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Abstract: The fiction of Aravind Adiga offers a penetrating critique of contemporary Indian society shaped by globalization, 

capitalism, and rapid urban transformation. Rather than celebrating modernity as progress, Adiga exposes it as fractured, uneven, and 

ethically destabilizing. This research article examines how Adiga represents modernity as a site of contradiction and moral uncertainty, 

focusing on the lived experiences of individuals positioned at the margins of India’s economic growth. Through a close analysis of The 

White Tiger, Last Man in Tower, and Selection Day, the study argues that Adiga constructs modernity as a system that erodes 

traditional moral frameworks without offering viable ethical alternatives. His protagonists operate within exploitative structures that 

compel them to adopt morally ambiguous strategies for survival and success. By situating Adiga’s fiction within postcolonial debates 

on modernity, ethics, and development, this article demonstrates how his narratives challenge dominant discourses of progress and 

reveal the human cost of India’s transformation into a globalized nation. Ultimately, Adiga’s fiction portrays modern India as a space 

of fractured realities where moral ambiguity becomes an inevitable consequence of social and economic inequality. 
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Introduction 

The idea of modernity has long occupied a central position 

in literary and cultural debates, particularly within postcolonial 

societies negotiating the legacy of colonialism and the pressures of 

globalization. In the Indian context, modernity is often associated 

with economic liberalization, technological advancement, urban 

expansion, and global integration. However, these processes have 

also intensified social inequality, dislocated traditional 

communities, and generated ethical dilemmas that challenge 

inherited moral frameworks. Contemporary Indian English fiction 

has increasingly responded to these contradictions, offering 

narratives that question celebratory visions of national progress. 

Among the writers engaging most critically with this theme is 

Aravind Adiga, whose fiction foregrounds the dark underbelly of 

India’s modern transformation. 

Adiga’s novels depict a society sharply divided between 

privilege and deprivation, opportunity and exclusion. His portrayal 

of modern India is neither nostalgic nor idealistic; instead, it is 

marked by irony, satire, and moral discomfort. This article explores 

how Adiga conceptualizes modernity as fractured and morally 

ambiguous, arguing that his fiction reveals the ethical instability 

produced by uneven development and systemic injustice. By 

examining key texts such as The White Tiger, Last Man in Tower, 

and Selection Day, the study demonstrates how Adiga’s narratives 

dismantle dominant discourses of progress and expose the moral 

compromises demanded by contemporary Indian society. 

The central argument of this article is that moral ambiguity 

in Adiga’s fiction is not merely an individual failing but a 

structural condition generated by fractured modernity. Characters 

are compelled to navigate a world where survival often requires 

ethical transgression, and where traditional notions of right and 

wrong are rendered ineffective by corrupt institutions and 

exploitative economic systems. Through this lens, Adiga’s fiction 

can be read as a powerful ethical critique of modern India. 

Fractured Modernity in the Postcolonial Indian Context 

Modernity in postcolonial societies is rarely experienced as 

a unified or coherent process. Scholars have noted that postcolonial 

modernity is characterized by uneven temporalities, where 

advanced technologies coexist with archaic social structures, and 

global aspirations clash with local realities. In India, economic 

liberalization since the 1990s has intensified these contradictions, 

producing unprecedented wealth alongside persistent poverty. 

Adiga’s fiction captures this fractured condition with striking 

clarity, presenting modernity as a process that benefits a few while 

marginalizing many. 

In The White Tiger, modern India is divided into what the 

narrator calls the “Light” and the “Darkness,” a metaphor that 

encapsulates the uneven distribution of opportunity and power. 

Urban centers symbolize aspiration and mobility, while rural 

spaces represent stagnation and exploitation. This binary structure 

highlights the fractures within Indian modernity, suggesting that 

progress is not inclusive but deeply selective. The novel challenges 

the idea that economic growth automatically leads to social justice, 

revealing instead how modernity reproduces older hierarchies 

under new economic forms. 
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Adiga’s depiction of fractured modernity resonates with 

postcolonial critiques that view modernity as a project shaped by 

power rather than universal emancipation. His fiction suggests that 

modern institutions, including education, democracy, and the 

market, often function to reinforce inequality rather than dismantle 

it. As a result, individuals must negotiate a fragmented social 

reality where moral clarity is elusive. 

Moral Ambiguity and the Question of Ethics 

One of the most distinctive features of Adiga’s fiction is its 

refusal to offer clear moral judgments. His protagonists inhabit 

ethically ambiguous positions, compelling readers to question 

conventional notions of morality. In The White Tiger, Balram 

Halwai’s transformation from a submissive servant into a 

successful entrepreneur involves acts of violence and betrayal. 

While these actions are morally troubling, Adiga frames them as 

responses to systemic oppression rather than expressions of 

inherent criminality. 

Balram’s narrative challenges the reader to reconsider the 

relationship between morality and social structure. His crimes are 

presented as rational choices within an unjust system that offers no 

legitimate avenues for advancement. This moral ambiguity 

destabilizes binary distinctions between good and evil, suggesting 

that ethical transgression may be an inevitable consequence of 

fractured modernity. Adiga does not excuse Balram’s actions, but 

neither does he condemn them outright. Instead, he exposes the 

conditions that make such actions conceivable, even necessary. 

This ethical complexity reflects a broader crisis of values in 

modern India, where success is often measured in material terms, 

and moral considerations are subordinated to economic ambition. 

Adiga’s fiction reveals how modernity disrupts traditional ethical 

frameworks without replacing them with stable alternatives, 

leaving individuals to navigate moral uncertainty on their own. 

Capitalism, Globalization, and Ethical Compromise 

Capitalism and globalization play a central role in shaping 

the moral landscape of Adiga’s fiction. Economic liberalization 

creates new opportunities but also intensifies exploitation and 

competition. In Selection Day, the commercialization of sports 

illustrates how market logic penetrates even the most personal 

aspirations. Young athletes are treated as investments, their 

identities shaped by economic expectations rather than personal 

choice. 

This commodification of human potential reflects the 

broader ethical consequences of global capitalism. Adiga portrays 

a society in which relationships are increasingly transactional, and 

moral values are subordinated to profit. Characters are compelled 

to compromise their integrity in order to survive within a 

competitive system that rewards ruthlessness. Moral ambiguity 

thus emerges as a structural feature of capitalist modernity, rather 

than an individual moral failing. 

Adiga’s critique of capitalism aligns with Marxist and 

postcolonial perspectives that emphasize the ethical costs of 

economic systems driven by profit. His fiction suggests that 

modernity, when defined primarily by economic growth, produces 

alienation and moral erosion. The promise of upward mobility is 

accompanied by a loss of ethical coherence, leaving individuals 

morally unanchored. 

 

Urban Space and the Fragmentation of Community 

Urban settings occupy a prominent place in Adiga’s fiction, 

functioning as both symbols of modernity and sites of moral 

disintegration. Cities represent opportunity, anonymity, and social 

mobility, but they also foster isolation, competition, and ethical 

compromise. In Last Man in Tower, urban redevelopment becomes 

a catalyst for moral conflict, as residents are pressured to sell their 

homes to powerful real estate developers. 

The novel explores how urban modernity undermines 

communal bonds and ethical resistance. Characters who initially 

oppose the demolition gradually succumb to financial incentives, 

revealing how economic pressure erodes moral solidarity. The lone 

figure who resists becomes an anomaly, highlighting the difficulty 

of maintaining ethical principles within a system driven by profit. 

Urban space in Adiga’s fiction thus becomes a metaphor 

for fractured modernity, where traditional forms of community are 

replaced by individualism and market logic. Moral ambiguity 

arises as individuals are forced to choose between personal gain 

and ethical responsibility, often with devastating consequences. 

Narrative Voice and the Ethics of Representation 

Adiga’s narrative techniques play a crucial role in shaping 

the ethical complexity of his fiction. His use of first-person 

narration, irony, and satire creates a sense of intimacy that 

complicates moral judgment. In The White Tiger, Balram’s 

confessional tone draws the reader into his worldview, making it 

difficult to dismiss his actions as simply immoral. 

Satire allows Adiga to critique social hypocrisy without 

adopting a moralizing stance. By exposing the absurdities and 

contradictions of modern Indian society, he encourages readers to 

question dominant narratives of progress. His narrative strategies 

resist simplistic interpretations, emphasizing the complexity of 

ethical life in a fractured modern world. 

This approach aligns with contemporary literary ethics, 

which emphasize ambiguity, plurality, and the limits of moral 

certainty. Adiga’s fiction does not provide ethical solutions but 

invites readers to engage critically with the moral dilemmas it 

presents. 

Power, Agency, and Moral Responsibility 

A recurring tension in Adiga’s fiction is the relationship 

between individual agency and structural constraint. Characters 

exercise agency within limited and often oppressive conditions, 

raising questions about moral responsibility. To what extent can 

individuals be held accountable for actions shaped by systemic 

injustice? Adiga’s fiction does not offer definitive answers but 

foregrounds the complexity of this ethical question. 

Balram’s assertion of agency through violence can be read 

as both an act of liberation and a moral failure. Similarly, the 

characters in Last Man in Tower exercise agency by choosing 

financial gain over ethical resistance. These narratives suggest that 

agency in modern India is deeply entangled with power structures, 

complicating notions of moral responsibility. 

Adiga’s portrayal of agency challenges liberal humanist 

assumptions that individuals are fully autonomous moral agents. 

Instead, his fiction emphasizes the ways in which social and 

economic structures shape ethical choice, producing moral 

ambiguity as a condition of modern life. 
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Tradition, Modernity, and Ethical Displacement 

The transition from tradition to modernity is another key 

theme in Adiga’s fiction. Traditional moral frameworks based on 

community, hierarchy, and duty are disrupted by modern values of 

individualism and competition. However, modernity fails to 

provide a coherent ethical alternative, resulting in what can be 

described as ethical displacement. 

In this context, characters experience moral confusion as 

they navigate conflicting value systems. The erosion of traditional 

norms does not lead to ethical liberation but to uncertainty and 

compromise. Adiga’s fiction thus critiques the assumption that 

modernity inherently produces moral progress, revealing instead its 

capacity to destabilize ethical life. 

This perspective challenges nationalist and neoliberal 

narratives that equate modernization with moral advancement. 

Adiga’s work suggests that ethical development must be 

consciously cultivated rather than assumed as a byproduct of 

economic growth. 

Comparative Perspectives and Literary Significance 

Within the broader landscape of Indian English fiction, 

Adiga’s work stands out for its uncompromising engagement with 

the ethical dimensions of modernity. While other writers explore 

themes of identity, migration, and cultural hybridity, Adiga focuses 

on class, power, and moral compromise. His fiction resonates with 

global literary traditions that critique capitalism and modernity, yet 

remains deeply rooted in the Indian context. 

Adiga’s contribution lies in his ability to render abstract 

socio-economic processes through vivid narrative and morally 

complex characters. By foregrounding the voices of the 

marginalized, he challenges elite perspectives on modern India and 

expands the ethical scope of Indian English fiction. 

Conclusion 

Aravind Adiga’s fiction offers a profound and unsettling 

exploration of fractured modernity and moral ambiguity in 

contemporary India. His narratives reveal how economic progress 

coexists with deep inequality, producing ethical instability and 

compromised agency. Moral ambiguity in his fiction is not an 

aberration but a structural condition shaped by globalization, 

capitalism, and persistent social hierarchies. 

Through complex characters, urban settings, and satirical 

narrative strategies, Adiga challenges idealized visions of 

modernity and exposes the human cost of development. His work 

compels readers to confront uncomfortable ethical questions about 

success, responsibility, and justice in a fractured social landscape. 

Ultimately, Adiga’s fiction suggests that without ethical 

accountability and social equity, modernity remains incomplete 

and morally fraught, demanding critical reflection rather than 

celebration. 
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