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Abstract

Aravind Adiga’s The White Tiger (2008) presents a powerful narrative that exposes the socio-
economic inequalities embedded in contemporary Indian society. Through the voice of Balram Halwai,
a poor village boy who eventually becomes an entrepreneur in Bangalore, the novel reveals the harsh
realities of poverty, class hierarchy, corruption, and moral degradation in a rapidly globalizing India.
The narrative functions as a critique of the structural injustices that shape the lives of marginalized
individuals while highlighting the contradictions of India’s economic growth. This paper examines the
various dimensions of social criticism in The White Tiger, focusing on class disparity, systemic
corruption, caste hierarchy, and the socio-psychological mechanisms that sustain oppression. The study
employs textual analysis and socio-cultural interpretation to analyze how Adiga uses satire, symbolism,
and narrative structure to expose the darker realities of Indian society. The research also explores the
symbolic significance of the “Rooster Coop” metaphor and the transformation of Balram Halwai as a
representation of rebellion against oppressive structures. By examining the novel within the broader
context of post-liberalization India, the paper argues that The White Tiger functions as a literary critique
of economic globalization and its uneven social consequences. Ultimately, the study demonstrates that
Adiga’s work serves not only as a fictional narrative but also as a social document reflecting the
complexities and contradictions of modern India.
Keywords: Social criticism, class inequality, corruption, globalization, caste hierarchy, post-
liberalization India, Indian English fiction
1. Introduction
Contemporary Indian English literature increasingly reflects the socio-political realities of modern
India. Writers often address issues such as economic inequality, social injustice, corruption, and the
tension between tradition and modernization. Among such works, The White Tiger by Aravind Adiga
stands out as a bold and controversial critique of contemporary Indian society. Published in 2008 and
awarded the prestigious Man Booker Prize in the same year, the novel gained international recognition
for its unflinching portrayal of the darker aspects of India’s rapid economic growth. The novel is
structured as a series of letters written by the protagonist, Balram Halwai, to the Chinese Premier.
Through these letters, Balram narrates his journey from poverty-stricken village life to becoming a
successful entrepreneur in Bangalore. His story reflects the social, economic, and moral challenges
faced by individuals in a society marked by deep inequalities. The narrative exposes the stark divide
between the rich and the poor, illustrating how systemic exploitation and corruption shape the lives of
millions.
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One of the most striking aspects of The White Tiger is its portrayal of the contrast between what Balram
calls the “India of Light” and the “India of Darkness.” The “India of Light” represents the prosperous
urban centers where wealth, technology, and global business thrive, while the “India of Darkness”
symbolizes the rural regions characterized by poverty, illiteracy, and exploitation. Through this
dichotomy, Adiga highlights the uneven distribution of wealth and opportunities within Indian society.
Furthermore, the novel explores how social hierarchies and institutional corruption perpetuate
inequality. Balram’s experiences reveal the harsh realities faced by those at the bottom of the social
ladder, including exploitation by landlords, police corruption, and the lack of access to education and
economic opportunities. Adiga uses satire and irony to criticize the moral hypocrisy of the elite classes
who benefit from this system.

The purpose of this paper is to examine the forms of social criticism embedded in The White Tiger. By
analyzing key themes and narrative strategies, the study seeks to demonstrate how the novel critiques
socio-economic inequality, corruption, caste hierarchy, and the contradictions of globalization in
modern India.

Postcolonial Perspective and Subaltern Identity

A postcolonial framework is also essential for understanding the novel’s social critique. Postcolonial
theory examines the cultural, political, and economic consequences of colonialism and how these
legacies continue to shape postcolonial societies. India’s colonial past created social and economic
structures that persist even after independence. In The White Tiger, these structures manifest in the
hierarchical relationships between masters and servants. Balram frequently reflects on how the poor
internalize their subordinate position within society. The concept of the “subaltern,” introduced by
Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, refers to marginalized groups whose voices are often excluded from
dominant narratives. Balram’s narrative can be interpreted as an attempt by a subaltern figure to reclaim
his voice and narrate his own story. Balram explicitly acknowledges this when he writes: “I am
tomorrow.” (Adiga 319) This declaration symbolizes the emergence of a new voice from the
marginalized sections of society. By narrating his experiences, Balram challenges the dominant
discourse that celebrates India’s economic progress while ignoring the realities faced by the poor. Thus,
from a postcolonial perspective, the novel highlights the continuing marginalization of subaltern
communities within a rapidly modernizing nation.

Social Criticism in The White Tiger: A Textual Analysis
Class Inequality and Economic Exploitation

One of the most prominent themes in the novel is the stark contrast between wealth and poverty. The
narrative reveals how economic inequality shapes social relations and opportunities. Balram’s
childhood in Laxmangarh illustrates the oppressive conditions faced by the rural poor. The village is
dominated by powerful landlords known as the “Four Animals”—the Buffalo, the Stork, the Wild Boar,
and the Raven—who control the local economy and exploit the labor of the poor. These landlords
symbolize the entrenched power structures that perpetuate inequality. Balram’s father, a rickshaw
puller, represents the working class trapped in cycles of poverty. Despite working tirelessly, he is
unable to escape economic hardship. His situation reflects the broader reality of millions of laborers
who remain marginalized within the social hierarchy. Through these portrayals, Adiga critiques the
structural nature of economic exploitation in Indian society.

The “Rooster Coop” Metaphor
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The metaphor of the “Rooster Coop” is one of the most powerful symbols in the novel. According to
Balram, servants remain trapped in a psychological cage similar to chickens waiting to be slaughtered.
Even though they witness the fate of those before them, they do not rebel. This metaphor highlights the
psychological conditioning that prevents the oppressed from resisting their masters. Fear, loyalty to
family, and economic dependency create a system in which servants willingly accept their
subordination. Adiga uses this metaphor to illustrate how social structures maintain control over the
marginalized population.

Corruption and Institutional Failure

Another major aspect of social criticism in the novel is the pervasive presence of corruption. Political
leaders, businessmen, and government officials are depicted as participants in a system where bribery
and dishonesty are commonplace. Balram observes how politicians exploit public funds while
presenting themselves as champions of democracy. Similarly, law enforcement authorities manipulate
legal processes for financial gain. The novel suggests that corruption is not merely an individual failing
but a systemic problem embedded within the institutions of society.

Caste and Social Hierarchy

Although the novel primarily focuses on economic inequality, caste also plays an important role in
shaping social dynamics. Balram’s identity as a member of a lower social group limits his opportunities
and reinforces his subordinate position. Adiga illustrates how caste and class intersect to maintain social
hierarchies. Even in urban environments, where economic mobility is theoretically possible, traditional
social prejudices continue to influence relationships and opportunities.

Globalization and Moral Ambiguity

The setting of Bangalore as a hub of technological innovation reflects the impact of globalization on
Indian society. The city represents progress, modernization, and economic opportunity. However,
Adiga also reveals the darker side of globalization. The wealth generated by the new economy is
concentrated among a small elite, while millions remain excluded from its benefits. Balram’s
entrepreneurial success demonstrates the possibilities created by globalization, but it also highlights the
moral compromises required to achieve such success.

The Village as a Microcosm of Social Oppression

The village of Laxmangarh serves as a microcosm of the socio-economic inequalities that characterize
Indian society. Adiga presents the village as a place where poverty, illiteracy, and exploitation are
deeply entrenched. Balram describes the oppressive social structure of the village: “The four landlords
of Laxmangarh were known as the Buffalo, the Stork, the Wild Boar, and the Raven.” (Adiga 24) These
symbolic names represent the predatory nature of the ruling class. The landlords exploit the villagers
through high rents and unfair economic practices. The imagery of animals reinforces the idea that the
powerful treat the poor as expendable resources. The village school system further illustrates the lack
of opportunities for the lower classes. Balram explains that the schoolteacher frequently steals
government funds meant for students’ meals and supplies. As a result, education becomes inaccessible
for many children. This depiction demonstrates how systemic corruption begins at the grassroots level
and contributes to the perpetuation of poverty.

Violence as a Means of Liberation

One of the most controversial aspects of the novel is Balram’s decision to murder his employer, Mr.
Ashok. This act represents his attempt to escape the oppressive social system. From a Marxist
perspective, this act can be interpreted as a form of rebellion against class oppression. Balram believes
that violence is the only way to break free from the “Rooster Coop.” He explains: “A man who has not
been allowed to live cannot be expected to die easily.” (Adiga 276) This statement reflects the
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desperation experienced by individuals trapped in oppressive social structures. However, the novel does
not portray Balram as a traditional hero. His actions raise ethical questions about the cost of achieving
freedom in a corrupt society. The narrative of The White Tiger challenges the dominant narrative of
India as a rapidly developing economic power. By focusing on the experiences of marginalized
individuals, Adiga exposes the inequalities that persist beneath the surface of economic growth. The
novel also raises important questions about morality and survival. Balram’s journey suggests that
ethical values are often compromised in societies characterized by systemic corruption.

Furthermore, the narrative structure of the novel—presented as letters to a foreign leader—emphasizes
the global context of India’s development. Balram’s story becomes a commentary on the broader
implications of globalization and capitalism.

Conclusion

Aravind Adiga’s The White Tiger remains one of the most significant works of contemporary Indian
English literature because of its powerful critique of social inequality and corruption. Through the voice
of Balram Halwai, the novel reveals the harsh realities faced by millions of individuals living in
poverty. The themes of class conflict, systemic corruption, and globalization demonstrate the
complexities of modern Indian society. By combining satire with realism, Adiga exposes the
contradictions between the narrative of economic progress and the persistent inequalities that define
everyday life.

Ultimately, the novel challenges readers to reconsider the ethical and social implications of
development in a globalized world. As a work of social criticism, The White Tiger provides valuable
insights into the structural forces that shape human experiences in contemporary India.
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