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Abstract 

Poverty, education, and inequality are all interrelated. While inequality is

the cause of poverty, education emancipates it. However, the problem is

that those caged by poverty have no access to quality education, hence no

emancipation for them. However, there are rare instances where a poor

person from a low-class family breaks free from the cage of poverty and

rises to the upper class. Others from the lower class either keep getting

exploited and remain servants or use unethical means to reach the higher

upper class. This article examines the sufferings and hardships a person

from a low-class society has to go through while rising to the upper class

with reference to the novel The White Tiger by Aravind Adiga. Employing

ethnographic methods and thematic analysis, this article attempts to

understand inequality and poverty through the different characters and

methods they use to get out of the ‘rooster coop’. 

Keywords: Structural Inequality, Education Disparity, Exploitation, Class

Struggle, The White Tiger 

Introduction 

As per the report by New World Wealth, India is the second-most

unequal country globally after South Africa. According to the report

published by Oxfam International, “the top 10% of the Indian

population holds 77% of the total national wealth. 73% of the wealth

generated in 2017 went to the richest 1%, while 67 million Indians

who comprise the poorest half of the population saw only a 1%

increase in their wealth. There are 119 billionaires in India. Their

number has increased from only 9 in 2000 to 101 in 2017. Between

2018 and 2022, India is estimated to produce 70 new millionaires

every day. It would take 941 years for a minimum wage worker in 
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rural India to earn what the top paid executive at a leading Indian 

garment company earns in a year” (Oxfam).  

Discrimination against specific groups of society since ancient 

times has been the primary cause of inequality. This has impacted 

their opportunities, chances, and access to health, employment, and 

education. Although laws like reservations have been in place since 

India’s independence, they mainly failed to improve society. They 

were only effective for a small group of individuals in the economic 

and political spheres. Thereafter, India has succumbed to inequalities 

of all kinds. Several scholars have drawn clear connections between 

inequality, poverty, and education. Low levels of educational success 

are associated with high levels of poverty and inequality, particularly 

in less developed nations. The difference in educational achievement 

between disadvantaged and rich children is widely acknowledged. 

Aravind Adiga’s The White Tiger ignites scholarly debate on modern 

India’s socio-cultural landscape. Durga K. (2016) dissects the “psychic 

traumas” individuals face due to poverty and a rigid class system. 

A.J. Sebastian (2009) dissects the vast economic divide, arguing that 

Balram’s story exposes the underbelly of social unrest and challenges 

the stereotype of contented servants. Caste discrimination takes 

centre stage in Wardhani’s analysis. Through Balram, she exposes 

limitations in education, occupation, and freedom for lower castes. 

Narsiman and Chhavi (2014; 2016) echo the theme of caste. They 

view Balram’s ambition as an anomaly, highlighting the system’s 

stifling nature. Both emphasize education as a potential escape route. 

These studies collectively position The White Tiger as a scathing 

critique of contemporary India, laying bare the harsh realities of 

poverty, caste, and the struggle for social mobility. 

Written in a rural and urban setting, the novel shows us two 

different sides of India. The story revolves around Balram’s struggle 

to reach the higher class while beautifully showing us the two 

different sides of India. Adiga aimed to humorously but grimly 

depict the existence of India’s class struggle. The novel’s protagonist, 

Balram, develops a Marxist viewpoint by criticizing different 

societies. 

Marxism, as a social, political, and economic theory, was 

developed by Karl Marx and is named after him. Marx advocated for 
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a classless society, and in London, atop his grave, the tombstone 

reads, “Workers of all lands Unite.” At a time when capitalism 

dominated the Western world, Marx wrote enormous books and 

articles, sometimes with his friend Friedrich Engels.  

Like Karl Marx’s advocacy in his Marxist theory, which calls for 

the proletariat to rise against the bourgeoisie to secure their 

liberation, Aravind Adiga implores the impoverished in India to 

assert their rights through resistance. Marx’s framework underscores 

the notion that human societies progress through ongoing class 

struggles, with one class perpetually exploiting another. This 

exploitation is particularly prominent in modern industrial 

capitalism, where the bourgeoisie, as the ruling class, owns and 

controls the means of production. In contrast, the proletariat, or 

working class, sustains this system by selling their labor for wages. 

This socioeconomic structure fosters an inherent imbalance, 

manifesting in the subjugation and commodification of workers, who 

are rendered as mere instruments of production. Consequently, in 

exchanging their labor for wages, they experience a form of 

contemporary servitude, ultimately leading to profound alienation. 

The novel’s protagonist, Balram Halwai, originates from the 

Gaya district in Bihar, a state widely recognized for its severe poverty 

and systemic oppression. Bihar notably has one of the lowest literacy 

rates in India, underscoring its socioeconomic challenges relative to 

other regions. Dhanbad, located in the neighbouring state of 

Jharkhand, is depicted as a grim, industrialized district where coal 

mining reigns. The narrative centres on Balram’s arduous journey 

and numerous obstacles in pursuing social mobility. Through 

Balram’s story, the novel poignantly portrays the bleak realities of 

rural India, particularly in Laxmangarh-a village marked by 

inadequate educational resources, limited access to fundamental 

health and sanitation services, and pervasive poverty and social 

inequity. 

This study analyzes social class representation in The White Tiger, 

with particular attention to themes of poverty, education, and 

inequality. The characters’ ambitions to ascend to a higher social 

echelon and their strategies to pursue this goal illustrate this. The 

research adopts a Marxist theoretical framework, which provides a 
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compelling lens for examining the novel’s exploration of social class 

dynamics and the systemic struggles encountered by the protagonist. 

This article is divided into two sections, followed by the conclusion. 

The first section seeks to find out how inequality is the main cause of 

poverty and discusses the role of education while studying the 

relationship between the three. The second section of the article shall 

explore various methods available and used by the people of the 

lower class to reach the higher upper class and assess these methods.  

Poverty, Education, and Inequality in Adiga’s The White Tiger 

Human societies differ in the degree to which social groups and 

individuals have unequal access to various advantages. Rousseau 

distinguished between two types of inequality: natural and social. 

Natural inequality stems from differences in physical and mental 

abilities among individuals within a society. In contrast, social 

inequality arises from unequal wealth, political power, and status 

distribution, often unrelated to individuals’ abilities. Societies’ 

economic resources vary based on their level of development and 

structural characteristics, and different groups typically have unequal 

access to these resources. The power particular social groups hold 

also varies, offering additional social benefits. Likewise, conventions, 

rules, customs, and laws often give particular groups and 

occupations higher prestige and status. Concepts such as hierarchy, 

stratification, and class divisions are commonly used by 

anthropologists, sociologists, and political scientists to describe social 

inequality. 

At the outset of the novel, readers are introduced to an educated 

and ostensibly successful entrepreneur, a character who embodies 

initiative and ambition. Balram proclaims, “I don’t want to swear and 

curse. I’m a man of action and change” (Adiga 5). He further asserts 

his unique insight into the realities of India, claiming that no one 

understands the country’s true nature better than he does. His 

correspondence with the Premier of China exposes the readers to a 

darker India – an India marked by poverty, systemic inequality, and 

pervasive socioeconomic shadows. Readers unfamiliar with India’s 

underbelly may be startled to discover that there are regions where 

families, mired in poverty and hardship, cannot afford the time or 

resources to name their newborns-illustrated in Balram’s case, where 
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he is merely referred to as “Munna,” meaning “boy.” In stark 

contrast, within what Adiga terms the “India of light,” affluent 

families often approach naming with significant enthusiasm, 

sometimes purchasing specialized books or even hiring consultants 

for the task well in advance of the child’s birth. This disparity starkly 

exemplifies the deep-seated inequality in Indian society, which 

manifests before a child even enters the world. 

One might argue that the leading cause of inequality is the caste 

system, where a person needs to take up a profession according to his 

caste. But that does not seem so in the present reality. ‘Halwais,’ who 

were supposed to be sweet makers, were coal breakers and rikshaw 

pullers. As Balram says: 

That’s my caste – my destiny. Everyone in the Darkness who hears that 

name knows all about me at once. That’s why Kishan and I kept getting 

jobs at sweetshops wherever we went. The owner thought, Ah, they’re 

Halwais, making sweets and tea is in their blood. But if we were 

Halwais, then why was my father not making sweets but pulling a 

rickshaw? Why did I grow up breaking coals and wiping tables, 

instead of eating gulab jamuns and sweet pastries when and where I 

chose to? Why was I lean and dark and cunning, and not fat and 

creamy-skinned and smiling, like a boy raised on sweets would be? 

(Adiga 63) 

The underlying causes of socioeconomic inequality extend beyond 

the traditional caste system, which historically allowed for social 

mobility through concepts of purity and pollution. In ancient times, 

caste was not a rigid determinant of one’s social standing; upward 

mobility was feasible, and exploitation was relatively uncommon. 

Society highly valued spirituality, and greed was considered a vice. 

This ethos fostered a harmonious coexistence among all social strata. 

In his analysis, Adiga redirects the discourse on inequality from 

the caste system to the prevailing state of lawlessness. He suggests 

that the societal shift towards “might makes right” has enabled those 

who are deceitful, corrupt, and driven by greed to seize resources, 

consolidating them within an exclusive domain of control. The legacy 

of foreign rule and the experience of subjugation appears to have 

transformed the previously content and principled populace into a 

society marked by harshness and acquisitiveness. Exploitative 

practices, once introduced by colonial powers, have permeated the 
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ethos of the elite, enabling the few powerful individuals to 

appropriate resources at the expense of the disenfranchised. 

Consequently, caste has ceased to serve as the primary indicator of 

class. Instead, a stark division has emerged between “Men with Big 

Bellies” and “Men with Small Bellies.” 

The disparity in resource ownership is profound, with the “big 

bellies” controlling fertile lands, mineral-rich mines, and even rivers. 

The notion that a single individual could claim ownership of a river 

illustrates the extremity of this inequality. Although rivers, like other 

natural resources, are legally the government’s property, such laws 

appear absent in the “India of darkness.” Those exploited by the 

powerful are not only obligated to pay government taxes but are also 

forced to submit payments to their oppressors. These elites possess 

all means of production and monopolize essential resources, 

perpetuating the cycle of exploitation. Adiga vividly captures the 

reality of rural India, where power and resources are concentrated 

among a select few, sustaining a legacy of socioeconomic division. 

Despite occasional examples of individuals, termed “White Tigers,” 

who break free from the “rooster coop” and ascend the social 

hierarchy, this entrenched inequality persists in rural communities. 

When power, wealth, and resources remain confined to a single 

family, poverty becomes a structural fate. Regardless of their efforts, 

those trapped in poverty face insurmountable barriers to social 

mobility. While future generations of the affluent, symbolized by the 

“stork,” inherit abundant resources without exertion, successive 

generations of the marginalized remain ensnared in a cycle of 

poverty and inequality. It is within this persistent inequality that 

poverty finds its roots, trapping individuals in a struggle for survival 

that leaves little room for aspirations of breaking free from the 

“rooster coop” to achieve upward mobility. 

“Injustice and inequality have always been around us and we get used 

to it. How long can it go on? Social discontent and violence have been 

on the rise. What Adiga highlights is the ever-widening gap between 

the rich and the poor and the economic system that lets a small 

minority prosper at the expense of the majority” (Sebastian 230). 

The novel vividly portrays the poverty born of systemic injustice and 

entrenched inequality. Balram’s family resides in Laxmangarh, an 

area rich in fertile land; however, a handful of powerful individuals 
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who reside outside the village control the most productive 

agricultural plots. Consequently, Laxmangarh fails to meet the three 

basic human necessities-food, clothing, and shelter. The narrative 

reveals that family members receive minimal nourishment, with the 

family’s buffalo standing as the healthiest and best-fed member of the 

household. Despite being the primary breadwinner, even Balram’s 

father is served last in the family hierarchy. 

This depiction underscores the pervasive deprivation and the 

severe imbalance in resource distribution, where those engaged in 

labor remain impoverished while resources are diverted to the 

privileged few. 

A rich man’s body is like a premium cotton pillow, white and soft and 

blank. Ours are different. My father’s spine was a knotted rope, the 

kind that women use in villages to pull water from wells; the clavicle 

curved around his neck in high relief, like a dog’s collar; cuts and nicks 

and scars, like little whip marks in his flesh, ran down his chest and 

waist, reaching down below his hip bones into his buttocks. The story 

of a poor man’s life is written on his body, in a sharp pen (Adiga 26-27). 

The lines above make the deficiency of nutrients in his body clear. He 

has not been able to get proper food and nutrients because there are 

so many members in the family, and the family’s income is 

insufficient to feed them all in the desired way. Further, there are so 

many members in a single family that it becomes almost impossible 

to feed everyone adequately, with only a few male members toiling 

hard day and night for a meager salary. They don’t have proper 

clothing either.  

“You’re so filthy! Look at you, look at your teeth, look at your clothes! 

There’s red paan all over your teeth, and there are red spots on your 

shirt. It’s disgusting! Get out – clean up the mess you’ve made in the 

kitchen and get out” (Adiga 146).  

These lines starkly reveal that despite the significant improvement in 

his standard of living as a driver, Balram’s clothing remains 

inadequate, inviting readers to ponder what his attire must have been 

like in his childhood. When visualizing poverty in India, one often 

imagines emaciated children, barefoot and barely clothed, running 

through villages or slums – a scene frequently depicted in 

documentaries and films. Sadly, this portrayal is not far from reality. 

For the poor, garments are often worn until they are threadbare, and 
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for many families, purchasing a new sari for the women remains a 

distant and seemingly unreachable aspiration. 

In the “India of darkness,” shelter conditions are even more 

deplorable. Through evocative passages in the novel, readers are 

granted a vivid insight into the precarious and insufficient housing 

that defines life for those living under these harsh socioeconomic 

conditions: 

At night they sleep together, their legs falling one over the other, like 

one creature, a millipede. Men and boys sleep in another corner of the 

house. Early morning. The roosters are going mad throughout the 

village. A hand stirs me awake…I shake my brother Kishan’s legs off 

my tummy, move my cousin Pappu’s palm out of my hair, and extricate 

myself from the sleepers. (Adiga 21) 

If the condition of necessities of life, i.e., food, clothing, and shelter, is 

such, then we can imagine what the state of health and water 

facilities might be. The same is well depicted in the novel: 

He had been ill for some time, but there is no hospital in Laxmangarh, 

although there are three different foundation stones for a hospital, laid 

by three different politicians before three different elections. When he 

began spitting blood that morning, Kishan and I took him by boat 

across the river. We kept washing his mouth with water from the river, 

but the water was so polluted that it made him spit more blood. 

(Adiga, 47) 

The impoverished village population is systematically denied access 

to fundamental healthcare services. Lacking the financial resources to 

afford private clinics, villagers typically only seek medical attention 

in cases of critical illness, making the absence of a nearby hospital a 

life-threatening gap. Yet, this dire situation often goes unaddressed. 

Even if a hospital structure is eventually built, it frequently lacks 

essential personnel, with doctors rarely present. Expecting modern 

equipment or dignified care remains a distant hope in the “India of 

darkness.” 

This lack of healthcare exemplifies the broader connection 

between inequality and poverty, highlighting the relentless injustices 

that define the lives of the poor, who endure constant struggles and 

marginalization. They are often denied basic human dignity. While 

the wealthy engage in widespread corruption, appropriating national 

resources without consequence, it is the poor who disproportionately 
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face incarceration for minor infractions. The judicial system itself 

reflects these inequities: the wealthy can afford skilled legal defense 

and evade punishment for serious crimes, while the poor often 

endure extended prison sentences for minor offenses simply because 

they lack the means to secure effective representation. This deeply 

entrenched disparity naturally fosters a sense of frustration, leading 

many marginalized individuals, like Balram, to adopt ideologies 

rooted in Marxist thought, seeking to challenge the structures that 

perpetuate their oppression:  

“Poor people are rated as uncivilized monkeys and human spiders. 

They are ‘half baked’ people as they do not get opportunities to 

continue their studies. They are exploited by the rich for their own 

benefits. The poor are subjugated and suppressed. They are denied 

equal rights and opportunities. So, they fail to gain what they want or 

what they deserve. The attitude of the rich suffocates them, as a result 

they deviate from morality and break the shackles of moral values to 

get freedom.” (Chhavi 111). 

Poverty, in turn, makes quality education inaccessible for lower-class 

individuals. Many parents, unable to meet basic living expenses, are 

forced to send their children to work rather than school, as they 

cannot afford the cost of education. This creates a cycle of 

disadvantage, where lack of education perpetuates poverty. Lower-

class people are, therefore, left behind since they are unable to obtain 

education in schools due to poverty. They leave the school because 

they need to work to support their family financially. This again leads 

the children from low-income families to take up small jobs and 

remain slaves to their masters, who exploit them to the fullest, and 

the cycle of poverty continues.  

If they are sent to schools by chance, their education is below 

ordinary. We all know about the quality of education in government 

schools, which hasn’t improved much even at present. There are 

shortages of teachers, desks, benches, and even books. 

“There is no duster in this class; there are no chairs; there are no 

uniforms for the boys. How much money have you stolen from the 

school funds, you sister-fucker?” (Adiga 34). 

All those in power send their children to good private schools and are 

least bothered about the quality of education in these rural village 

schools. Even the inspector of the education department is fully 
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aware that the schools in the dark do not provide even the basic 

education and that the schools built there are not real but a hoax:  

Before he left, the inspector said, “I’ll write to Patna asking them to 

send you a scholarship. You need to go to a real school – somewhere 

far away from here. You need a real uniform, and a real education” 

(Adiga 35). 

While affluent families send their children to prestigious private 

schools, the children of the poor are often left to attend under-

resourced public schools that lack qualified staff and even basic 

facilities or are forced to work in tea shops and other menial jobs 

from a young age. Such conditions fundamentally impede their 

ability to compete academically with peers from privileged 

educational backgrounds, impacting their access to higher education 

opportunities. This disadvantage becomes particularly pronounced 

during job interviews and placement opportunities, where 

candidates from well-established educational institutions are often 

preferred. As a result, individuals from low-income backgrounds face 

limited employment prospects, frequently returning to subservient 

roles that reinforce the cycle of poverty and inequality. 

This analysis highlights the profound interconnectedness of 

inequality, poverty, and education. While inequality serves as a root 

cause of poverty, limited access to quality education exacerbates these 

disparities, perpetuating social immobility. Whether this cycle can be 

disrupted depends on various approaches to empowerment, both 

ethical and otherwise, which will be explored in subsequent 

discussions. However, one clear conclusion emerges: despite the 

efforts of a child from a disadvantaged background, countless 

barriers remain that hinder their ability to escape poverty and ascend 

to a higher socioeconomic class. 

To Light from Darkness 

Humans are progressive by nature. We keep striving for a better life 

and greater comfort. On the one hand, our desires sometimes cause 

our unhappiness, but we must dream better and live a dignified life. 

The White Tiger depicts the progress of a boy from a low-income 

family background who makes it ‘To light from Darkness.’ However, 

what does it take for a man to rise up to the upper class in present-
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day India? What are the available ways that a man subjugated to 

poverty and inequality can opt to climb the ladder of economic class? 

Education is the only tool to transform society from total gloom 

to beacons of hope. Education brings consciousness; with 

consciousness comes realisation, and one can distinguish between 

right and wrong. According to the renowned statement made by Sir 

Mandela, the best and most effective weapon against all types of 

malignancies-poverty being the worst among them all – is education. 

According to UNESCO, “if all students in low-income countries had 

just basic reading skills (nothing else), an estimated 171 million 

people could escape extreme poverty. If all adults completed 

secondary education, we could cut the global poverty rate by more 

than half. This is why the United Nations named quality education 

one of its Sustainable Development Goals to achieve by 2030.” 

(UNESCO Report) 

Balram’s father firmly believed education would lift them from 

hard poverty. “One day he lost his temper at home and began yelling 

at the women. This was the day they told him that I had not been 

going to class. He did something he had never dared do before – he 

yelled at Kusum,” 

“How many times have I told you: Munna must read and write!” 

(Adiga 28). 

However, in a developing nation like India, where hunger and 

poverty seem to have deep, broad roots and where affluence is still 

seen as a distant dream by many people and is linked to inequality, 

social taboos, and rigid rules, the relationship between education and 

its role in eradicating poverty appears to be rather complicated. The 

same complications are reflected in the novel. The economic 

condition of Balram’s family compels him to drop out of school at a 

very early age. Even if he hadn’t dropped out, it is clear from the 

novel that the quality of education is such that it won’t help him get 

anywhere in life. Even the government inspector knows that Balram, 

the ‘White Tiger,’ needs to get out of the village school and go to the 

city for ‘real education’:  

Before he left, the inspector said, “I’ll write to Patna asking them to 

send you a scholarship. You need to go to a real school – somewhere 



To Light from Darkness ⚫  145 

far away from here. You need a real uniform, and a real education.” 

(Adiga 35) 

Even if Balram had gone to school and secured a decent job, he 

wouldn’t really be able to live a lavish life like Ashok. This is broadly 

explained in the movie Serious Men, based on the book of the same 

name by Manu Joseph and directed by Sudhir Mishra:  

The father from the first generation never went to school. The son of 

the second generation went to school and did some basic schooling too, 

but he couldn’t get anywhere in life and realised the importance of 

education too late. He will but do his best to give his children the best 

education and send them to the best schools. This son of the third 

generation will become successful and work in MNCs or get a high-

profile job in the government sector. And by the time his kids are 

adults, they will have everything. They won’t have to work at all. They 

can just sit, ride and enjoy it takes four generations to do nothing at all. 

(Serious Men) 

The above quote stands true in present-day India and fits perfectly in 

the novel as well. Balram’s father, Vikram, the first of his generation, 

never went to school. Balram went to school but couldn’t complete 

his education due to his circumstances, so he had to drop out very 

early. Like many other Indians, he is half-baked:  

The thing is, he probably has…what, two, three years of schooling in 

him? He can read and write, but he doesn’t get what he’s read. He’s 

half-baked. The country is full of people like him, I’ll tell you that. And 

we entrust our glorious parliamentary democracy” – he pointed at me 

– ”to characters like these. That’s the whole tragedy of this country. 

(Adiga 10) 

But Balram would send his children to the best school and give them 

the best education. They can then get high-paying jobs in MNCs or 

become high-ranking bureaucrats. They will ethically be able to find 

a good job and rise up to the higher class. When their children 

become adults, they will have everything like Ashok and can live a 

lavish life doing nothing. So, it indeed takes four generations to do 

nothing. 

It is only because Balram chose a different path, he instantly rose 

to the higher class and Dharam, his cousin, whom he treats like his 

son will have to do nothing when he becomes an adult. Under 

normal circumstances, Balram will have earned enough for him. But 

would it be really possible for him to rise up to the higher class if he 
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had not murdered Ashok and stolen his money? Would he or anyone 

like him rise up to a higher class without using unethical means? 

What would happen to the servant Balram had he not been Ashok 

Sharma, the founder of ‘White Tiger Drivers’. The White Tiger 

explores a driver’s future through two possibilities: saving for a 

modest home and a child’s education (best-case), or facing illness, 

termination, or accidents (worst-case). (Adiga 202) 

Such would happen to Balram and many other servants after 

some years. However, Balram is different in this case because he is 

self-educated. He educates himself and yearns for knowledge. He is 

the ‘White Tiger’ after all. “Tomorrow, Mr. Jiabao, starting again at 

midnight I’ll tell you how I gave myself a better education at the tea 

shop than I could have got at any school” (Adiga 38). It is true that 

education may take any form. It is not necessary that only those 

enrolled in college or graduates succeed in life. In fact, history 

witnesses thousands of people who became successful because they 

educated themselves and learned from their surroundings. Balram 

did the same, and that is what distinguishes him from other drivers.  

Instead of wiping out spots from tables and crushing coals for the 

oven, I used my time at the tea shop in Laxmangarh to spy on every 

customer at every table, and overhear everything they said. I decided 

that this was how I would keep my education going forward – that’s 

the one good thing I’ll say for myself. I’ve always been a big believer in 

education – especially my own. (Adiga 52) 

Balram believed in self-education. Be it at the tea shop or in the 

company of his masters, he listened to what others were talking 

about and observed what was happening around him. He was a good 

listener and an avid observer. This way, Balram educated himself 

about the rich ways of life. He understands how rich people get their 

work done. He learned about bribes and corruption and applied his 

knowledge later to get favour from the police in Bangalore and to 

eliminate his competition. His way of education is what takes a man 

to be successful. The elites claim that education is the key to success, 

but in desperate times, the uncertain and lengthy journey of 

education seems far out of reach for many. Not every poor person is 

born to stand out like a white tiger. 

Could Balram become an entrepreneur had he not stolen the 

money? Who would provide him with the loan or invest money in 
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the ideas of a servant? Though there are rare cases where people from 

the lowest class rise up to become millionaires or even billionaires, 

there are far more instances where, despite having a good degree or 

new ideas and aptitude for entrepreneurship, people from the lower 

class are not able to find investors or get loans due to which they 

succumb to their fate of remaining poor. Therefore, though 

entrepreneurship or business is one way to rise up to the higher class, 

this option does not suit poor servants like Kishan.  

The two other apparent options, which the novel demonstrates 

as proven methods to rise to a higher social class, are crime and 

politics. The reality Balram observes leads him to believe that the 

only way to become a wealthy “fat-bellied” man is through these two 

paths. While his perspective may seem extreme, it has a certain 

degree of truth. “All I wanted was the chance to be a man – and for 

that, one murder was enough” (Adiga 318). Many crimes happen in 

the working class, and it is worth noting the argument of American 

sociologist Robert Merton who says, “Crime is higher among the 

working classes because they have fewer opportunities to achieve 

material success through legitimate means and were thus more likely 

to adopt innovative cultural responses in order to achieve material 

success through criminal means.” We see in the novel how Balram 

feels when he cheats on his master: 

The strangest thing was that each time I looked at the cash I had made 

by cheating him, instead of guilt, what did I feel? Rage. The more I 

stole from him, the more I realized how much he had stolen from me. 

(Adiga 230-231) 

He feels that his deeds have been justified because the Stork family 

avoided the taxes and stole the money that belonged to them. Politics 

is another option through which one can get out of the darkness. This 

is the path that Vijay chooses in the novel. This is the same path 

thousands of people who resist their fate of poverty take up to get out 

of darkness:  

The two men slapped him on the back; he bowed, and opened the 

doors for them himself. If he was kissing arse like this, they had to be 

politicians. The two men got in. My heart began to pound. The man on 

the right was my childhood hero – Vijay, the pigherd’s son turned bus 

conductor turned politician from Laxmangarh. He had changed 
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uniforms again: now, he was wearing the polished suit and tie of a 

modern Indian businessman. (Adiga 270) 

Numerous examples of individuals who have chosen politics as a 

path to liberate themselves and others from poverty can be cited. Lal 

Bahadur Shastri, Narendra Modi, Ram Nath Kovind, and countless 

others were born into poverty but rose to prominence through 

political leadership. Lalu Prasad Yadav, for instance, was born into a 

low-income family, living with his brother in a government clerk’s 

quarters before eventually becoming the Chief Minister of Bihar and 

serving as the Union Railway Minister. However, he was later 

convicted of the fodder scam. While some rise to power through 

unethical means and continue to exploit people with low incomes 

even after gaining political influence, many politicians have 

dedicated their careers to advocating for people experiencing 

poverty. The key difference lies in how one enters politics and the 

choices one makes while in power:  

This city has its share of thugs and politicians. It’s just that here, if a 

man wants to be good, he can be good. In Laxmangarh, he doesn’t even 

have this choice. That is the difference between this India and that 

India: the choice. (Adiga 306) 

The above lines from the novel suggest that though one may not have 

much choice to rise up to the light from darkness, once one does, one 

always has the choice. There is always a choice to be good or to be 

bad. This is one that people in darkness do not have, due to which 

they have to take up unethical means to rise to the light from the 

darkness:  

The novel is an intelligent and ruthless portrait of India in which 

downtrodden people like Balram suffers under the rich. Here the 

author shows the true picture of Indian society. He also educates the 

masses about the criminals who are born due to inequality, corruption 

and injustice in the society. But the Indian people should not overlook 

the bloody acts, opportunism, entrepreneurial success of people like 

Balram and emergence of Socialists in India, and it is the duty of each 

and every citizen that they should try their level best not to indulge in 

corruption activities (taking and giving) which may give birth to so 

many Balram which is very very dangerous to the society. (Narsiman 9) 

In the discussion, we saw what it takes for poor people to reach the 

higher class. Education is the most ethical way to bring hope and 

light to low-income groups. It can only emancipate them if it is 
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standard and of good quality. However, due to the poor quality of 

education imparted in rural government schools, we saw how formal 

education can’t bring people with low incomes out of the darkness. 

The following options are entrepreneurship and ethical politics. 

However, considering the class and caste barrier, it would also be 

challenging for the poor to lift themselves from the darkness through 

this method.  

The only option remains unethical politics and crime like Vijay 

and Balram chose. This is a very dangerous method that creates chaos 

in the society. Adiga has shown that because the rich exploit and loot 

the poor people’s money and resources, they are compelled to take 

up this method. In a way, he has held the upper class responsible for 

it and has warned them that there could be more people like Balram 

and somebody from their own family could be a victim like Ashok. 

All in all, the message goes for everyone that if no quality education 

and equal opportunities are provided, then there is a high chance that 

the people from the lower class will find other ways and means to 

rise to the light from darkness, not because it is justified but because 

they will barely have any other choice. 

Conclusion 

No nation embodies a utopian ideal, and no society achieves absolute 

perfection. Throughout history, civilizations have contended with 

persistent social challenges, with issues such as inequality and 

injustice shaping societies from their earliest origins. Each generation 

has sought to build a more just and equitable community, striving 

toward social harmony and fairness ideals. However, the increasing 

complexity of the modern world has compounded these challenges, 

making issues like poverty, inequality, and unemployment appear 

intractable. Nevertheless, humanity remains resilient, continuously 

endeavoring to mitigate these deep-rooted problems and achieving 

notable progress in many areas. Despite these advancements, a 

significant portion of the global population still lives in extreme 

poverty, facing barriers such as limited educational access and 

restricted opportunities for socioeconomic advancement. 

As previously discussed, unequal access to resources and 

opportunities lies at the heart of poverty. Our analysis shows that, 

given the same opportunities as his wealthy employer, Balram would 
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likely excel. With resources, he might emerge as a successful 

entrepreneur, dedicated bureaucrat, or skilled doctor, serving his 

country with dignity. Access to opportunities could have allowed him 

to explore artistic pursuits – perhaps as a writer, poet, musician, or 

artist, achieving fulfillment without resorting to unethical means to 

attain the dignity he sought. In contrast, the affluent, as exemplified 

by Ashok’s lifestyle, possess the freedom to pursue their passions 

without the burden of financial constraints. This inequality 

perpetuates a cycle of poverty, further widening the socioeconomic 

gap and trapping the lower classes-a cycle that only a few, the 

metaphorical “White Tigers,” manage to break. 

Karl Marx famously posited that unity among the working class 

could catalyze societal transformation by dismantling class 

hierarchies and toppling the bourgeoisie. He argued that collective 

action was essential for the working class to escape the dominance of 

the upper classes. However, Adiga’s novel interrogates Marx’s vision 

of class solidarity, suggesting that the extreme hardships endured by 

the poor make unity a formidable challenge. In The White Tiger, those 

confined to the “rooster coop” often compete to curry favor with their 

masters for marginal rewards, undermining any collective resistance. 

As in Balram’s case, this competitive survival instinct drives 

individuals to pursue solitary paths out of hardship rather than 

fostering solidarity. 

Moreover, while it is theoretically possible for the impoverished 

to escape poverty and “break the coop,” access to ethical means of 

education is often restricted. The poor state of rural education in 

India compounds this problem, as the dreams of the marginalized are 

held hostage by their financial realities. Deprived of fair access to 

quality education, many are compelled to consider unethical paths 

such as crime, violence, and political manipulation to transcend 

poverty. If systemic exploitation continues to deny resources and 

opportunities to people with low incomes, the only available avenues 

for advancement may become unethical ones, risking societal 

instability. Promoting a balanced society, therefore, necessitates equal 

access to opportunities. Providing scholarships to economically 

disadvantaged individuals and enhancing rural education could 

foster ethical avenues for upward mobility. Through The White Tiger, 

Adiga delivers a critical message to both the impoverished and the 
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affluent. For low-income groups, the novel serves as a call to 

awareness, exposing the exploitation they endure and encouraging 

them to aspire and strive for betterment. For the wealthy, it acts as a 

cautionary note: continued exploitation and denial of resources to the 

poor may lead to desperate responses that threaten both the elite and 

societal stability. Balram’s and Vijay’s stories warn that if systemic 

inequalities persist, those marginalized may pursue alternative, 

potentially destabilizing paths to claim their rightful share. 
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