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Aravind Adiga was  born in Mangalore and studied at Canara High School,  then at St. Aloysius High School. After emigrating to Sydney, Australia, with his family, he studied at James Ruse Agricultural High School.  He studied English literature at Columbia University in  New York, where he  studied with Simon Schama and  graduated as salutatorian in 1997. He also studied at Magdalen College, Oxford, where one of his tutors was Hermione  Lee.
 
Adiga began his journalist career as a financial journalist, interning at the Financial Times. With pieces published in the Times, Money, and the Wall Street Journal, he  covered the stock market and investment, interviewing, among others, Donald Trump. His  review  of previous Booker Prize winner Peter Carey’s book, Oscar and Lucinda, appeared in The Second Circle, an online  literary review. He was subsequently hired by Time Magazine, where he remained a South Asia correspondent for several years (2003 - 2005)  before going freelance.  During his freelance, he wrote The White Tiger.  He currently lives in Mumbai, India.    
	( from www.literaryfestivals.co.uk )   29 March 2009


And, so much for  the  standard  biographical material.  What  follows in this  paper  is the author’s words in reply to numerous interviews. From them, we might learn more  about the man than he seems to be willing to release.


Q.  Do you think that your work as a journalist has any influence on the way you write fiction?
A.  I think that it comes from the kind of  writing I like to read myself. I like  reading that engages me and that moves, that has pace to it. I write what I would like  to read. In a sense, journalism can be both helpful and detrimental to a writer of  fiction because the kind of writing  you need to do as a journalist is so different. It has  to be clear, unambiguous, concise, and as a write of  fiction you are  trying to do things that are more ambiguous. I find  that writing fiction is  an antidote to reading and writing too much journalism.
    In a sense, being a  full-time writer is less fun than I imagined it would be because there’s no office  to go to anymore, there is no set  routine,  there is no schedule. It can be quite isolating.  
	( from http://motherjones.com/print)   Interviewer: Sonja Sharp   /  19 June 2009


Q. Has  it been a smooth transition to writing literary fiction from journalism?
A. I’ve wanted to be a novelist since I was a boy. I studied English literature, a lot of Elizabethan drama at university, and wanted to write a novel about India that would be vivid, political, and  funny – like The Duchess of Malfi  set in Delhi.  While I was  figuring  out how to  do this,  journalism paid the  bills – and also gave  me a  chance to travel throughout India (and the  rest of South Asia). When you work for a mainstream publication, even a very good one like TIME,  there is a limit to what you can put into your stories.  There is so much you see or observe that goes not into your official reporter’s diary but into another, secret, diary – which became The White Tiger.”


Q.  What was it like being long listed for  the Man Booker Prize in 2008?
A. “It’s a great thrill to be long listed for the Booker. Especially  alongside  Amitav Ghosh and Salman Rushdie. But I live in Mumbai, where not many people know of the Mann Booker Prize. I am still standing in long  queues and standing in over-packed trains in  the morning and  worrying a bout falling ill from unsafe drinking water.  Life goes  on as  before.”    
	(from  www.themanbookerprize.com )

Q.  What are you reading these days?
A.  “Among Indian writers, I admire R.K. Narayan and V.S. Naipaul above all others. I don’t know any other writer in Mumbai, and  I am not part of any literary set – I don’t think these things even exist in India. So my reading  tends to be  idiosyncratic,  and  in many ways, nostalgic.  I am always happy to find a book that I discovered in New York  or  Oxford.  In the past week, I’ve been re-reading Isaac Babel’s Red  Cavalry stories; Walt Whitman’s Poems  (I’m trying for the  tenth or eleventh time to memorize “When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard  Bloom’d”);  and Flaubert’s Sentimental Education.  An Indian magazine  that I read regularly, India Today,  sometimes carries  a review of  a new novel published in  America and  I try to find it here if it looks interesting.”


Q.  Why did you choose a single locale – Kittur – to develop your cast of characters in Between the  Assassinations  and   The White Tiger?

A.  Kittur is an entirely fictitious town: it doesn’t exist any more than Faulkner’s Jefferson does. I made it up,  to tell the stories of  the people in it.  Finding that most Indian fiction told  the stories only of a particular kind of person – upper class, upper caste, educated (and often expatriate) – I wanted to tell the story of an entire Indian town: every class, cast, and religion. 




Q.  What did you want to accomplish in writing Between the Assassinations?   (Interview took place in June, 2009.) 

A.  Between the Assassinations was always conceived as a kind of companion piece to The White Tiger.  It takes  the form of a guidebook to the  fictional  city of Kittur,  a hamlet on the southwestern coast of  India, as it  existed between 1984 (the  assassination of Indira Gandhi ) and  1991 (the assassination of her son, Rajiv).   When I was living in New Delhi and writing for TIME magazine,  I wanted to write two books. And  these  effectively would be two books on  either  side  of the  great divide in modern Indian history,  which is the year 1991.  When I was a boy in India, we lived in a closed-off socialist economy where just about everything was controlled by the government. It was largely stagnant, largely corrupt system, and this defined life.  And in 1991 everything changed, and the economy was opened up and what is  called the New India began.  And it is the  New India in which The White Tiger  is set, and I had always  wanted a kind of mirror image set in the  last years of the  old India. 
 “I believe that viewed by the people of my generation,  Indira Gandhi had been this very powerful, dominating ambiguous mother figure – ambiguous because she was tyrannical…she had suspended Indian democracy for a few years but she  also was the woman who had defeated Pakistan at a time when most male politicians in India had secretly feared fighting. And her son, who succeeded her, Rajiv, was this very handsome, idealistic young man who was a figure of my generation could identify with, and he promised to change  things in India when he became Prime  Minister.  He  succumbed  to the  same system that his  mother had  succumbed to,  and  when he was assassinated in 1991, most of his  promise was  wasted.  So, in a sense the years between the two assassination, 1984 and 1991, are years largely of squandered idealism and hope in  my opinion. It was clear that the old India was at an end, but no one knew what was going to replace it.    (Aravind Adiga was 10 when Indira Gandhi was assassinated.)

Q.  Where does the  germ of a story begin for you?
A.  “I am a complete misfit in India. I don’t do anything  right.  I don’t live the  good  life  that a middle-class person returned from America should. I don’t own a car, though I could; I don’t keep servants, though I should. Through sheer incompetence and ineptitude, I’ve discovered what life is like  for the majority of Indians.  I take  public transportation, which I shouldn’t; I eat by the  roadside, which is dangerous; I talk to prostitutes and pimps. My stories follow from my experiences – they are the stories of a fallen and  alienated middle-class boy.
   “In India we have our myths – God, Gandhi,  and  family – but we have always questioned these myths enough, we have allowed room for dissension. The majority of the  country is still poor (up to 700 million Indians live in poverty) and  the poor are no longer happy to keep quiet. The government isn’t investing in the schools, hospitals, and jobs that allow these  poor people to  rise. Aspiration grows, but not opportunity. This can only lead to trouble. Anyone who points this out is called a traitor.

“All you have to do is write  a story about the poor – who are  the majority of this nation, as  they are the majority of Asia,  the  majority of Africa, and Latin America – and  the middle  class  critics  and  writers  here  will scream that you are  being polemical and  preachy. It  could  be a story of a poor  woman  crossing a road,  and you’ll  be  accused  of being a Leninist. But this touchiness is an opportunity because the middle-class here,  like in America, is  mostly liberal.”

Q.  What can a piece of art achieve or reach or lay bare that pure  reportage or documentary might not capture?
A.  What fiction can provide,  which reportage often cannot,  is narrative, ambiguity, and moral complexity. There should, ideally, be  no ‘message’ or ‘point’ to a novel. It should keep you thinking and entertained and disturbed years later too.
(from  http://fictionwritersreview.com/interviews)  Interviewer:  Lee Thomas  /  15 April 2009

Q. Who are some of your literary influences?
A.  It might make more sense  to speak of influences on this book, The White Tiger, rather than  one me. They are three black American writers of the post-World War II era: Ralph Ellison,  James Baldwin,  and Richard Wright.   Now that my book is done, I can see how deeply it’s indebted to them. 

Q. What kind of research went  into The White Tiger?
A. Nothing in its  chapters actually happened and no one  you meet here is real.  But it’s built on a substratum of Indian reality.   The fact is that nearly a thousand Indians, most of them poor, die every day from tuberculosis, so if a character like  Balram’s father did exist, and if he did work as a rickshaw puller, the chances of his succumbing to TB would be pretty high.  I’ve tried hard to make sure that anything in the novel has a correlation in Indian reality. The  government hospitals,  the liquor shops,  and the  brothels that  turn  up in the novel are all based  on  real places in India  that  I’ve  seen in my travels.


Q. Was it important to you to depict an India that we as Westerners don’t often see?
A. The main reason anyone would want to read this book, or so I hope, is because it entertains them and keeps  them hooked to the end. I don’t read anything because  I ‘have’ to: I read what  I enjoy, and I hope my readers will find  this book fun, too.

Q. Did your background as a business journalist inform the novel which has as its protagonist a self-made man?  
A.  Actually, my background as a business journalist made me realize that most of what’s written about in business magazines is bullshit, and I don’t take business or corporate literature seriously at all.  This is the kind  of book  that my narrator mentions, mockingly –he knows  that life is a bit harder than these books promise.
       (from http://www.bookbrowse.com/author)   


Q. How did you get the nerve to write a novel  about the experiences of the Indian poor?
A.  I don’t think a novelist should just write  about his  own experiences. Yes, I am the son of  a doctor…yes, I had a rigorous formal  education,  but for me the  challenge of a novelist is to write about people  who aren’t anything  like me.”

Q. But isn’t there a problem?  Might you come across as exploiting the suffering of others and stealing their stories to fulfill his literary ambitious?
A. Well,  what I write  about is the reality for a lot of  Indian people and it’s important that it gets written about,  rather than just hearing about the 5% of people  in my country who are doing well. In somewhere like Bihar there will be no doctors in the hospital…where the poor fear tuberculosis, and where middle-class people like me have access to health services--that are better than England’s -- don’t fear it all. It’s an unglamorous disease, like so much of the  things the poor of India endure.
At a time when India is going through great changes and, with China, is likely to inherit the world from the West,  it is important that writers like me try to highlight the brutal injustices of society. That’s what writers like  Flaubert,  Balzac, and  Dickens did in the 19th century and, as a result, England  and France are better societies.  That’s what I am trying to do – it’s not an attack  on  the country,  it’s about the  greater process of self-examination.
If we  were in India  now, there  would be servants standing in the corners of this room and  I wouldn’t notice them.  That is what my society is like,  that is what  the divide is like.    We’ve got to get beyond thinking of ourselves as victims of the past and take responsibility for what is holding us back. The corruption, the lack of health services for  the poor,  and the presumption that the family is always  the  repository of good.

Q. What’s on your mind today as you prepare to fly home to Mumbai ?
A.  My most pressing problem is that Mumbai landlords don’t let flats to single men. They think we’re more likely to be terrorists. I’d just like to say, through your pages, that I am not.”

	(from:  www.guardian.co.uk/books2008)    Interviewer: Stuart Jefferies
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