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The White Tiger by Aravind Adiga is the story of Balram Halwai’s meteoric and ruthless rise from lower cast Darkness into the Light of entrepreneurship and wealth.  It is also the story of an invisible man.  More on that later.  We hear Balram’s story through his late night letters to Wen Jiabao, Premier of China, who is due to visit Bangalore (Bengaluru) for a firsthand look at Indian entrepreneurship.  Through Balram Halwai’s blunt and darkly humorous telling of his life story, Adiga confronts the reader with the savage inequalities of class and wealth in India and the corruption which fuels the political and economic system there.
Briefly, Balram relates that he began life in a poor family in a poor village.  He is born into a family of sweets-makers (Halwai) in the small Indian village of Laxmangarh.  His family had lost their shop and his father works as a rickshaw-puller, an occupation of the lowest of the low.  The Halwai family is ruled by Kusum Granny, who finally allows Balram the money for driving lessons which set him on his way into the Light.  He continues on his upward path when he obtains a job as Number 2 driver for the Ashok family.  They are a local family of landlords including The Stork and his sons Mukesh Sir and Mr. Ashok.  Balram’s journey comes even closer to the Light when he becomes the Number 1 driver for Mr. Ashok and his wife Pinky Madam in Delhi.  He obtains his position by ratting on the previous Number 1 driver who is a secret Muslim.  It is in Delhi that Balram learns about the uses of wealth for bribes and political payoffs in creating more wealth for the entrepreneur.  He drives Mr. Ashok and his brother to the offices of various political leaders carrying a red leather satchel of payoff money.  The money is a bribe against taxes on the coal mines which the Ashok family holds.  Balram pieces together this information through his excellent skills in listening and observation.  He also absorbs the information from other drivers about their employer’s illegal and salacious behavior.  Most notably Vitiligo-Lips or Red-Lips is willing to share this kind of information and his own schemes of cheating and corruption with Balram.  When Balram follows through in these cheats, he realizes how much money he has been denied as a faithful servant.  This preys on his mind and he becomes angrier and angrier.

By this time in his narrative Balram, The White Tiger, is beginning to understand the mindset of a servant.  He becomes furious when he realizes that he has been taught to be subservient since birth.  Millions of people in the Indian servant classes are in the rooster-coop—closed in by tradition, family, training and their masters.  Balram vows that he will get out.  And, he does, by murdering his master Mr. Ashok.  The White 
Tiger, Balram Halwai, methodically plans and carries out this gruesome murder while mesmerizing the reader with his bold and unapologetic description.  Then when Mr. Ashok is thoroughly dead, Balram blithely goes back to pick up his nephew Dharam and they have a month-long, holiday train ride zigzagging around India to Bangalore.  Along the way Balram picks up one of many “wanted” posters of himself for the murder of Mr. Ashok.  However, no one recognizes him and he remains an invisible man. 
How can this be, you say.  Well, invisibility is in the eye of the beholder, is it not?  Of course, the “wanted picture” is blurry and The White Tiger has changed his clothes.  But that is not the essential reason for Balram’s invisibility.  He has been invisible since birth.  And, this is the point that Mr. Adiga is making.  The world is full of invisible people—many of them are people in the Darkness, those like Balram who perform services for others.  Invisibility is a theme which Aravind Adiga finds fascinating and compelling.  He first came across this idea when he was in college at Columbia University.  He was interested in African-American culture but could not really get to know any African-Americans.  But he did read the works of Ralph Ellison, James Baldwin and Richard Wright.  He mentions Ralph Ellison first; and I believe that Adiga was most influenced by Ellison’s The Invisible Man.  There are many parallels between the two books.
The most obvious one is that the protagonists in both books are invisible.  Both come from humble backgrounds and work hard to achieve a place in their world—Balram as a Number 1 driver and later as an entrepreneur and Ellison’s unnamed man as a spokesman for the Communist party in Harlem.  At some point each of these men realizes that he is being used by his employers whom he admires and thinks of as mentors and friends.  Naturally this realization produces an angry reaction in each man.  Balram Halwai, The White Tiger, becomes murderous in his pursuit of a place in the Light; whereas, Ellison’s man finds a place literally underground, but full of light purloined from Con Ed the power company. Even as these two men are angered by their non-personhood or invisibility, they realize its power.  Ellison’s protagonist uses disguises of dark glasses, hat and shoes to test his hypothesis of invisibility by type casting and is successful in his endeavor.  He is able to evade his pursuers who wish to make an example of him.  On the other hand, The White Tiger is continuing to test his invisibility at the end of the novel by dressing the part of an entrepreneur and spreading baksheesh around to those officials who can give his business the competitive edge.  And by all accounts, his taxi service for the Bengaluru or Bangalore tech support people is a whopping success.  His skillful drivers whisk these Microsoft, Dell and HP computer wizards to and from work at night in clean, comfortable and cool Toyota SUVs.  After all, Bengaluru is 10 ½ hours ahead of EST and 5 ½ hours ahead of GMT.  So, these people work at night to serve western computer users.  
In fact our White Tiger has become such a successful entrepreneur that he is contemplating selling his taxi business and becoming a developer of beautiful housing.  This housing will be necessary for all the westerners who will be flocking to Bengaluru to set up businesses and work in the technology field.  What a true entrepreneur Mr. Balram Halwai has become!  He has even given himself a new high caste name, Ashok Sharma.  He is truly in the Light now.  However, he still feels a jolt when he hears some one call out “Balram”.   Will he ever be found out?  We don’t know.  That may depend upon how invisible he has become.
In summary, Mr. Adiga has presented us with a novel about the human condition.  I believe he is saying that human beings see themselves as others see them or as they are coerced into seeing themselves and their place in life.  It takes a great deal of thought and strength of character to change this view of one’s own self and to go forward by remaking oneself.  This is especially difficult for those persons in the darkest or lowest levels of the Darkness.  These people have neither the education nor money necessary to remake themselves without a miracle or at least significant help from someone in the Light.  Our narrator Balram, now known as Mr. Ashok Sharma of White Tiger Enterprises, helped himself to the wealth which allowed him to remake himself.  Others cannot or will not take this path toward self-realization.  So, we readers are left with the dilemma of how to deal with our own needs and wants and those of people in the Darkness. 
Thank you.
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