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Abstract 

Chetan Bhagat, one of contemporary India’s most widely read English novelists, has 

built a literary career that deliberately blurs the boundaries between fiction and lived 

experience. This paper examines the autobiographical elements in Bhagat’s selected novels, 

arguing that his strategic incorporation of personal experience constitutes a distinctive narrative 

methodology that accounts significantly for his popular appeal. Through close analysis of Five 

Point Someone (2004), One Night @ the Call Center (2005), The 3 Mistakes of My Life (2008), 

and 2 States: The Story of My Marriage (2009), alongside biographical sources and author 

interviews, this study demonstrates how Bhagat transforms his elite educational background, 

banking career, inter-cultural marriage, and reader interactions into fictional material. The 

paper contends that this autobiographical strategy functions as a deliberate authorial choice 

aimed at establishing authenticity, fostering reader identification, and democratizing Indian 

English literature. While literary critics have often dismissed Bhagat’s work as commercially 

driven, this paper argues that his autobiographical method represents a significant intervention 

in the Indian literary landscape, expanding the readership for English fiction beyond elite urban 

circles and creating new possibilities for representational authenticity. 
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Introduction 

In 2004, when Chetan Bhagat published his debut novel Five Point Someone, the Indian 

literary establishment scarcely noticed. The book, written by an investment banker in Hong 

Kong during his spare hours, told the story of three hapless engineering students struggling to 

survive at the Indian Institute of Technology (IIT). Within months, it had become a 

phenomenon, selling hundreds of thousands of copies and inaugurating a new phase in Indian 

English literature—one characterized by accessible language, youth-centric themes, and what 

Bhagat himself would later call writing “for the common man” (Zee News 2009). By 2010, 
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Bhagat had been named among Time magazine’s 100 most influential people in the world, a 

recognition that placed him in the company of global figures in politics, business, and culture 

(Wikipedia). 

The question of autobiography in Bhagat’s fiction is not merely a biographical curiosity 

but a central feature of his literary practice. Bhagat himself has acknowledged the 

autobiographical foundations of several works, most explicitly in 2 States, which he has 

described as the story of his own inter-cultural marriage to Anusha Suryanarayan, a South 

Indian woman he met at the Indian Institute of Management, Ahmedabad. Yet the 

autobiographical impulse extends far beyond this single work. From the IIT setting of his first 

novel to the investment banking backdrop of his second, from the Ahmedabad riots of The 3 

Mistakes of My Life to the feminist explorations of One Indian Girl, Bhagat consistently draws 

upon his personal history, professional experiences, and even his interactions with readers to 

construct his fictional worlds. 

This paper argues that Bhagat’s use of autobiography is neither incidental nor merely 

opportunistic but represents a coherent authorial strategy designed to achieve specific literary 

and cultural ends. By embedding his own experiences within fiction, Bhagat accomplishes 

three interconnected goals: first, he establishes a claim to authenticity that distinguishes his 

work from what he terms the “elitist” literature of earlier Indian English writers; second, he 

creates structures of identification that enable readers to see themselves reflected in his 

characters; and third, he democratizes Indian English literature by demonstrating that the 

experiences of ordinary middle-class Indians—including his own—deserve literary 

representation. 

The paper begins by establishing the biographical contexts that inform Bhagat’s fiction, 

drawing on interviews and published sources to trace the relationship between his life and his 

work. It then examines specific autobiographical elements across his early novels, analyzing 

how personal experience is transformed into narrative. Following this, the paper considers the 

theoretical implications of Bhagat’s autobiographical practice, particularly in relation to 

questions of authenticity, representation, and the democratization of Indian English literature. 

Finally, it addresses the critical reception of Bhagat’s work, suggesting that the hostility of the 

literary establishment toward his fiction is intimately connected to the autobiographical claims 

embedded within it. 

Biographical Foundations: The Making of a Popular Author 

Understanding the autobiographical dimensions of Bhagat’s fiction requires attention 

to the biographical contexts that shape his worldview and narrative choices. Born in New Delhi 
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in 1974 to a Punjabi Hindu family, Bhagat grew up in a middle-class environment marked by 

his father's career as an army officer and his mother's work as an agricultural scientist. This 

background of disciplined military upbringing combined with scientific rationality would later 

inform the family dynamics depicted in novels such as 2 States and One Indian Girl, where 

parental expectations and professional aspirations frequently collide. 

Bhagat’s educational trajectory is perhaps the most significant biographical element 

informing his fiction. After attending Army Public School in Delhi, he gained admission to the 

Indian Institute of Technology, Delhi, graduating with a B.Tech. in Mechanical Engineering in 

1995. He subsequently earned an MBA from the Indian Institute of Management, Ahmedabad, 

in 1997. These institutions—IIT and IIM—occupy a mythic status in contemporary Indian 

culture, representing the pinnacle of educational achievement and the gateway to middle-class 

success. By setting Five Point Someone at a fictionalized IIT and 2 States at IIM, Bhagat was 

not merely choosing convenient backdrops but drawing directly on his own experiences of 

these institutions. 

His professional career further enriches the autobiographical tapestry. After completing 

his MBA, Bhagat worked as an investment banker, first with Peregrine Investments in Hong 

Kong and later with Goldman Sachs. He has described this period as simultaneously oppressive 

and generative: “It was the worst phase of my life. And it pushed me into discovering the best 

days of my life” (Telegraph India 2011). The villain in One Night @ the Call Center was 

reportedly modelled on a boss he disliked intensely, a detail that reveals how personal 

grievances could be transmuted into fictional conflict. Bhagat’s marriage to Anusha 

Suryanarayan in 1998 provides the most direct autobiographical material in his oeuvre. The 

couple met at IIM Ahmedabad, and their relationship—crossing the north-south cultural divide 

that remains significant in Indian social life—became the basis for 2 States. Bhagat has spoken 

candidly about the challenges of convincing both families to accept the marriage, noting that 

the novel's subtitle, “The Story of My Marriage,” leaves little ambiguity about its 

autobiographical origins.  

These biographical elements—elite education, corporate career, inter-cultural 

marriage—are not merely decorative details but constitute the raw material from which Bhagat 

constructs his fictional worlds. Their strategic deployment suggests a deliberate authorial 

intention to ground fiction in lived experience, thereby claiming a kind of authenticity that 

distinguishes his work from what he perceives as the artificiality of earlier Indian English 

literature. 

Five Point Someone: The IIT Experience 
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Bhagat’s  debut novel, Five Point Someone, published in 2004, establishes the pattern 

of autobiographical fiction that would characterize his subsequent work. The novel follows 

three friends—Ryan, Alok, and Hari—as they navigate the pressures of engineering education 

at the fictional Indian Institute of Technology. Their struggles with academic expectations, 

family obligations, and personal aspirations mirror the experiences Bhagat himself underwent 

during his years at IIT Delhi. 

The novel’s title refers to the grade point average of the protagonists, who exist at the margins 

of an institution that celebrates academic excellence. This focus on underperformance is itself 

autobiographical; Bhagat has described himself as an ‘average student’ during his school years 

and has emphasized the importance of this experience in shaping his perspective (Telegraph 

India 2011). By centering his narrative on characters who struggle rather than excel, Bhagat 

challenges the mythology of IIT as a place where only geniuses thrive, offering instead a more 

complex portrait of institutional pressure and individual vulnerability. 

The specific details of IIT life depicted in the novel draw directly on Bhagat's own 

experiences. The competitive atmosphere, the pressure of examinations, the complex social 

hierarchies among students, and the pervasive anxiety about future employment all reflect 

realities Bhagat has discussed in interviews. One scholar notes that the novel “narrates the story 

of three IIT students who consider themselves to be below-average students among other 

students there,” a description that aligns closely with Bhagat’s self-representation as an average 

student who succeeded despite conventional metrics.  

The adaptation of Five Point Someone into the blockbuster film 3 Idiots (2009) further 

complicated the relationship between autobiography and fiction. Although the film departed 

significantly from the novel’s plot, it retained the core autobiographical impulse: the critique 

of an educational system that prioritizes rote learning over creativity, the celebration of 

friendship in the face of institutional pressure, and the insistence that success cannot be 

measured by grades alone. Bhagat’s involvement in the film adaptation, including his public 

dispute with actor Aamir Khan over credits, reveals the extent to which he regards the novel's 

autobiographical core as proprietary—a story that belongs to him because it emerged from his 

own experience. 

 

 

2 States: The Story of My Marriage 

If Five Point Someone established the autobiographical pattern, 2 States: The Story of 

My Marriage (2009) represents its most explicit manifestation. The novel’s subtitle leaves no 
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room for ambiguity: this is, quite deliberately, the story of Bhagat’s own courtship and 

marriage. The protagonists—Krish, a Punjabi from Delhi, and Ananya, a Tamil from 

Chennai—are thinly disguised versions of Bhagat and his wife, and the narrative follows their 

struggle to convince both families to accept their inter-cultural union. 

The autobiographical foundation of 2 States is so pronounced that reviews and interviews 

routinely treat the novel as a memoir rather than fiction. Tony Wheeler, co-founder of Lonely 

Planet, describes it succinctly: “Autobiographical? Well that's a one-line description of Chetan 

and his wife Anusha and how they met” (Wheeler 2010). This collapse of fiction into biography 

is precisely what Bhagat seems to intend; by presenting his own story as fiction, he makes a 

claim about the representational potential of personal experience. 

The novel’s treatment of cultural difference draws directly on Bhagat’s own 

experiences navigating the north-south divide in Indian society. The comic misunderstandings 

between Punjabi and Tamil families, the negotiations over dowry and wedding customs, and 

the eventual reconciliation of cultural differences all reflect the challenges Bhagat and his wife 

faced in convincing their families to accept their marriage. As Bhagat has noted, “You can't 

simply fall in love with each other, you’ve got to fall in love with your partner’s parents, your 

partner’s parents have to fall in love with you and then the parents have to fall in love with 

each other” (Wheeler 2010). 

The novel’s success—it became one of the fastest-selling books in Indian publishing 

history—demonstrates the commercial viability of autobiographical fiction when it addresses 

themes that resonate with a broad readership. By telling his own story, Bhagat gave voice to 

countless young Indians navigating similar cultural divides, offering them a narrative 

framework for understanding their own experiences. This capacity to transform personal 

experience into collective representation is perhaps the most significant achievement of 

Bhagat's autobiographical practice. 

One Night @ the Call Center and The 3 Mistakes of My Life: Expanding the 

Autobiographical Range 

While Five Point Someone and 2 States draw directly on Bhagat's educational and 

personal experiences, his other early novels extend the autobiographical method to incorporate 

experiences that are less directly personal but no less rooted in lived reality. One Night @ the 

Call Center (2005) reflects Bhagat’s corporate career, depicting the pressures faced by young 

professionals in India's burgeoning business process outsourcing industry. The novel’s villain, 

a tyrannical boss, was reportedly modelled on an actual supervisor Bhagat encountered during 
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his banking career, a detail that illustrates how even minor experiences could be transformed 

into narrative material. 

The 3 Mistakes of My Life (2008) represents a different kind of autobiographical 

practice: here, Bhagat incorporates not his own experiences but those of his readers. The novel 

originated from an email Bhagat received from a young man who had attempted suicide; 

Bhagat was sufficiently moved to track the individual down in an Ahmedabad hospital, and the 

encounter became the basis for the novel’s central narrative (Zee News 2009; Fanpop). This 

incorporation of reader experience into fiction represents an extension of the autobiographical 

method—a willingness to treat the lives of readers as worthy of literary representation. 

The novel’s setting in Ahmedabad and its treatment of the 2002 Gujarat riots further 

complicate the question of autobiography. Although Bhagat was not directly involved in the 

events depicted, he has spoken about his connection to Ahmedabad as a city where he spent 

significant time during his student years (Telegraph India 2011). His decision to set the novel 

there and to engage with the communal violence that marked the city's recent history represents 

an autobiographical engagement with place rather than personal event—a sense of connection 

to a location that shapes his narrative choices. 

The central theoretical question raised by Bhagat's autobiographical practice concerns 

the nature of authenticity. What does it mean for a writer to claim that his fiction is true to his 

experience, and what work does such a claim perform in the literary marketplace? For Bhagat, 

the assertion of authenticity serves multiple purposes: it distinguishes his work from what he 

perceives as the artificiality of elite literature; it establishes his credentials as someone who 

understands the lives of ordinary Indians; and it creates a bond of trust with readers who value 

sincerity over literary sophistication. 

Bhagat has been remarkably candid about his rejection of literary elitism. In a 2009 

interview, he criticized the literary establishment for living in a bubble and losing touch with 

ordinary readers: “The problem with elitism is one starts living in a bubble. If we live in the 

bubble, we ignore the rest. Elitism is in India’s culture. The moment one becomes successful, 

one becomes distant” (Zee News 2009). His claim to authenticity is explicitly framed as a 

counter to this elitism; by writing about his own experiences in accessible language, he 

positions himself as a writer who speaks to and for the majority of Indians who have been 

excluded from English literary culture. 

This claim to authenticity has been contested by critics who question whether 

autobiography necessarily guarantees representativeness. In a review of One Indian Girl 

(2016), Dr. Seema Bawa raised precisely this objection, noting that Bhagat’s attempt to write 
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from a female perspective revealed his limitations rather than his insight: “Bhagat's feminism, 

then, is limited to Radhika screaming “I’m a feminist’ to herself, while all around her sexism, 

patriarchy, and misogyny abounds” (Bawa 2016). The problem, for Bawa, is that Bhagat’s 

autobiographical authority—his ability to write convincingly about his own experiences—does 

not extend to experiences he has not personally undergone. 

Yet this critique may miss the point of Bhagat’s autobiographical method. When he 

writes from a female perspective in One Indian Girl, he does not claim to speak from personal 

experience; rather, he grounds the novel in research that itself becomes a kind of 

autobiographical practice. As he explained in an interview, he “spoke to 100 women about their 

lives, loves and in-laws” as preparation for the novel, and he even “went for a waxing session 

to feel women’s pain” (Bawa 2016). While such gestures may seem comical or inadequate to 

feminist critics, they represent a sincere attempt to extend the autobiographical method beyond 

the boundaries of personal experience. 

The Critical Reception: Autobiography and the Politics of Taste 

No discussion of Bhagat’s autobiographical fiction would be complete without 

addressing the critical hostility that has accompanied his success. From his first novel onward, 

Bhagat has been dismissed by literary critics as a “mass market author” whose work lacks 

literary merit. The Telegraph India quotes an anonymous critic who described Bhagat as “like 

ketchup, which goes well with everything, but may not find a place on the gourmet list” 

(Telegraph India 2011)—a characterization that captures the ambivalence of his reception. 

This critical hostility has deeper implications that connect to the autobiographical 

claims embedded in Bhagat's work. As one commentator notes, the “elite urbanistas” who 

dismiss Bhagat are reacting not merely to his writing but to his intrusion into a domain they 

regard as their exclusive preserve: “Intrusion of masses into this ballooned self-proclaimed 

intellectual domain of elites where reading is their sole copyright ... has elicited a vicious 

counter attack” (Swarajyamag 2011). Bhagat’s autobiographical fiction, by claiming that the 

experiences of ordinary middle-class Indians deserve literary representation, challenges the 

cultural authority of an elite that has historically controlled the definition of what counts as 

literature. 

 

The class politics of this reception are unmistakable. Bhagat’s critics often invoke his 

commercial success as evidence of his literary inadequacy, as if popularity and artistic merit 

were necessarily opposed. Yet this opposition itself reflects a class position—a conviction that 

literature should be difficult, exclusive, and oriented toward a cultivated minority rather than 
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accessible to the masses. Bhagat’s autobiographical practice, with its emphasis on common 

experience and accessible language, implicitly rejects this conviction, insisting instead that the 

lives of ordinary people are worthy of literary attention. 

Conclusion 

Chetan Bhagat’s use of autobiographical elements in his fiction is neither incidental nor 

merely opportunistic but represents a coherent authorial strategy with significant cultural 

implications. By drawing on his own experiences—his education at IIT and IIM, his career in 

investment banking, his inter-cultural marriage, his interactions with readers—Bhagat creates 

fiction that makes claims to authenticity, fosters reader identification, and expands the 

boundaries of Indian English literature. The significance of this strategy extends beyond 

Bhagat’s individual career. In a literary culture long dominated by English-speaking elites 

whose writing often seemed remote from the experiences of most Indians, Bhagat’s 

autobiographical fiction offered something new: a literature that seemed to speak directly to 

and for the emerging middle class. His novels demonstrated that the lives of ordinary Indians—

their struggles with education, career, family, and love—could be the stuff of bestsellers, that 

English literature need not be confined to the drawing rooms of the wealthy or the abstractions 

of the intellectual. 

This democratization of Indian English literature is Bhagat's most lasting contribution. 

Whether one regards his fiction as literature or commerce, serious art or mere entertainment, 

the fact remains that he opened doors that had been closed to generations of Indian readers. By 

telling his own story in accessible language, he showed that English could be a language of 

intimacy as well as authority, that the experiences of middle-class Indians could command 

literary attention, and that the autobiographical impulse—the desire to see one's own life 

reflected in fiction—was not the exclusive property of any class or culture. 

The critical hostility that Bhagat continues to provoke reflects the enduring power of 

the literary establishment to define what counts as serious writing. Yet it also testifies to the 

success of his project. If elite critics are so threatened by his work, it is because his 

autobiographical fiction has succeeded in expanding the boundaries of Indian English literature 

beyond their control. In doing so, he has created space for other writers to tell their own stories 

in their own voices, contributing to a more diverse and democratic literary culture. 
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