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Abstract
Aravind Adiga’s The White Tiger (2008) offers a critical representation of India’s class

system through the experiences of Balram Halwai, a poor village boy who rises from an
exploited servant to an urban entrepreneur. The novel explores the interconnected structures
of caste, class, poverty, political corruption, labour exploitation, and economic inequality in
post-liberalisation India. This research article examines how Adiga represents the division
between the privileged and the disadvantaged through the contrast between rural and urban
spaces, the relationship between employers and servants, and the unequal distribution of
economic opportunities. Drawing on Marxist literary criticism, postcolonial theory, and
subaltern studies, the study investigates the mechanisms through which social hierarchies are
reproduced and challenged. Particular attention is given to the novel’s metaphor of the
“Rooster Coop,” which illustrates how economic dependence, family obligations, fear, and
social conditioning restrict the freedom of disadvantaged individuals. Balram’s transformation
challenges the assumption that economic development automatically produces social justice
or equal opportunity. However, his rise through murder, corruption, and appropriation of the
methods of the powerful complicates the possibility of genuine liberation. The article argues
that The White Tiger presents class mobility as both a possibility and a moral contradiction:
Balram escapes his original position but does not necessarily dismantle the system that
produces inequality. The novel consequently exposes the limitations of individual success in a
society where caste, class, and economic power remain closely interconnected.
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1. Introduction

India’s class system is shaped by a complex interaction of economic resources,
occupation, education, caste, landownership, political influence, and access to social
opportunities. Although constitutional democracy and economic development have created
new possibilities for upward mobility, significant inequalities continue to influence the
everyday experiences of disadvantaged communities. Literature provides an important means
of examining these inequalities because it represents not only material differences but also the
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social relationships, cultural expectations, and institutional arrangements through which
inequality is maintained.

Aravind Adiga’s The White Tiger, published in 2008, is a significant contribution to
contemporary Indian English fiction. The novel won the Man Booker Prize in 2008 and
presents the transformation of Balram Halwai from a poor village worker into a successful
entrepreneur through a morally disturbing narrative of exploitation, crime, and ambition. The
narrative is presented through Balram’s letters to the Chinese Premier, in which he describes
his life and offers his interpretation of modern India. Through this unusual narrative structure,
Adiga examines the contradictions between democratic ideals and social realities, economic
growth and persistent poverty, and individual ambition and collective oppression.

The novel’s division between the “Darkness” and the “Light” provides a central
framework for understanding its representation of inequality. The Darkness represents the
deprivation, limited opportunities, and exploitative relationships associated with rural poverty.
The Light represents the apparent opportunities of urban economic development, particularly
in cities such as Delhi and Bangalore. However, the movement from the Darkness to the Light
does not guarantee equality or moral freedom.

Balram’s experience as a servant reveals how class relations operate through control
over employment, mobility, security, and personal dignity. His employers possess wealth and
influence, while he depends on them for his livelihood. The relationship illustrates how
economic inequality can become a system of personal domination.

The novel also demonstrates that class cannot be understood independently of caste.
Balram’s family name, Halwai, evokes an occupational community traditionally associated
with sweet-making, while his circumstances reveal the interaction of inherited social position
and economic deprivation. The text therefore invites an examination of how caste-based
hierarchies and modern class relations reinforce one another.

Scholarly interpretations have examined the novel through the perspectives of social
justice, subaltern politics, individualism, and class inequality. Manav Ratti, for example,
explores the relationship between caste, class, and literary justice, while Kathleen Waller
examines the conflict between individual freedom and entrenched social hierarchy.

Building on these approaches, the present article argues that The White Tiger exposes
the structural limitations of social mobility in contemporary India. Balram’s success
challenges inherited hierarchies, but his methods raise a fundamental question: can an
individual achieve genuine freedom without transforming the exploitative relationships from
which that individual escapes?

2. Statement of the Problem

The central problem addressed in this study is the persistence of class inequality
within a society experiencing economic modernisation and democratic development.Balram’s
journey appears to demonstrate that individual determination can overcome poverty and social
exclusion. Nevertheless, his experiences reveal that access to education, employment,
financial security, and political influence is unequally distributed. His opportunities are
constrained by family obligations, economic dependence, social hierarchy, and the power
exercised by wealthy employers.

The novel also complicates the conventional distinction between the oppressed and the
oppressor. Balram initially experiences exploitation but eventually acquires wealth through
violence and develops his own business within a competitive economic environment.
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The problem, therefore, extends beyond the existence of inequality. It concerns the conditions
under which individuals resist class domination, the moral costs of their resistance, and the
extent to which personal advancement can transform an unequal social order.
3. Objectives of the Study
The major objectives of the article are:
1. To examine the representation of India’s class system in The White Tiger.
2. To analyse the relationship between caste, occupation, poverty, and economic
inequality.
3. To investigate the exploitation of domestic workers and the unequal relationship
between employers and employees.
4. Tointerpret the symbolism of the Darkness, the Light, and the Rooster Coop.
5. To analyse Balram’s transformation through Marxist and postcolonial perspectives.
6. To evaluate the relationship between social mobility, entrepreneurship, corruption, and
individual freedom.
7. To assess whether Balram’s success challenges or reproduces the class hierarchy
represented in the novel.
4. Research Methodology
The study adopts a qualitative research methodology based on textual analysis and critical
interpretation.
Primary source

The primary source is Aravind Adiga’s The White Tiger (2008). Particular attention is
given to Balram’s account of his childhood, his experiences in the village, his employment as
a driver in Delhi, his relationship with Ashok and his family, the Rooster Coop metaphor, and
his eventual establishment of a business in Bangalore.
Secondary sources

Secondary sources include scholarly articles and books on Marxist literary criticism,
postcolonial studies, caste, class inequality, and subaltern representation. Research by Manav
Ratti and Kathleen Waller provides relevant critical context for examining the novel’s
treatment of justice, hierarchy, and individual freedom.
Theoretical framework
Three complementary approaches guide the analysis:

e Marxist literary criticism: Examines class relations, labour exploitation, ownership,
economic dependence, and the unequal distribution of wealth.

o Postcolonial criticism: Investigates the contradictions of modern India, including the
relationship between colonial legacies, economic globalisation, and national
development.

e Subaltern studies: Focuses on the experiences, agency, and representation of socially
and economically marginalised people.

These approaches are used to interpret the novel rather than to treat a fictional narrative as a
comprehensive statistical account of Indian society.
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5. Theoretical Framework
5.1 Marxist theory and class relations

Marxist criticism provides a useful framework for understanding the economic
hierarchy represented in The White Tiger. In Marxist thought, social class is closely related to
ownership, control over productive resources, and the organisation of labour.

The novel depicts a society in which wealthy landlords, businessmen, and politically
influential individuals exercise considerable economic power, while workers depend on
wages and employment for survival. The relationship between Balram and his employers
illustrates this inequality. Although Balram performs essential services, his labour does not
provide him with economic independence or equal social status.

The novel also exposes the ideological assumptions that legitimise unequal
relationships. Wealthy employers may present themselves as respectable, generous, or
progressive while continuing to depend on the subordinate labour of servants. Their social
status protects them from consequences that would be more severe for economically
disadvantaged individuals.

Balram gradually recognises these contradictions. However, his response is not
collective resistance or the establishment of an egalitarian society. Instead, he seeks individual
advancement.This distinction is central to the Marxist interpretation: changing one's position
within a class structure does not necessarily change the structure itself.

5.2 Postcolonialism and the idea of modern India

Postcolonial criticism examines how societies emerging from colonial rule negotiate
the relationship between political independence, economic development, and continuing
forms of domination.In The White Tiger, India is represented as a country of contrasts.
Modern offices, luxury apartments, international business, and urban consumer culture exist
alongside poverty, insecure employment, and entrenched rural deprivation.

Balram’s letters to the Chinese Premier establish a comparative narrative in which he
presents India as a country whose democratic and economic achievement coexist with serious
social contradictions. His account is deliberately provocative and should be understood as the
perspective of a fictional narrator rather than an objective description of the entire country.
The novel questions the assumption that economic modernisation automatically produces
social equality. Its urban spaces provide new opportunities, but access to those opportunities
remains uneven.

Thus, the promise of modernity becomes inseparable from the persistence of older
hierarchies and newer forms of economic domination.

5.3 Subaltern studies and individual agency

Subaltern studies investigate the historical and social experiences of people
marginalised by dominant political, economic, and cultural structures. Balram initially
occupies a subordinate position. He has limited access to education, depends on employment
controlled by wealthy individuals, and lacks the social influence needed to challenge injustice
through conventional institutions.

Nevertheless, he is not represented as entirely passive. He observes his surroundings,
develops ambitions, interprets the behaviour of his employers, and eventually acts against the
social order that confines him.His agency, however, is morally ambiguous. His escape
involves murder, deception, and the appropriation of money. His subsequent business success
does not establish that he has created a more just society.
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Balram therefore represents a complicated form of subaltern agency: he challenges
domination but does so through actions that reproduce violence and unequal power.

6. Representation of India’s Class System in The White Tiger
6.1 The division between the rich and the poor

One of the most significant features of the novel is its representation of India as a
society divided by wealth, power, and opportunity. The distinction between the privileged and
the disadvantaged influences education, employment, housing, political participation, and
personal freedom.

Balram’s family lives in circumstances characterised by economic insecurity. His
childhood is shaped by the necessity of earning money rather than pursuing sustained
education. His family’s financial difficulties force him into work at an early age, restricting
his opportunities for social advancement.

In contrast, Ashok and his family possess wealth, property, political connections, and
the ability to influence their surroundings. They can travel, purchase services, and use their
resources to manage difficulties that would be overwhelming for poorer individuals.

The contrast demonstrates that economic inequality is not simply a difference in income. It
affects the range of choices available to individuals.

For Balram, a job is essential for survival. For his employers, a driver is a service provider
who can be replaced. This difference in dependence gives the employer considerable power
over the employee.

Adiga’s portrayal consequently suggests that class inequality operates through unequal
control over material resources and the opportunities they provide.

6.2 The “Darkness” and the “Light”

The distinction between the Darkness and the Light is one of the novel’s central organising
metaphors.

T el

The Darkness: Rural deprivation
The Darkness represents Balram’s village background, poverty, limited educational
opportunities, exploitative labour relations, and the influence of local power structures. It is a
social condition in which inherited disadvantage restricts the ability to improve one's
circumstances.
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The Light: Urban opportunity

The Light represents the apparent possibilities of urban employment, consumer
culture, technology, entrepreneurship, and economic mobility. However, Balram’s experience
reveals that urban prosperity does not automatically remove class divisions.

The metaphor should not be interpreted as a simple geographical division between an
impoverished countryside and a prosperous city. The Darkness and the Light represent
unequal access to power and opportunity.

The city offers Balram new possibilities, but he initially enters it as a servant whose
work supports the lifestyle of a wealthy family. His movement into urban space does not
immediately transform his class position.

The novel thereby challenges the assumption that migration and urbanisation alone
can overcome social inequality. Geography changes, but the relationships of dependence and
domination may persist.

6.3 Caste and the reproduction of class inequality

Caste is an important dimension of the social hierarchy represented in the novel. It
influences inherited status, occupational associations, community expectations, and the ways
in which individuals are perceived by others.

Balram’s surname, Halwai, evokes an occupational caste association. His experiences

illustrate how inherited social identity can interact with economic disadvantage, although the
novel does not establish that every aspect of his oppression results directly from caste.
The relationship between caste and class must therefore be understood carefully. Caste refers
to a historically specific system of social stratification, while class concerns economic
position and relationships to resources and labour. The two may overlap, but they are not
interchangeable.

In Balram’s case, economic poverty, limited education, family obligations, and

subordinate employment reinforce one another. His inherited circumstances restrict his
opportunities, while the economic system provides few secure means of escaping those
restrictions.
The novel’s criticism is directed at a social order in which historical inequalities continue to
shape modern economic relationships.Balram’s eventual success disrupts the assumption that
a person’s social position must remain fixed. Yet his experience also shows that individual
mobility is not equivalent to the abolition of caste discrimination or class hierarchy.
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6.4 The landlord system and rural domination

The early sections of the novel depict rural power structures in which landlords
exercise authority over economically dependent villagers. Balram’s family and other poor
residents have limited bargaining power because their livelihoods depend on access to work,
land, credit, and local patrons.

The landlord figures embody the concentration of economic and social authority.
Their influence extends beyond income because they can affect the practical choices available
to those who depend on them.

This arrangement illustrates how poverty can restrict freedom. Individuals may
formally possess the right to make decisions, but their material circumstances make resistance
difficult.

Balram’s family cannot easily reject exploitative arrangements because the immediate
consequences could threaten their survival. The need to meet basic needs therefore becomes a
mechanism through which unequal relations are reproduced.

The novel suggests that social hierarchy persists not only because powerful individuals
possess wealth, but also because disadvantaged individuals lack the resources required to
challenge them safely.

6.5 The education system and unequal opportunity

Education represents an important potential route to upward mobility. Balram’s early
experiences, however, reveal how poverty can prevent talented individuals from fully
benefiting from formal schooling.Although he displays intelligence and curiosity, family
circumstances interrupt his education. His early entry into employment reduces his ability to
acquire the qualifications and credentials associated with secure professional advancement.

The contrast between ability and opportunity is important. Balram’s later success does
not demonstrate that the social system provides equal opportunities to everyone. Instead, his
exceptional journey highlights the barriers that ordinary disadvantaged individuals face.The
novel challenges the idea that success depends entirely on personal effort. Individual
determination may be significant, but it operates within conditions shaped by access to
education, financial security, social networks, and economic resources.

Balram’s intelligence becomes valuable only when he finds a way to use it within the
urban economy. His story thus raises a broader question about how many potentially capable
individuals remain excluded because they lack comparable opportunities.

6.6 Domestic servants and labour exploitation

Balram’s work as a driver provides one of the novel’s clearest representations of class
relations. His employers depend on his labour, but they retain authority over his time, duties,
and conditions of employment. The relationship is unequal because employment does not give
Balram equivalent social power. He must remain attentive to his employers’ expectations and
protect his position within a system in which losing a job could threaten his livelihood.

The servant’s role extends beyond the performance of specific tasks. He is expected to display
loyalty, discretion, obedience, and awareness of the social boundaries separating him from his
employers.

These expectations transform employment into a broader relationship of personal
subordination. The worker’s time and behaviour are regulated by the needs of the household,
while the employer enjoys the benefits of the worker’s dependence.
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Adiga also exposes the contradiction between the public respectability of wealthy
households and the unequal relationships that sustain them. The servants who make elite
lifestyles possible remain socially inferior within those same households.

Balram’s eventual rebellion emerges from this experience of domination. Nevertheless, his
response raises an ethical question: does escaping exploitation require reproducing the
violence through which the powerful maintain their positions?

6.7 The Rooster Coop: A metaphor for social control

The Rooster Coop is one of the most important metaphors in The White Tiger. Balram
uses it to explain why servants and other disadvantaged individuals remain trapped in
exploitative circumstances even when opportunities for escape may exist.The image refers to
chickens confined together, unable to escape the conditions that lead to their destruction.
Balram compares this situation to the position of poor workers who remain loyal to employers
despite exploitation.

The metaphor identifies several forces that sustain inequality.

Family obligations: Workers fear that their decisions may expose relatives to punishment,
deprivation, or retaliation.

Economic dependence: The loss of employment may threaten food, shelter, and the ability to
meet basic needs.

Fear of punishment: The unequal relationship between employers and employees
discourages open resistance.

Internalised obedience: Repeated exposure to hierarchy can make subordination appear
unavoidable, even when it produces suffering.The metaphor reveals that class domination
does not depend exclusively on direct physical force. It is also maintained through economic
insecurity, emotional attachment, social expectations, and fear.

Balram’s interpretation is powerful because it explains why an oppressed person may
continue to participate in a system that disadvantages them. Escape requires more than
recognising injustice; it may also require confronting the practical and emotional
consequences of resistance.

Nevertheless, Balram’s solution is individual and violent. The novel does not present
his escape as a collective transformation of labour relations. The Rooster Coop therefore
illustrates both the difficulty of resistance and the limitations of a freedom achieved through
individual self-interest.

6.8 Corruption and the unequal application of justice

Corruption is closely connected to the representation of class in the novel. Wealthy
and influential characters possess resources that enable them to manipulate institutions and
avoid consequences that might be imposed on less powerful individuals. The contrast between
the privileged and the poor suggests that formal legal equality does not necessarily produce
equal practical access to justice.

Balram recognises that wealth and influence can shape how wrongdoing is treated. His
understanding of corruption develops alongside his awareness that obedience and honesty
may not provide an effective route to security within the social world he inhabits.

However, the novel does not simply celebrate his rejection of the existing system. Balram
himself becomes implicated in violence and deception. His actions reveal the danger of
interpreting corruption as acceptable merely because it is used against a powerful individual.
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The resulting moral ambiguity strengthens the novel’s social criticism. It shows how an
unequal system can encourage individuals to regard unethical behaviour as a necessary means
of survival or advancement.

6.9 Urbanisation, globalisation, and the new middle class

The novel portrays urban India as a setting of economic transformation. Cities offer
opportunities associated with transport, services, business, technology, and consumer markets.
Balram’s movement into the urban economy allows him to observe the habits and values of
wealthy households. He becomes familiar with the material signs of social status and
gradually develops the ambition to occupy a more privileged position.His eventual business
success reflects the possibilities created by the expanding urban economy. Yet the novel also
reveals that modernisation can coexist with unequal labour relations and political corruption.

The emerging entrepreneurial class does not necessarily reject the assumptions of the
established elite. Instead, individuals may adopt similar methods of competition, resource
accumulation, and control over workers.

Balram’s success therefore exposes a contradiction within economic mobility. The
market can create new opportunities, but access to those opportunities is uneven, and
individual advancement does not guarantee broader social improvement.The novel’s critique
is consequently not a rejection of every form of entrepreneurship. It questions a model of
success in which personal wealth becomes the primary measure of achievement, regardless of
the means used to obtain it.

6.10 Balram Halwai: From servant to entrepreneur

Balram’s transformation provides the central narrative through which Adiga examines
class mobility. At the beginning of the novel, he is economically dependent and socially
subordinate. His position is shaped by poverty, family responsibilities, limited education, and
employment within a wealthy household.His experiences gradually develop his awareness of
the mechanisms through which power operates. He learns that wealth provides not only
material comfort but also influence over institutions and the behaviour of others.Balram
eventually murders Ashok and appropriates money to establish his own business. His
transition from servant to entrepreneur represents a dramatic break with his inherited
circumstances.

Yet the transformation is morally ambiguous. Balram acquires independence by
committing a serious crime and then enters a competitive economy in which he becomes an
employer himself.

His new position does not establish that the workers under his authority enjoy equality
or that the larger social system has changed. Rather, the former servant has acquired access to
the resources that previously belonged to the privileged.Balram’s success therefore
demonstrates the difference between upward mobility and structural transformation. He
changes his place within the hierarchy without necessarily eliminating the hierarchy itself.

7. Discussion: Does Balram Escape the Class System?

The novel’s central contradiction lies in the relationship between Balram’s freedom
and the social order that produces his oppression.On one level, his achievement challenges the
assumption that a person born into poverty must remain economically subordinate. His
intelligence, determination, and willingness to act allow him to cross social boundaries that
initially appear almost impossible to overcome.On another level, the methods he employs
undermine any straightforward interpretation of his success as emancipation. His rise depends
on murder, theft, deception, and the appropriation of wealth. He does not replace exploitation
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with a system based on equality; he acquires the means to participate more successfully in the
existing economic order.

Three interpretations emerge from this contradiction.

First, Balram represents the possibility of individual resistance. He refuses to accept
that inherited circumstances should determine the whole course of his life.Second, his journey
exposes the limitations of meritocracy. His eventual success does not mean that opportunities
are distributed fairly or that individuals from disadvantaged backgrounds can ordinarily
achieve comparable results.Third, his transformation reveals how oppressive structures can
reproduce themselves through those who escape them. A person who once suffered
domination may adopt the values and practices of the dominant group after acquiring wealth.
The novel therefore invites readers to distinguish between personal achievement, ethical
freedom, and social justice. These are related but separate outcomes.

The critical literature reinforces the importance of this distinction. Ratti’s examination
of literary justice highlights the moral and political difficulties raised by Balram’s self-
directed pursuit of justice, while Waller’s analysis emphasises the constraints that social
hierarchy places on individual freedom.

Balram’s story does not provide a complete programme for social reform. Instead, it exposes
the inadequacy of a social order in which meaningful freedom appears to require
extraordinary individual risk and the violation of conventional moral boundaries.

8. Major Findings
The analysis of The White Tiger produces the following findings.
1. Class inequality is structural. The novel represents poverty and privilege as outcomes of
unequal access to resources, education, employment, and political influence rather than
simply differences in individual ability.
2. Caste and class are interconnected but distinct. Inherited social identities and occupational
associations interact with economic deprivation, while class relations also operate through
wealth, labour, and ownership.
3. Labour exploitation sustains privilege. The relationship between Balram and his employers
demonstrates how the comfort and status of wealthy households depend on the labour of
economically subordinate workers.
4. Social control extends beyond physical coercion. The Rooster Coop metaphor highlights
the role of family obligations, economic insecurity, fear, and internalised obedience in
maintaining unequal relationships.
5. Modernisation does not automatically eliminate inequality. Urbanisation and
entrepreneurship create opportunities, but access to these opportunities remains uneven and
existing hierarchies may persist in new forms.
6. Individual mobility does not necessarily produce social transformation. Balram’s rise
challenges inherited limitations, yet his methods and subsequent position reveal the possibility
of reproducing the very power relations he once opposed.
7. The novel presents an ethically ambiguous critique of capitalism. It exposes exploitation
and corruption without offering Balram’s actions as an uncomplicated model of liberation.
Conclusion

Aravind Adiga’s The White Tiger provides a compelling literary examination of
India’s class system through the experiences of Balram Halwai. The novel explores the
relationship between inherited social position, economic dependence, labour exploitation,
political corruption, and individual ambition. By contrasting the Darkness of rural deprivation
I ———
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with the Light of urban opportunity, Adiga exposes the unequal distribution of resources and
the limitations of modern economic development.The analysis demonstrates that class
inequality is maintained through more than differences in income. It is reinforced by unequal
educational opportunities, dependence on employment, family obligations, social
expectations, and the influence of wealth over institutions. The relationship between Balram
and his employers illustrates how economic dependence can become a mechanism of personal
domination.

The novel’s treatment of caste adds another dimension to this criticism. Although
caste and class should not be treated as identical, their interaction helps explain why social
mobility 1s difficult for individuals born into disadvantaged circumstances. Balram’s
experience demonstrates that the acquisition of wealth may change a person’s economic
position without necessarily eliminating the broader structures of social inequality.The
Rooster Coop metaphor is particularly significant because it reveals how exploitation can be
sustained through fear and dependency, even when those who experience it recognise its
injustice. Balram’s eventual escape challenges this system, but his use of violence and
corruption complicates the meaning of his achievement.

Ultimately, The White Tiger distinguishes individual success from collective
emancipation. Balram becomes economically independent, yet his transformation does not
establish that the society around him has become more equal. His rise suggests that a system
may permit exceptional individuals to advance while leaving the underlying distribution of
power largely intact.

The novel’s enduring significance lies in its challenge to the assumption that economic
growth and individual entrepreneurship are sufficient measures of social progress. Through
Balram’s morally ambiguous journey, Adiga invites readers to consider whether genuine
freedom can exist without greater equality, dignity, and justice for those who remain
economically and socially disadvantaged.
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