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Intertextuality can be defined as the influence and the presence of other texts in the 

construction of any text. This paper attempts at discerning some of the internal texts that may 

have gone in the formation of the novel The White Tiger by Arvind Adiga. The paper studies 

the interconnections of the novel not just to other literary works like The Invisible Man by 

Ralph Ellison, Crime and Punishment by Fyodor Dostoevsky,  Autobiography of an 

Unknown Indian by Nirad Chaudhari ,Aesop’s Fables and others. The influence of other 

media in the form of films like ‘Chachi 420’ and ‘Page3’, and television campaigns is also 

explored in the novel.The paper places the novel in a socially dynamic and vibrant setting 

where there is a free flow and a give and take of ideas and images. This intertextual reading 

reveals the multi-layered nature of the novel. 

Volume II, Issue IV, August  2014    -    ISSN 2321-7065

http://www.ijellh.com 282



The White Tiger , the  Man Booker prize winning debut novel of Arvid Adiga, was published 

in the year 2008. It received very encouraging reception and went on to become the New 

York Times bestseller in the same year. Arvind Adiga is the second youngest novelist as well 

as the fourth debutant writer to win the Man Booker prize. The novel launched Arvind Adiga 

into the literary world and also made him a writer of renown. Arvind Adiga was 33 when he 

wrote the novel.  In an interview he has said that the novel is an “attempt to catch the voice of 

men you meet as you travel through India-the voice of the colossal underclass” 

(Interview,Free Press Journal,2008) According to Adiga, he has tried to capture the unspoken 

voice of people from the “Darkness”- the impoverished rural areas of Central India. Arvind 

Adiga says that he “wanted to do so without sentimentality or portraying them as mirthless 

humourless weaklings as they are usually depicted” (Interview to Free Press Journal 

,2008) The novel provides a darkly humorous perspective of class struggle through the life of 

the main protagonist, Balram Halwai ,a boy from a remote village in  Bihar whose journey 

from the village to Delhi and  then to Bangalore is described in the novel. 

Written in an epistolary style, the novel is in the form of seven letters written to Chinese 

Premier Wen Jiabao who is coming on a state visit to India. The narrator describes himself as 

“The White Tiger and a thinking man and an entrepreneur. (P3)” The lead character in The 

White Tiger gets many names in the novel. In his childhood, he does not have a name, so his 

teacher names him Balram, the friend and accomplice of Krishna. Till then he used to be 

referred to as Munna which  means 'boy'. When he tells about this to his parents, they simply 

say that if you like to be called as Balram, then we will call you Balram. So, it seems simple 

that he gets a name in this manner which can happen only with a poor person. This is how a 

simple thing such as name can tell one of the differences between rich and poor. This is the 

simplicity the book offers in explaining how the two classes of people differ- cynically called 

by the narrator as ‘big bellied and small bellied’. He expresses the class difference as- 

‘These days there are just two castes : Men with big bellies and men with small bellies and 

only two destinies :eat-or get eaten up’(64)) 

The story begins in Laxmangarh, a village in Gaya district. Balram comes from a large

family and the entire family is dependent upon the meagre earnings of his father, a rickshaw 

puller. His father’s dream of getting good education for his son comes to not when money is 

burrowed for a cousin’s wedding and Balram is forced leave school to work at a tea stall. He 
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learns many lessons of life by listening to the conversations at the tea stall. Deciding that he is 

unfit for this job, he learns driving and gets employed with the landlords of Dhanbad. 

This is Balram Halwai, an anti-hero a "White Tiger" in the novel. As a white tiger is 

a rarest creature in the jungle so is the village boy who can read and write in the 

village school He earns this sobriquet from the school inspector who is particularly 

impressed by Balram’s learning and intelligence.’ ‘ …The creature that comes only 

once in a generation.The White Tiger. That is what you are in this jungle’ (P.35) 

Exposing the true reality of the rural India and the deep set corruption, Balram informs the 

Chinese Premier about the existence of four landlord mafia in his village Laksmangarh. He 

says that the landlords force every villager to pay money if they want to graze their cattle, 

grow anything, use the government roads, and of course water, the most important resource. 

Luckily for him his grandmother spends a princely amount of Rs.600/- for his driving lessons 

so that he could become a well- paid driver instead of bonded labourer. The landlord's 

America returned son Ashok, needs a driver and this gives Balram the opportunity to fulfil 

his wish of becoming a driver and getting the coveted uniform.  

‘The thing that we who grow up in darkness value most of all. A uniform.  A khakhi 

uniform’(68). 

When the landlord’s son along with his wife shifts to Delhi, Balram moves to Delhi with 

them. To promote the family business of coal mining, Ashok greases the palms of all types 

of politicians would be, had been and  the present. The sleazy nexus between businessmen 

and politician is depicted with brutal reality. The deals mostly take place in front of Balram, 

who initially believes that everything done by his master is right and he can do nothing 

wrong. Despite being treated like a servant, driver cook , masseuse,  etc ,Balram is happy to 

serve his master . Explaining the position of a servant to the Chinese Premier, Balram says,  

‘In India – or at least in Darkness   –the rich don’t have drivers, cooks, barbers, and tailors. 

They simply have servants’ (68-69). 

Balram is concerned about the welfare of his young master, whether he had his meals on 

time and looks after his well- being. The master, his brother and father have no human 

feelings for the servants, and the two pet dogs of the family are valued much more than the 

human servants. Life in the city of Delhi is miserable for the servants.  They have to live in 
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confined -cooped up spaces. This condition has been called as the Rooster Coop. The ‘rooster 

coop’ is the stuffed dormitories where the servants live like- poultry in stuffed into wire mesh 

coops and where like the birds , the servants fight for a space to breathe & to keep themselves 

alive. They are so busy trying to stay alive, that they do not have any thought of improving 

their lot. When the wife of his young master, while driving kills a child, it is taken for granted 

that Balram will take this blame on his head and will go to jail, for how can a menial like 

Balram think for himself, he will have to do what he has been told to do. To escape the 

suffocating condition of his life and for the freedom to lead a dignified life, Balram kills his 

master Ashok, and flees with the seven lakhs rupees that were meant for a bribe to be paid to 

a minister. He starts his taxi service with this money. Having been a “good listener” he has 

learnt all the rules of the game and is able to flourish in his enterprise.  

“I confess Mr. Premier: I am not an original thinker-but am an original listener’ (p47).  

Having learned all the tricks of the trade from his masters, Balram becomes an expert in 

bribing people and buying his way through money. This way he proudly announces that he is 

a self -made entrepreneur and is now moving with the rich and dining in star hotels. 

Balram urges the Chinese Premier to pay attention to the reality of Feudal India disguised as 

democracy. The rosy picture painted by the politicians does not give the real picture of 

present day India; the claims of thriving economy, reduction of poverty, development by 

leaps and bounds are all misleading. The letters are like a Catholic Penitent confessing to his 

parish priest, He urges the premier not to overlook the corruption thriving beneath the picture 

of Gandhi in every Government office. He is writing these letters especially to Chinese

Premier Wen Jiabao because he respects China as a freedom loving nation ‘The Chinese are 

great lovers of freedom and individual liberty’ (P5). He says that ‘only three nations have 

never let them be ruled by foreigners: China Afghanistan and Abyssinia. These are the only 

three nations I admire’(5)  The one ultimate dream of Balram is to open a school, so that 

good education can be imparted to children, he wants that these children should become 

White Tigers of tomorrow because he needs many more white tigers if he has to bring a 

change in the present day society. In this way possibly he will be able to bring about a 

revolution in the country and be classified with leaders like Alexander the Great, Abraham 

Lincoln, Mao tse tung and Hitler who he calls as ‘the only four men in history that led 
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successful revolutions to free the slaves and kill the masters’(304) The novel depicting the 

dark humor of the subservient  and the tortured man is written in an extremely satirical style. 

Balram sums up his stand  : 

“Let animals live like animals: let humans live like humans. That’s my whole philosophy in 

one sentence”(276) 

The early years of the Twentieth Century not only witnessed the crumbling of the ideals of 

enlightenments but also experienced a backlash against the values of the Victorian era. 

Modernism refers not just to innovations in literature but also a radical thinking associated 

with all arts –music painting ,dance, cinema architecture. In fiction it is evident in a focus on 

literary form, conscious aestheticism, fragmentation of reality, alienation, recourse to myths 

in the midst of chaos and an intense and alienated image. Modernism spawned several 

literary movements- Imagism, symbolism, Surrealism and Existentialism. Modernist 

movement came to be criticized as racist, elitist and sexist.  

Postmodernism finds several features of modernism reactionary- its’ hierarchical orientation, 

its’ recourse to totalizing myth, its’ externally imposed order, its’ a historicity and its’ 

deadlocked irony. The study of literature as postmodern Literature began-scientifically- in 

1980s and 1990s. Postmodern literature and criticism is recognized as a discipline marking 

out the two phenomena modernism and postmodernism. The term postmodern literature is 

used to describe certain characteristics of post-World War II literature (relying heavily, for 

example, on fragmentation, paradox, questionable narrators, etc.) and a reaction against 

Enlightenment ideas implicit in Modernist literature. Postmodern literature, 

like postmodernism as a whole, is hard to define and there is little agreement on the exact 

characteristics, scope, and importance of postmodern literature. However, unifying features 

often coincide with Jean-François Lyotard's concept of the "meta-narrative" and "little 

narrative", Jacques Derrida's concept of "play", and Jean Baudrillard's "simulacra." For 

example, instead of the modernist quest for meaning in a chaotic world, the postmodern 

author eschews, often playfully, the possibility of meaning, and the postmodern novel is often 

a parody of this quest. The general themes and techniques used in Postmodern Narratives 

include Irony, playfulness, black humour, Intertextuality, Pastiche, Metafiction, Pastiche, 

Poioumena,  Temporal distortion ,Magic realism,  Paranoia, Maximalism, Minimalism, etc
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Intertextuality is a central concern of Postmodernist study. This paper explores the 

intertextual filaments of the novel. Intertextuality is the shaping of a text's meaning by 

another text. Intertextual devices include: allusions, quotations, calque, plagiarism 

translations, pastiche and parody. An example of intertextuality is an author’s borrowing and 

transformation of a prior text or to a reader’s referencing of one text in reading another.

The oxford dictionary described it as a “relation between texts especially literary ones”

Derived from the Latin intertexto, meaning to intermingle while weaving, intertextuality is a 

term first introduced by French semiotician Julia Kristeva in the late sixties. In essays such as 

"Word, Dialogue, and Novel," Kristeva broke with traditional notions of the author's 

"influences" and the text's "sources," positing that all signifying systems, from table settings 

to poems, are constituted by the manner in which they transform earlier signifying systems. A 

literary work, then, is not simply the product of a single author, but of its relationship to other 

texts and to the structures of language itself. "Any text," she argues, "is constructed of a 

mosaic of quotations; any text is the absorption and transformation of another" (66, Word 

Dialogue Novel).

Intertextuality is, thus, a way of accounting for the role of literary and extra-literary materials 

without recourse to traditional notions of authorship. It subverts the concept of the text as 

self-sufficient, hermetic totality, foregrounding, in its stead, the fact that all literary

production takes place in the presence of other texts; they are, in effect, palimpsests For 

Roland Barthes, who proclaimed the death of the author it is the fact of intertextuality that 

allows the text to come into being:

Any text is a new tissue of past citations, bits of code, formulae, rhythmic models, fragments 

of social languages, etc., pin into the text and are redistributed within it, for there is always 

language before and around the text. Intertextuality, the condition of any text whatsoever, 

cannot, of course, be reduced to a problem of sources or influences; the intertext is a general 

field of anonymous formulae whose origin can scarcely ever be located; of unconscious or 

automatic quotations, given without quotation marks.  

Thus writing is always an iteration which is also a re-iteration, a re-writing which 

foregrounds the trace of the various texts it both knowingly and unknowingly places and dis-

places.
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Intertexts need not be simply "literary"--historical and social determinants are themselves 

signifying practices which transform and inflect literary practices. Moreover, a text is 

constituted, strictly speaking, only in the moment of its reading. Thus the reader's own 

previous readings, experiences and position within the cultural formation also form crucial 

intertexts.

Many allusions and references can be traced in the novel The White Tiger which makes the 

novel multi-layered and endows it with different levels of meaning. The title that Balram 

gives to the story of his life “The autobiography of a Half Baked Indian” brings with it the 

allusion of another autobiography written by the famous writer  Nirad Chaudhari  which he 

published in 1951. Chaudhari’s book relates the life-story of the author, the mental 

intellectual development of the self- confessed anglophile writer. While the “autobiography 

of an Unknown Indian” observes the changing historical situation, at the time when the

British were leaving India, the ‘autobiography of a Half Baked Indian’ narrates the moral 

decline squalor that set in the country after independence. One can discern that the mining 

scams that were exposed during the period of the writing of the novel provide the inspiration 

and the resource material for the novel. The infamous ‘coalgate’ scam can be directly read 

into the novel and forms the timbre of the novel. The dealings of Ashok, the miner from 

Dhanbad with the different politicians and the insatiable appetite for money and power by 

both the sides is  a reflection of the rampant corruption that the news -papers carried specially 

when the novel was being  written .

Through the seven letters Balram, tries to apprise the Chinese Statesman of the true 

condition of the globally shining India  the sheen of which can be rubbed off easily. The 

mention of “shining India” is a spoof on the ‘India Shining’ campaign run during the 2004-5

elections India Shining was a marketing slogan referring to the overall feeling of economic 

optimism in India in 2004. (India shining campaign, wiki)The slogan initially developed as 

part of an Indian government campaign intended to promote India internationally. The 

government spent an estimated $20 million US Dollars of government funds on national 

television advertisements and newspaper ads featuring the "India Shining" slogan. The phrase 

‘shining India’ is repeatedly used in the novel.  

Arvind Adiga has himself acknowledged the influence of Ralph Ellison’s novel “The 

Invisible Man” on his work . Written in 1952 , “The Invisible Man” addresses many social  
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and intellectual issues  like black nationalism, the relation between black identity and 

Marxism as well as issues of personal identity and individuality facing the African -

Americans in early twentieth century. 

The stories of the two novels have their own parallels. In The Invisible Man the narrator 

begins with the claim that he is an "invisible man". His invisibility, he says, is not a physical 

condition—he is not literally invisible—but is rather the result of the refusal of others to see 

him. He says, because of his invisibility, he has been hiding from the world, living 

underground, and stealing electricity from the Monopolated Light & Power Company. He 

burns 1,369 light bulbs simultaneously and listens to Louis Armstrong ” What Did I Do to Be 

So” on a phonograph. He tells the reader that he has gone underground in order to write the 

story of his life and invisibility. The similarities between the two narratives are obviously 

discernable. Balram and his lot are also an invisible as there is nobody in the world who is 

concerned about them. Balram, the insignificant man from the land of ‘darkness’, also sits 

under a huge chandelier in his 150 square feet office in Bangalore to write out the story of his 

life and to reveal to the Chinese Premier the sordid reality of the so called democracy. By 

writing these letters to the Chinese Premier he is asserting his identity and his place in the 

society. 

The hero ,Balram,,  is a murderer and reminds one of the novels of Dostovesky. He is a sort 

of anti Raskolnikov from the novel Crime and Punishment . This novel also focuses on the 

mental anguish and the moral dilemmas of a poor student Rodin Raskolnikov, who plans and 

murders an unscrupulous pawnbroker for cash. Balram too murders his immoral and 

unethical master to lead a decent life . Raskolnikov tries to justify the deed in various ways-

the good deeds he can perform to counterbalance the act while ridding the world of a 

worthless person; to test his hypothesis that some people are naturally capable of doing such 

acts etc. He compares himself with Napoleon Bonaparte, believing that murder is permissible 

for higher purpose. Balram too compares himself to Alexander, Abraham Lincoln Mao,& 

Hitler who ‘led successful revolutions to free slaves and kill their masters’(304) .  

Raskolnokov’s story and Balram’s story are the same; only Balram does not like 

Raskolnikov let “foolish” guilt overburden him. Although Balram is responsible for not only 

the murder of his master but also Balram’s entire family, his heart doesn’t bleed nor does his 

soul cry out. He is cynical, immoral and unrepentant. 
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Cinema is the new God of the modern Indian society and forms an important part of its 

consciousness. Indians thrive on cinema and the proof of this is that India produces the 

largest number of movies in the world. Reference to cinema can be found from the very 

beginning in the novel ‘I no longer watch Hindi Films(5)  to the last pages ‘Its  one of the 

reasons I have stopped going to Hindi films(313) the novel it seems is framed by these two 

remarks.  The novel contains many references to Balaram’s love for  cinema ‘everyone goes 

to Mumbai in the films after they kill someone’(297) and so on . Julia Kristeva’s concept of 

intertextuality highlights the importance of and the formative influences that other texts have 

in shaping a particular work. It is not other works of literature but other texts such as films,

advertisements, and media whose presence can be noticed in the novel. In the novel ,

intertextual elements can be discerned in many of its situations and episodes. Ram Persad, the 

senior driver of Mr.Ashok, is shown praying religiously to more than “twenty” idols and 

chant “Om  Om” while performing his pujas  every morning.(77)  One morning at pre -dawn,

Balaram ,  finds him chopping onoin and gets suspicious . He had also noticed that Ram 

Persad was not eating any of the nice lunch that his masters provided for a few days . Finding 

this to be dubious, he follows him and discovers that he is a Muslim who was fasting as it 

was the month of Ramadan and also finds him offering Namaz. This arrangement was a well-

kept secret between the Nepali watchman and Ram Persad who had assumed a Hindu name 

and identity to get the job. The situation and the entire episode finds a clear parallel in the 

iconic movie “Chachi 420” where a Muslim character Shiraz takes up a job of  a cook with

as  Pandit Shivraj Sharma with a similar powerful master Durgaprasad. In a near parallel 

Durgaprasad’s secretary, Banwarilal, find out the truth in a similar fashion. One can read the 

movie “Chachi 420”as an intertext for the novel. 

Another intertext that can be discerned in the formation of the novel is another popular Hindi 

movie  which was released around the same time as the novel. The discussions that the 

drivers and the chauffeurs have when their masters are away  shopping and the gossip that 

they share is again a part of the famous film “Page3” by Madhur Bhandarkar. The chauffeurs 

while waiting for the masters who are either at a party or at a discotheque or shopping ,

spend the time discussing the personal lives of their masters, reading sleazy magazines and 

other such activities. The two movies weave their way into the text of the novel enriching it 

.The drivers also serve liquor to their master while driving which  is again a part of the 

novels’ narrative . 
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The characters are given monikers of animals as per their attributes and their area of 

domination. The four landlords in Laksmangarh are described as - The Stork who controls all 

water ways, water bodies ; The Buffalo who controls the road and took a cut from every 

rickshaw puller and every road user; The Raven who controls the unproductive land and took 

a cut from all grazers and goatherds; The wild boar who owns all the agricultural land. This 

not only brings out the animal nature of the characters but also adds a fable like effect to the 

novel. The novel becomes a parody for the fables. One recalls the Aesop fable “Country 

Mouse and City Mouse” when Balram is nicknamed ‘country mouse’ by the city drivers .In 

an ironic inversion of the fable the country mouse learns the lessons of the city and even 

beats the city mouse to come out of the rooster coop and gain independence. While the fables 

lead one to moral lessons and growth , Adiga’s novel traces the reverse order. 

An intertextual reading of Adiga’s novel can lead one to decode his work as a part of

postmodern literary experiment and a response to some other conversations or as a part of 

these conversations .This kind of a study re -reads the novel and places it in a dialogue with 

other social and the cultural texts. It leads to a more nuanced reading of the text. 
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