postwar existential voids, revealing characters' confrontations with societal, labor, self, and 

purpose separations. Patterns of otherness disrupt norms, fostering autonomy and defiance, positioning 

literature as philosophy's emotional conduit to modernity's fractures. Ultimately, alienation forges identity 

not despite disconnection but through it, mirroring four centuries of humanity's resilient quest for 

belonging. 

Keywords: alienation, modernity, otherness, literary criticism, philosophical analysis 

Introduction 

Alienation is a recurring motif in literature, representing a profound disconnection from self, society, and 

purpose. This disconnection is often intensified in contexts of diaspora and cultural upheaval, where 

rootlessness fragments the human spirit. The theme is particularly salient during periods of historical 

transition, as individuals confront shifting paradigms, such as the movement from divine certainties to 

secular doubts and from communal bonds to isolated individualism. In Shakespeare's Hamlet, Renaissance 

tensions are evident in Hamlet's moral paralysis amid skepticism, as he is torn between introspection and 

action. In the Victorian era, Mary Shelley's Frankenstein and Emily Brontë's Wuthering Heights examine 

individualism within the context of increasing industrial pressures and rigid class structures. Victor 

Frankenstein's hubris and Heathcliff's vengeful outsider status exemplify profound isolation. Modernism 

further intensifies these divisions, as seen in Franz Kafka's The Metamorphosis, where Gregor Samsa's 

transformation reveals the commodification of existence, and in Sylvia Plath's The Bell Jar, which depicts 

Esther Greenwood's psychic suffocation under postwar gender expectations. 
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Collectively, these texts document the evolution of modernity from theological collapse to existential void, 

with each work representing a pivotal moment in the portrayal of estrangement. This study offers a 

comparative analysis of alienation across these literary works, contending that literature not only renders 

philosophical abstractions accessible but also serves as a critical indicator of shifting social norms, ideas, 

and emotions. Rather than undermining modern identity, otherness becomes a catalyst for agency, 

blending estrangement with the resilience that characterizes the modern human condition. Through the 

integration of philosophical perspectives and close textual analysis, this paper positions the literary 

outsider as a valuable lens for understanding how disconnection paradoxically fosters resilient 

subjectivities. 

 

Literature Review 

The concept of alienation predates modernity, with roots in theological separation from God, economic 

transactions like land sales, or even medical notions of madness, all evoking a fundamental disconnection 

from the world, others, and oneself. Philosophers, however, reframed it as a hallmark of societal 

transformation amid crumbling traditional worldviews. Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel pioneered a 

dialectical understanding, positing alienation as self-externalization: individuals project their essence into 

the world through labor and recognition, feeling estranged until mutual acknowledgment—facilitated by 

family, community, and state restores unity. Yet, Hegel noted, many overlook this reconciliatory potential, 

remaining strangers in ostensibly supportive structures, a tension ripe for literary exploration. 

Karl Marx radicalised Hegel's idealism into a material critique, arguing that capitalism estranges workers 

from the products of their labour (which become commodities owned by others), the labour process itself 

(reduced to mechanical drudgery), fellow humans (as competitors), and their own species-being (creative 

potential stifled by the need for survival). This multi-layered alienation breeds powerlessness, 

dissatisfaction, and a sense of purposelessness, defining proletarian existence under bourgeois relations. 

Marx observed its uneven impacts capitalists may feel detached from meaningful work without the 

worker's acute pain, resisting reductive explanations and calling for revolutionary systemic overhaul. 

Erich Fromm extended this into psychology, contending that modernity alienates individuals not just from 

labor and society but from their core selves, fostering "marketing orientations" where people become 

commodities. In Escape from Freedom, he delineates mechanisms of flight: authoritarian submission 

(sadomasochistic power dynamics), destructiveness, and automaton conformity, all evading the anxieties 

of freedom. Jean-Paul Sartre pushed further into existential territory, declaring alienation intrinsic to 

human being-for-itself (pour-soi): condemned to freedom, we perpetually become through choices, 

forever alienated from fixed essence (en-soi) and prone to bad faith—self-deceptive flight from 

responsibility. Ferdinand Tönnies complemented this sociologically, distinguishing Gemeinschaft (warm, 

organic communities bound by tradition) from Gesellschaft (cold, rational societies of calculated 

contracts), where modernity's shift erodes authentic belonging, spawning isolation. 

Collectively, these thinkers spanning idealism, materialism, psychoanalysis, existentialism, and sociology 

illuminate alienation as modernity's structural ethos, a generative dialectic rather than mere pathology. 

Their frameworks interlock to reveal estrangement's progression: from Hegelian recognition deficits to 

Marxian exploitation, Frommian psychic defences, Sartrean freedom's burden, and Tönniesian communal 

erosion. 

Research Findings 

Hamlet inaugurates modern alienation through reflective inaction amid Renaissance scepticism, capturing 

the theological collapse into individual doubt. Hamlet's iconic lament, "the time is out of joint," voices a 

profound disruption of cosmic unity, his relentless introspection resisting prescribed princely roles—son, 

avenger, heir—for a nascent autonomy. Court surveillance by Claudius, Polonius, and spies like 

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern amplifies his otherness, their misjudgments painting him as mad, while 

poisoning motifs ("poisoning through the ear") symbolise corrupted discourse. Post-Reformation 

mourning voids, lacking Catholic rituals, deepen his internal splits, trapping him between grief and 
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revenge. Beyond Freudian Oedipal reductions, which fixate on repressed desire, Hamlet embodies fluid, 

multifaceted subjectivity—his "antic disposition" a cunning subversion, the Mousetrap play exposing 

shaky truths. His final defiance of the ghost's imperative marks a clean break from paternal authority, 

affirming alienation not as paralysis but as the bedrock of modern personal freedom. This reflective 

otherness, historically grounded in faith's loss, positions Hamlet as modernity's tragic pioneer, aware ("the 

readiness is all") yet adrift in uncertainty. 

Shelley's Frankenstein escalates alienation to creator-creation rupture, embodying Romantic 

individualism's perils amid scientific ambition. Victor's godlike drive to infuse life snaps human bonds, 

his "species" fantasy echoing Biblical hubris; success births terror, fleeing the "wretch" as a "living 

monument" of overreach. The Creature, abandoned, seeks not paternal love but societal links, invoking 

Paradise Lost: "I ought to be thy Adam; I am rather the fallen angel." Public revulsion at his form—

modernity's beauty-usefulness binaries—locks exclusion, warping innate empathy into vengeful rage, 

psychologically mirroring loneliness's corrosive path from hope to aggression. Layered narratives 

(Walton's letters, Victor's tale, Creature's confessions) evoke endless estrangement, Percy Shelley's 

preface noting quests beyond home forge "self-prisons." Healing flickers when Victor hears the Creature's 

plea, but betrayal spirals into mutual destruction, critiquing modernity's relational vacuums. Alienation 

forges tragic independence: Victor's pride molds solitary defiance, the Creature's rejections birth eloquent 

autonomy, linking to philosophy's view of selfhood tempered in otherness's forge. 

Brontë's Wuthering Heights cycles alienation through Heathcliff's orphaned outsider origins, his vengeful 

isolation paradoxically birthing egalitarian bonds. Childhood marginalisation breeds lashing out—

isolating young Cathy at the Heights—perpetuating loneliness in a vicious loop, raw moors evoking places 

of enforced emptiness where familial ties curdle. Yet, alienation dismantles class veneers: young Cathy's 

initial scorn for Hareton (as servant) yields to equality under Heathcliff's regime, contrasting her mother's 

class-bound rejection of Heathcliff for Linton. Nonlinear structure highlights ambivalence—violence 

initiates cycles but enables resolution, Heathcliff carving a judgment-free space allowing Cathy-Hareton 

connection. Victorian manners stripped, characters confront Kierkegaardian despair, Tönniesian 

Gemeinschaft loss in moor-bound hostilities. Otherness proves generative: Heathcliff's rage echoes 

Hegel's botched self-awareness turned vengeful; class breakdowns affirm Marxian alienation's class-

differentiated impacts; Cathy's arc flips Frommian conformity into healing; Sartrean freedom burdens 

elusive futures; raw bonds embody societal shifts. Ultimately, Brontë renders alienation modernity's 

force—hurtful yet hierarchy-shattering, pushing raw reconnections amid communal decay. 

Kafka's The Metamorphosis literalizes commodified disposability under industrial modernity, Gregor's 

vermin awakening merely crystallizing pre-existing estrangement. Calmly inspecting his bug-form, his 

true horror is work incapacity—family's "provider" rendered useless, exposing utility bonds over love. 

Initial concern masks financial anxiety; his garbled voice prompts a doctor's call not for care but return-

to-labor. Father's apple assault, Grete's futile aid (food, furniture removal rubbing inhumanity), culminate 

in familial erasure: they thrive post-Gregor, wiping his existence. Marxian reification reduces humans to 

cogs, Frommian escapes (conformity, destructiveness) play out as Gregor buries self for family, Kafka 

drawing from paternal pressures to write despite law demands. Adorno and Benjamin see myth-busting 

of bourgeois independence, family as rotting system stifling vitality. Self-alienation peaks in willing death, 

a warning of modernity's dehumanizing grind where fitting-in enslaves, identity clings to utility, isolation 

festers. Gregor's trap evokes Hegelian self-strangeness, Marxian worker disposability, Frommian 

loneliness flights, Sartrean inert freedom—modern life's critique, awakening to inauthentic existence. 

Plath's The Bell Jar internalizes alienation as postwar gender-role suffocation, Esther Greenwood rejecting 

Buddy Willard's patriarchal vision—men as doctors, women homemakers—for authentic becoming. 

Marital visions trap her like Mrs. Willard, a "shadow"; maternal "love" subtly enforces conformity, 

evoking bad faith. The bell jar symbolizes psychic stasis, airless isolation amid plenty, menacing 

landscapes permeating disconnection. Renewal emerges through electroshock defiance, hospital rebirth 

forging agency against consumer conformity's "stifling effect." Seeman's isolation scales her relational 
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voids; existential strangeness underscores otherness as universal. Esther embodies modernity's final 

fracture—internalized, gendered—yet catalyzes resilience, standing fragile yet defiant. 

Alienation deepens from external (moral, social in Hamlet, Frankenstein) to internalized crises 

(Metamorphosis, Bell Jar), otherness catalyzing identity amid flux. Hamlet's doubt yields agency; 

Frankenstein's rejection tragic solitude; Wuthering Heights' wars unlikely bonds; Kafka enforces 

disposability; Plath psychic renewal. Cross-patterns—ghostly commands, monstrous births, locked 

rooms/moors/jars—link personal fractures to cultural shifts: theological disintegration, industrial utility, 

consumer paralysis. Literature reveals estrangement's arc, validating self-formation through disconnection 

over four centuries. These outsiders—reflective prince, abandoned wretch, vengeful gypsy, vermin son, 

jarred poetess—embody modernity's broken search, resilient in defiance. 

Conclusion 

These texts affirm alienation as modernity's hallmark, evolving from Renaissance doubt to existential 

cores, where otherness births resilient selves not in spite of estrangement but through its forge. Literature 

grants visceral, emotional access philosophy's abstractions lack, validating disconnection's paradoxical 

role in human flourishing—autonomy from doubt, independence from rejection, connection from 

violence, erasure-warning from disposability, renewal from paralysis. Philosophical convergences—

Hegel's recognition, Marx's labour, Fromm's psyche, Sartre's freedom, Tönnies' societies—interweave, 

but texts provide the "broken but strong search for belonging." Future inquiries might probe postcolonial 

displacements or digital isolations, yet this canon endures, underscoring modernity's dialectic: fractured 

yet enduring, alienated yet human. 
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