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1. INTRODUCTION 

Aravind Adiga’s The White Tiger has garnered 

international attention since its publication, largely for its 

satirical depiction of India’s rigid social hierarchies and moral 

corruption. Set in the context of modern India’s capitalist 

growth, the novel takes the form of a letter written by Balram 

Halwai, a self-made entrepreneur, to Wen Jiabao, the Premier 

of China. While The White Tiger is lauded for its biting social 

commentary on class disparities and India’s economic 

liberalization, it also presents a striking omission the limited 

portrayal and role of women within the narrative. Adiga’s The 

White Tiger explores the interplay of class and gender 

oppression but does so implicitly, by rendering female voices 

almost invisible or secondary. Women in the novel exist largely 

on the periphery, trapped within the same socio-economic and 

patriarchal hierarchies that dominate the male characters. Their 

marginalization symbolizes the broader silencing of women in 

Indian society, particularly those from lower socio-economic 

backgrounds. In this context, this study analyzes how gender 

and class intersect within the narrative of The White Tiger to 

reinforce patriarchal structures. 

The research problem central to this study is the 

conspicuous marginalization of female characters in The White 

Tiger. Despite being set against the backdrop of a patriarchal 

society, the novel does little to provide space for female agency. 

Through characters like Kusum, Pinky Madam, and minor 

female figures, the novel reflects not just the socio-economic 

oppression of lower-class individuals but also the gendered 

oppression prevalent in Indian society. This study explores how 

Adiga’s novel offers a critique of patriarchal structures by 

rendering women voiceless within the larger narrative. 

2. REVIEW OF LITERATURE  

In The White Tiger, Aravind Adiga presents a nuanced 

exploration of the intersecting impacts of gender, caste, and 

class within contemporary India. This depiction aligns with the 

critical frameworks offered by scholars of postcolonial 

feminism, such as Susie Tharu, K. Lalita, Chandra Talpade 

Mohanty, and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak. Tharu and Lalita, in 

their anthology Women Writing in India (1991), argue that 

Indian literature has historically reflected entrenched 

patriarchal norms that shape women's experiences. They 

Abstract  Original Research Article 

This paper examines the intersection of gender and marginalization in Aravind Adiga’s The White Tiger (2008), focusing 

particularly on the absence and marginalization of female characters. Although the novel is renowned for its exploration of class 

struggle, corruption, and socio-economic mobility, the portrayal of women is more muted but equally critical. This analysis seeks 

to uncover how the underrepresentation and marginalization of female figures in the novel reflect broader patriarchal systems that 

operate within Indian society. By focusing on characters such as Kusum, Pinky Madam, and other women in the novel, this paper 

illustrates how women are used as symbols of oppression and silenced voices in the socio-economic hierarchy that governs 

contemporary Indian society. 

Keywords: Marginalization, Patriarchy, Oppression, Socio-Economic, Society 

https://isapublisher.com/isajahss/
file:///B:/ISA%20Publisher/Reday%20ISA/Arts%20ISA/Published/office.isapublisher@gmail.com


  

© ISA Journal of Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences (ISAJAHSS). Published by ISA Publisher 2 

 

contend that patriarchy in India is deeply intertwined with caste 

and class structures, which exacerbate the marginalization of 

women. As Tharu and Lalita assert, “The woman’s position is 

not merely a product of individual patriarchy but is constituted 

through caste and class structures that further suppress female 

autonomy” (1991, p. 24). Adiga’s The White Tiger illustrates 

this intersectionality through characters such as Kusum and 

Pinky Madam, whose experiences underscore the limitations 

imposed by both gender and socio-economic hierarchies. 

In The White Tiger, Kusum represents a form of power 

within the domestic sphere but remains constrained by broader 

societal structures. Her authority is confined to enforcing 

patriarchal norms within her family, reflecting a limited and 

controlled form of power. This portrayal aligns with the critique 

that women in Indian literature often exhibit strength only 

within certain confined spaces, while remaining powerless in 

broader societal contexts. Similarly, Pinky Madam’s character, 

despite her higher social status and Western education, does not 

escape the confines of patriarchal domination. Her departure 

from the narrative, marked by the line, “Pinky Madam had 

disappeared without a word, like a puff of smoke” (Adiga, 

2008, p. 155), highlights her erasure from the story and her lack 

of substantial agency within the male-dominated world she 

inhabits. This mirrors Spivak’s argument in Can the Subaltern 

Speak? (1988), where she posits that postcolonial women, 

especially those from marginalized backgrounds, are often 

depicted as “silent victims” excluded from dominant narratives 

(1988, p. 45). 

Mohanty further critiques the representation of 

postcolonial women as “voiceless beings” caught between 

intersecting structures of oppression (2003, p. 12). In The White 

Tiger, both Kusum and Pinky Madam exemplify this critique, 

as their roles are defined within limited and patriarchally 

controlled environments, with their broader societal influence 

constrained by their socio-economic status and gender. The 

novel reflects a broader pattern in postcolonial literature where 

female characters’ voices and experiences are overshadowed by 

the narratives of male protagonists. This aligns with Spivak’s 

and Mohanty’s critiques of how gender intersects with class and 

colonialism to render women invisible in both domestic and 

public spheres. Adiga’s portrayal of female characters thus 

serves as a commentary on the continuing dominance of 

patriarchal structures in shaping the lives of women in 

postcolonial societies. Adiga’s The White Tiger presents a 

critical perspective on gender, caste, and class, reflecting the 

concerns raised by postcolonial feminist scholars. The 

marginalization of female characters in the novel illustrates the 

broader societal forces that oppress women and highlights the 

ongoing relevance of feminist critiques in understanding 

contemporary literary depictions of gender and social 

hierarchies. 

3. ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION 

One of the key observations in The White Tiger is the 

peripheral role assigned to female characters. Balram Halwai’s 

narrative largely revolves around male interactions, particularly 

between him and his employer Ashok, yet women are notably 

absent or relegated to the background. Kusum, Balram’s 

grandmother, is one of the few women who holds some degree 

of authority within the family, but her influence is limited by 

the patriarchal constraints of their social class. Kusum’s role as 

a domestic enforcer of patriarchal values illustrates the limited 

agency women possess even within familial structures. Despite 

her authority over Balram in certain moments, she is portrayed 

in an oppressive light. Balram’s description of her “Her tongue 

was as sharp as her nose” (Adiga, 27) suggests a kind of 

oppressive dominance, yet this power is limited to the domestic 

sphere and is ultimately inconsequential outside of it. Kusum’s 

role as the matriarchal figure reinforces her complicity within 

the same structures that oppress her, making her both a victim 

and an enforcer of patriarchal values. 

Pinky Madam, Ashok’s wife, represents another 

significant female figure in the novel. However, despite her 

higher social status and Western education, Pinky Madam is 

portrayed as largely powerless in her relationship with Ashok 

and within the broader societal framework. Pinky Madam’s 

frustrations, particularly with her constrained role as a wife, are 

evident throughout the novel. Her eventual departure from 

Ashok after a tragic accident the hit-and-run incident in which 

she kills a child reflects her desire for autonomy. However, her 

departure from the novel is abrupt, and her voice remains 

largely silenced. Pinky’s decision to leave is narrated from 

Balram’s perspective, and he reflects, “Pinky Madam had 

disappeared without a word, like a puff of smoke” (Adiga, 155). 

This reflects not only the abruptness of her exit but also the 

broader erasure of female voices within the narrative. Pinky’s 

brief moments of rebellion against her patriarchal confines are 

quickly nullified by her disappearance, reinforcing the novel’s 

commentary on the silencing of women, particularly those who 

attempt to challenge societal norms. 

 

While women in The White Tiger are marginalized in 

terms of narrative space and character development, their roles 

serve a symbolic purpose in reinforcing the patriarchal and 

socio-economic structures that govern the novel’s world. 

Kusum, Pinky Madam, and even minor female figures such as 

the prostitutes Balram encounters serve as symbols of the 

limited spaces women are allowed to occupy. In his interactions 

with prostitutes, for instance, Balram objectifies them, reducing 

them to mere commodities for his consumption. His perception 

of one prostitute “She wore too much makeup, the way a cheap 
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prostitute would” (Adiga, 220)reflects the broader 

objectification of women in the narrative. These interactions 

highlight the commodification of female bodies in a patriarchal 

and capitalist system, where women are reduced to objects of 

transaction and consumption. 

A critical aspect of the novel’s portrayal of women is 

the intersection of gender and class. Both Kusum and Pinky 

Madam, despite their vastly different socio-economic 

standings, are subjected to similar forms of patriarchal 

oppression. Kusum, as a lower-class woman, faces limitations 

in terms of mobility, power, and economic freedom. Her 

authority within the family is undermined by the socio-

economic structures that govern rural India, where women are 

largely confined to domestic roles. Pinky Madam, on the other 

hand, experiences a different form of oppression. As a Western-

educated, upper-class woman, Pinky is expected to conform to 

the roles dictated by her social class namely, as a submissive 

wife to Ashok. Despite her privileges, Pinky finds herself 

trapped within the same patriarchal system, albeit from a 

different angle. Her departure from Ashok is emblematic of the 

frustrations faced by women who are expected to conform to 

societal expectations, regardless of their socio-economic status. 

One of the most striking features of The White Tiger is 

the silencing of female voices throughout the novel. With the 

exception of brief dialogue, most female characters are 

rendered voiceless, their perspectives and experiences filtered 

through Balram’s male-centric narrative. This structural 

exclusion of women from the narrative mirrors the broader 

silencing of women in patriarchal societies, where women’s 

experiences are often ignored or marginalized. For instance, 

Pinky Madam’s departure is not explored from her perspective, 

leaving her motivations and feelings largely ambiguous. 

Similarly, Kusum’s authority over Balram is depicted solely 

through his perception of her, further silencing her perspective. 

This narrative choice reflects Adiga’s critique of how 

patriarchal societies prioritize male voices and experiences, 

often at the expense of women’s narratives. 

4. CONCLUSION 

Adiga’s The White Tiger serves as a profound 

exploration of gender and class dynamics within contemporary 

Indian society. While the novel is prominently recognized for 

its incisive critique of socio-economic disparities and class 

mobility, it also provides a critical perspective on gender 

relations through its portrayal of female characters. The 

intersection of gender and class within the narrative reveals the 

systemic nature of women's oppression, emphasizing how 

patriarchal structures are deeply embedded in both familial and 

societal frameworks. The novel's depiction of female characters 

such as Kusum and Pinky Madam highlights the pervasive 

nature of patriarchy in India. Kusum, Balram’s grandmother, 

epitomizes the limited scope of female agency within the 

domestic sphere. Despite her authoritative role in the family, 

her power is constrained by the broader patriarchal system that 

restricts her influence beyond the household. Her character 

reflects a broader societal pattern where women, regardless of 

their socio-economic status, are often confined to roles that 

reinforce traditional gender norms rather than challenge them. 

Pinky Madam, on the other hand, represents a different 

facet of the socio-economic spectrum. Her character illustrates 

that higher socio-economic status does not necessarily offer 

immunity from patriarchal oppression. Despite her Western 

education and elevated social position, Pinky Madam’s 

autonomy is continually undermined by her husband and the 

patriarchal norms that govern her world. Her abrupt departure 

from the narrative, marked by her unresolved storyline, 

underscores the broader theme of the silencing of female voices 

within the novel. The treatment of Pinky Madam’s character 

illustrates that even women with relative privilege are subject 

to the same systemic constraints that oppress those from lower 

socio-economic backgrounds. The systematic marginalization 

of women in The White Tiger is reflective of broader societal 

attitudes toward gender. Adiga’s focus on Balram’s personal 

and socio-economic struggles, while crucial to the narrative, 

simultaneously serves to highlight the erasure of women’s 

experiences and voices. The novel critiques how patriarchal 

structures intersect with socio-economic hierarchies to 

perpetuate gender-based oppression. By portraying female 

characters as secondary to the male protagonist's journey, Adiga 

emphasizes the limited space allotted to women’s perspectives 

and the pervasive nature of patriarchal control in both personal 

and public spheres. 

The roles and portrayals of female characters in The White 

Tiger, it becomes evident that the novel provides a powerful 

commentary on the systemic nature of gender oppression. The 

intersection of gender and class serves as a critical lens through 

which the broader societal forces that shape women’s lives are 

revealed. Adiga’s portrayal of women as peripheral figures 

highlights the entrenched patriarchal values that continue to 

govern contemporary Indian society, offering a nuanced 

critique of how these structures intersect with socio-economic 

hierarchies to marginalize and silence women. Through its 

examination of female characters and their limited agency, The 

White Tiger underscores the urgent need for a more inclusive 

and equitable representation of women in literature and society. 
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