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 Nissim Ezekiel, a renowned Indian English poet, is celebrated for his exploration of 

complex themes such as identity, existentialism, and human relationships. This study 

examines the themes of alienation and Homelessness, which refer to the estrangement of 

individuals from society, the self, or the environment, in Ezekiel’s poetry. Analyzing key 

poems such as “Night of the Scorpion,” “Enterprise,” “The Patriot,” “Background, 

Casually,” and “Poet, Lover, Birdwatcher,” this paper identifies four aspects of alienation 

present in his work: alienation from society, the self, the environment, and interpersonal 

relationships. In Ezekiel’s poetry, characters often experience a disconnect from their 

society due to factors such as cultural differences, social expectations, and spiritual 

disillusionment. His work also delves into the internal struggle of individuals trying to 

understand their own identities, resulting in a sense of alienation from the self. The theme 

of alienation from the environment is explored through the portrayal of hostile natural 

elements and the protagonists’ inability to find solace in their surroundings. Lastly, 

Ezekiel’s poetry examines the breakdown of interpersonal relationships, highlighting how 

feelings of estrangement can manifest within close connections. This study demonstrates 

that Ezekiel’s portrayal of alienation is a powerful reflection of the complex, multi-layered 

nature of human existence. His work serves as a reminder that the quest for belonging and 

connection is an ongoing struggle that transcends culture and geography. By examining the 

elements of alienation in his poetry, we gain a deeper understanding of Nissim Ezekiel’s 

perspective on human existence and the challenges that individuals face, ultimately 

fostering empathy and understanding among people from diverse backgrounds. 

 

Nissim Ezekiel, a pioneer of Indian English 

poetry, is known for his exploration of the inner 

lives of individuals and the outer world they 

inhabit. His work delves into themes such as 

identity, existentialism, and human relationships. 

One prominent theme that emerges throughout his 

poetry is that of alienation, which refers to the 

estrangement of an individual from society, the 

self, or the environment. The present article 

examines the elements of alienation in Ezekiel’s 

poetry by analyzing his poems “Night of the 

Scorpion,” “Enterprise,” “The Patriot,” 

“Background, Casually,” and “Poet, Lover, 

Birdwatcher.” 

By examining the elements of alienation, identity 

and homelessness in his poetry, we gain a deeper 

understanding of Nissim Ezekiel’s perspective on 

human existence and the challenges that 
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individuals face. His work serves as a reminder 

that the quest for belonging and connection is an 

ongoing struggle that transcends culture and 

geography. In this sense, Ezekiel’s poetry holds a 

mirror to society and the human condition, urging 

readers to confront their own feelings of alienation 

and seek ways to overcome them. His poetic voice 

is a testament to the power of literature in 

illuminating the intricacies of the human 

experience and fostering empathy and 

understanding among people from diverse 

backgrounds. 

The concepts of alienation and identity have been 

integral themes in Indian English poetry, reflecting 

the diverse and complex nature of the Indian 

experience. Poets writing in English have often 

grappled with issues of cultural identity, 

belonging, and the feeling of estrangement from 

society, self, and the environment. These themes 

resonate with readers, as they capture the universal 

human experience of feeling disconnected or 

estranged at various stages of life. 

Indian English poets have explored the theme of 

alienation in various forms, often as a result of the 

complex social, cultural, and political contexts in 

which they write. The feeling of being 

disconnected from one’s roots, the challenges of 

assimilation and acculturation, and the 

estrangement from traditional values are some of 

the aspects that poets delve into. Additionally, 

poets may experience alienation due to the 

linguistic divide between English and their native 

languages. The themes of urbanization, 

modernization, and the struggle to balance 

tradition with progress further contribute to the 

sense of alienation in Indian English poetry. Some 

prominent Indian English poets who have explored 

the theme of alienation include Nissim Ezekiel, 

A.K. Ramanujan, Kamala Das, and Dom Moraes. 

Their works often reflect their personal 

experiences and the challenges faced in finding a 

sense of belonging and connection within the 

diverse Indian cultural landscape. 

The theme of identity is intricately linked with 

alienation in Indian English poetry. Poets have 

often sought to understand and express their sense 

of self within the broader context of their cultural, 

social, and historical backgrounds. This 

exploration of identity can encompass personal, 

national, and cultural dimensions, as poets grapple 

with questions of heritage, belonging, and self-

understanding. 

The postcolonial context of Indian English poetry 

has played a significant role in shaping the 

exploration of identity. Poets have navigated the 

dual heritage of Indian tradition and British 

colonial influence, which has resulted in a unique 

literary voice that seeks to assert its identity and 

authenticity. Poets such as A.K. Ramanujan, 

Meena Alexander, and Jayanta Mahapatra have 

made significant contributions to the discourse on 

identity in Indian English poetry, focusing on 

themes like cultural hybridity, linguistic identity, 

and the role of memory in shaping one’s sense of 

self. 

Nissim Ezekiel’s poetry, the concepts of 

alienation, identity, and belonging that permeate 

his work can be related to the broader sense of 



Vipin Kumar & Dr. Vivek Kumar Dwivedi  The Themes of Alienation and Homelessness in the Poetry of 

Nissim Ezekiel: A Critical Study 

29 

Jai Maa Saraswati Gyandayini An International Multidisciplinary e-Journal |April 2023|                                            |Vol. 08, Issue-IV | 
 

homelessness or displacement. In this context, 

homelessness refers to the emotional and 

psychological state of feeling unrooted or 

disconnected from one’s surroundings, culture, or 

community, rather than the literal state of lacking a 

physical home. 

Ezekiel’s exploration of identity, particularly in 

poems like “Background, Casually” and “The 

Patriot,” is closely related to the idea of 

homelessness. In “Background, Casually,” the 

poet delves into his own past, examining his 

identity as an Indian Jew, an outsider in his own 

land. This feeling of not fully belonging to either 

Indian or Jewish culture leads to a sense of 

emotional homelessness, as the poet grapples with 

his own identity and place in the world. 

Similarly, in “The Patriot,” the speaker is an 

Indian who feels disconnected from his country 

and culture. He experiences a sense of 

homelessness due to his inability to conform to 

societal expectations, which results in a feeling of 

isolation and alienation. The poem can be seen as 

a representation of the broader struggles faced by 

individuals in search of a sense of belonging and 

connection. 

In other poems, such as “Enterprise” and “Night of 

the Scorpion,” Ezekiel addresses the themes of 

alienation and estrangement from society and the 

environment. These themes can be linked to the 

concept of homelessness in the sense that the 

protagonists in these poems are in search of 

meaning, purpose, and connection but often find 

themselves feeling disconnected and unfulfilled. 

 

Alienation from Society 

The “Night of the Scorpion” presents the story of a 

mother bitten by a scorpion, and the villagers’ 

reactions to this event. The poet’s portrayal of the 

villagers’ superstitions and rituals, and the father’s 

reliance on rationality, highlight the social divide 

between the educated and uneducated, and the 

subsequent feelings of alienation experienced by 

the poet. The following lines are very apt to 

discuss the feelings:  

The peasants came like swarms of flies  

and buzzed the name of God a hundred 

times to paralyse the Evil One. 

With candles and with lanterns 

throwing giant scorpion shadows 

on the mud-baked walls 

they searched for him: he was not found. 

They clicked their tongues. 

With every movement that the scorpion 

made his poison moved in Mother's blood, 

they said. (“Night of the Scorpion”, Web) 

The poem “Enterprise” revolves around a group of 

individuals embarking on a spiritual journey, only 

to face disillusionment as they encounter the harsh 

realities of life. The poem’s protagonists feel 

alienated from the society they initially set out to 

improve. 

“The Patriot”: In this poem, the speaker is an 

Indian who feels disconnected from his country 

and culture. He feels alienated due to his inability 

to conform to the expectations of his society, 

which results in a feeling of isolation. 

Alienation from the Self  

The poem “Background, Casually” delves into his 
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own past, examining his identity as an Indian Jew, 

an outsider in his own land. The poem highlights 

the struggles he faces in understanding his own 

identity, which leads to a sense of alienation from 

himself. 

In “Poet, Lover, Birdwatcher”, Nissim Ezekiel’s 

poem “Poet, Lover, Birdwatcher,” the theme of 

alienation is explored through the speaker’s 

struggle to balance the different aspects of his 

identity. The poem presents the roles of poet, 

lover, and birdwatcher as metaphorical 

representations of various facets of the speaker’s 

life, revealing the challenges faced in reconciling 

these roles and finding a sense of belonging. 

Alienation in this poem is primarily evident in the 

speaker’s search for self-understanding and 

personal fulfillment. The poet’s exploration of his 

own desires and creative pursuits highlights the 

tension between his aspirations and the realities of 

life. The inability to fully embrace any one role 

leads to a feeling of estrangement from his own 

identity. Moreover, the poem portrays alienation in 

interpersonal relationships, particularly in the 

speaker’s pursuit of love. The speaker’s inability 

to find and maintain meaningful connections with 

others is emphasized, revealing the emotional 

distance that can arise from the struggles to 

balance different aspects of life. This inability to 

connect with others on a deeper level underlines 

the theme of alienation within the poem. In “Poet, 

Lover, Birdwatcher,” Nissim Ezekiel effectively 

captures the universal human experience of feeling 

disconnected or estranged from oneself and others. 

By exploring the intricate balance between 

personal aspirations, relationships, and self-

identity, Ezekiel sheds light on the challenges of 

finding a sense of belonging and connection, 

ultimately contributing to the broader theme of 

alienation present in his poetry. This struggle 

reflects the alienation he feels from his own 

desires and creative pursuits. 

Alienation from the Environment  

The poem “Night of the Scorpion” describes the 

scorpion’s presence in the rural Indian landscape 

as threatening, symbolizing the hostility of nature. 

This underscores the sense of alienation that 

individuals can experience when confronted with 

the indifferent, and sometimes hostile, natural 

world. 

The poem “Enterprise” presents the physical 

challenges faced by the protagonists during their 

journey, such as the harsh sun and the relentless 

dust. These challenges symbolize the disconnect 

between human beings and their environment, 

highlighting the theme of alienation. The theme of 

alienation from the environment is explored 

through the portrayal of the physical and 

psychological challenges faced by the protagonists 

during their journey. The poem revolves around a 

group of individuals embarking on a spiritual 

quest, only to face disillusionment as they confront 

the harsh realities of life. 

The sense of alienation from the environment is 

illustrated through the obstacles that the 

protagonists encounter during their journey. They 

face the unforgiving elements, such as the harsh 

sun and the relentless dust, which serve to 

emphasize the disconnect between human beings 
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and their environment. The group’s initial 

enthusiasm and unity gradually dissipate as they 

confront the adversities of the natural world, 

underscoring the theme of alienation. 

As the journey progresses, the protagonists’ 

disillusionment with their spiritual quest is further 

compounded by the inhospitable environment. The 

poem’s descriptions of the landscape, such as “the 

hot, white road” and “the sultry dust,” create an 

atmosphere of hostility and discomfort, which 

contributes to the sense of alienation experienced 

by the characters. The physical challenges they 

face symbolize the emotional and psychological 

distance that has developed between them and 

their environment. 

Moreover, the poem’s conclusion, where the 

protagonists return to their starting point, 

underscores the futility of their journey and the 

lack of meaningful connection with the 

environment. The sense of disillusionment and 

alienation that permeates the poem is a reflection 

of the characters’ failure to find solace and 

meaning in their surroundings. 

In “Enterprise,” Nissim Ezekiel effectively 

conveys the theme of alienation from the 

environment through the portrayal of the 

challenges faced by the protagonists during their 

journey. The poem serves as a metaphor for the 

human condition, where individuals often struggle 

to find a sense of belonging and connection with 

the world around them. 

Alienation in Interpersonal Relationships  

The poem “Enterprise” highlights the breakdown 

of interpersonal relationships among the 

protagonists, as their journey progresses. The 

initial harmony and camaraderie devolve into 

discord, reflecting the sense of alienation that can 

occur within relationships. 

In the poem “Poet, Lover, Birdwatcher”, the 

speaker’s inability to find love is portrayed as a 

source of alienation. This inability to connect with 

others on a deeper level emphasizes the theme of 

alienation in interpersonal relationships. 

Conclusion  

In conclusion, Nissim Ezekiel’s poetry is replete 

with instances of alienation. His exploration of this 

theme reflects the complex, multi-layered nature 

of human existence, where individuals often 

struggle to find their place in society, grapple with 

their own identities, navigate their relationships 

with others, and come to terms with their 

environment. Ezekiel’s portrayal of alienation 

resonates with readers, as it captures the universal 

human experience of feeling disconnected or 

estranged at various stages of life. 
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