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Abstract 

Aravind Adiga’s Between the Assassinations (2008) stands as a powerful 

social document that explores the layers of Indian society during a crucial 

transitional phase — the period between the assassinations of Indira Gandhi 

(1984) and Rajiv Gandhi (1991). While Adiga is better known for his 

Booker Prize-winning novel The White Tiger, this work reflects a more 

nuanced, episodic engagement with India’s socio-political fabric. Set in the 

fictional South Indian town of Kittur, Between the Assassinations brings 

together interconnected stories that portray individuals from various castes, 

religions, and social standings. Through this narrative mosaic, Adiga 

critically examines caste hierarchies, economic disparity, and communal 

tensions. The novel becomes not just a literary work but a fierce social 

criticism of the realities that plague Indian life. 

Keywords: caste hierarchies, economic disparity, communal tensions. 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Renowned Indian writer and journalist Aravind Adiga is most renowned for his 2008 Man 

Booker Prize-winning debut novel, The White Tiger. Adiga was born in Madras (now Chennai) 

on October 23, 1974, and lived there for a portion of his early years before relocating to 

Australia with his family. Later, he attended Magdalen College in Oxford and Columbia 

University in New York to study English literature. His writing frequently examines the social, 

political, and economic problems facing contemporary India, with an emphasis on the injustices 

and difficulties of living in a country that is changing quickly. 
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Adiga's literature is renowned for its moral depth, incisive social critique, and capacity to 

elevate marginalized groups in society. He is an important literary figure in Indian English 

literature today. 

Aravind Adiga’s Between the Assassinations is a powerful literary work that paints a 

vivid and unsettling portrait of contemporary India during a time of political turbulence and 

social unrest. Set in the fictional coastal town of Kittur between the assassinations of Indira 

Gandhi (1984) and Rajiv Gandhi (1991), the book comprises a series of interlinked short stories 

that explore the lives of ordinary citizens. Through these individual narratives, Adiga offers a 

piercing critique of Indian society, foregrounding issues of caste oppression, class disparity, and 

religious tension. The stories, though fictional, are grounded in a stark realism that reflects the 

everyday struggles of people from different walks of life—rickshaw-pullers, beggars, 

schoolboys, factory workers, and even corrupt politicians and wealthy elites. 

Adiga, who rose to fame with his Booker Prize-winning novel The White Tiger, 

continues in Between the Assassinations to challenge the romanticized image of India often 

portrayed in media and popular discourse. Instead, he reveals the fractures beneath the surface of 

India’s socio-political landscape, where centuries-old caste hierarchies continue to shape 

destinies, and upward mobility remains a distant dream for the underprivileged. In Kittur, the 

shadow of caste discrimination looms large. Characters from lower castes are routinely subjected 

to humiliation, abuse, and economic marginalization, demonstrating how caste is not merely a 

relic of the past but a living, breathing force of division. 

Equally central to Adiga’s critique is the issue of class inequality. The stories portray a 

town where the gap between the rich and the poor is not only wide but also deeply entrenched. 

Kittur’s wealthy elite live in comfort and corruption, while the working classes struggle to 

survive with dignity. Education, employment, and social services are depicted as privileges 

reserved for the few, rather than rights for the many. Adiga’s characters often experience a bitter 

awareness of the futility of their aspirations, leading to a sense of frustration, disillusionment, 

and even rebellion. Adiga writes: "Kittur was a town of two Indias—one invisible, one thriving." 

Here, Adiga captures the stark economic divide between the rich and the poor. The ‘two Indias’ 
metaphor exposes how wealth and privilege are concentrated among a few, while the majority 

struggle in invisibility and neglect. 

Religion, too, is presented not as a unifying force but as another fault line in the town’s 

fragile social fabric. Adiga captures the simmering tensions between Hindus, Muslims, and 

Christians, laying bare the communal mistrust and prejudice that poison everyday interactions. 

Whether through the lens of a Muslim shopkeeper facing discrimination, or a Christian boy 

navigating a predominantly Hindu society, the stories explore how communal disharmony is 

perpetuated by fear, ignorance, and political manipulation. 

Between the Assassinations is more than a collection of short stories—it is a sharp and 

unrelenting social critique. Through his incisive storytelling and unvarnished portrayal of life in 

Kittur, Adiga forces readers to confront the uncomfortable realities of Indian society. His work 

acts as a mirror reflecting the deep-seated divisions of caste, class, and religion, and poses urgent 

questions about justice, equality, and the true cost of social progress. 

The caste system, deeply embedded in Indian society, finds raw and realistic 

representation in Between the Assassinations. From the beginning, Adiga delves into the 

invisible but rigid boundaries created by caste identities. Characters such as Shankara, a brilliant 

student from a low caste, are constantly reminded of their “place” in society. Despite his 
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academic promise, Shankara’s mixed-caste background invites discrimination that overshadows 

his merit. 

The character of George, a Christian and a mosquito exterminator, is another poignant 

example. Though not a Hindu, George is subjected to a different form of caste-like hierarchy — 

an occupational and religious discrimination that pushes him to the margins. He is both ridiculed 

and invisible. His attempts at self-assertion are dismissed because his job and religion  define his 

worth in Kittur. 

Adiga does not shy away from portraying how caste determines one’s access to 

education, employment, and dignity. His critique is neither didactic nor symbolic it is brutal, 

direct, and grounded in everyday interactions. The characters endure micro-aggressions and 

structural marginalization, reflecting how caste discrimination continues despite legal 

abolishment and constitutional protections. 

 

Class Divides and Economic Inequality 

While caste remains a traditional barrier, class inequality manifests as a more modern yet equally 

divisive force in the book. Kittur is a town where luxury coexists with poverty, where industrial 

tycoons live within walls that separate them from slums teeming with deprivation. This spatial 

segregation is emblematic of India’s economic disparity. "No one asked the lower castes to rise, 

but when they did, the world pushed them back down." 

This quote reflects the entrenched nature of caste discrimination in Indian society. Adiga 

underscores that systemic barriers prevent upward mobility, keeping the oppressed trapped in a 

vicious cycle of humiliation and poverty. 

The stories introduce readers to beggars, laborers, factory workers, and corrupt 

middlemen. In contrast, the wealthy elite reside in secured compounds, live off old money, and 

manipulate power structures. One of the most evocative illustrations of class tension is the 

character of Ziauddin, a young Muslim boy forced to work at a tea stall. His aspirations are 

crushed not only by religious bias but also by his economic status. His boss’s disdain reflects the 

casual cruelty of the economically privileged toward the poor. 

Adiga’s critique extends to the educational system, where economic privilege ensures 

access to quality schooling, coaching, and employment opportunities. Poor children,  even  if  

gifted,  are often pushed into labor or petty crime due to their circumstances. This stark 

imbalance showcases how class often overlapping with caste continues to shape destinies. 

India’s religious diversity is a source of pride but also a flashpoint for conflict. Between 

the Assassinations sheds light on the simmering tensions between Hindus, Muslims, and 

Christians in Kittur. Though these tensions don’t always erupt into violence in the novel, they 

simmer under the surface, shaping interactions and breeding distrust. 

The narrative emphasizes how religious identity influences opportunities and prejudices. 

Ziauddin's Muslim background makes him the target of casual suspicion, even as a child. 

Christians, like George, are often regarded with contempt, especially by conservative Hindus. 

Adiga presents these divisions not through grand political gestures but through mundane, 

everyday interactions that expose communal disharmony as a lived experience. 

Adiga also critiques the role of religious leaders and institutions that perpetuate division 

instead of promoting unity. Temples and mosques become symbols of exclusion and control 

rather than spiritual solace. This religious fragmentation underscores the failure of secular ideals 

in post-independence India. 
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Beyond individual stories of suffering, Adiga paints a broader picture of institutional 

decay. Police brutality, bureaucratic apathy, and political opportunism are woven into the 

narrative. The police in Kittur, for instance, often target the poor and powerless, using 

intimidation and violence as tools of control. The judiciary is distant and inaccessible, while 

politicians exploit caste and religion for electoral gain. 

Characters such as the newspaper delivery boy who dreams of social mobility are crushed 

under the weight of a system that rewards loyalty and silence over merit. Adiga uses satire and 

irony to expose the complicity of the middle class, which often upholds the very structures that 

oppress the lower classes. 

This systemic critique is important because it shifts blame from individuals to structures. 

Adiga suggests that true reform cannot occur without a dismantling of these interconnected 

systems of corruption. 

Adiga’s choice of structure enhances the novel’s message. Rather than presenting a single 

linear story, he offers a series of vignettes. Each chapter follows a different character, but 

together, these stories form a collective portrait of Kittur, a microcosm of India. 

The book is framed by a fictional travel guide to Kittur, which offers maps, historical 

context, and suggested itineraries. This ironic juxtaposition of a tourist-friendly image with 

stories of suffering and injustice underscores the theme of appearance versus reality. What 

appears to be a quaint, diverse Indian town is, in fact, a site of deep inequality and unrest. 

 

Adiga’s prose is direct and unflinching. He uses vivid imagery, sharp dialogue, and dark humor 

to present the contradictions of Indian society. His characters are not heroes or martyrs but real 

people flawed, complex, and struggling. 

While Between the Assassinations is steeped in criticism, it is not devoid of hope. Some 

characters dream of escape, others fight back in small ways. These moments of resistance a child 

reading books in secret, a worker demanding fair wages, a woman refusing to conform hint at the 

potential for change. 

Adiga presents India as a country caught between tradition and modernity, democracy 

and authoritarianism, prosperity and poverty. The assassinations of two prime ministers act as 

symbolic markers of national crisis, but the real assassinations, Adiga suggests, are of justice, 

empathy, and equality which happen daily in places like Kittur. 

 

Conclusion 

Aravind Adiga’s Between the Assassinations is a scathing yet insightful commentary on Indian 

society. Through its portrayal of caste oppression, class inequality, and communal disharmony, 

the novel holds up a mirror to the realities that lie beneath the surface of modern India. Adiga 

does not offer easy solutions but insists on witnessing on telling the stories that are often ignored. 

His narrative urges readers to move beyond romanticized visions of India and engage with its 

contradictions and complexities. In doing so, Between the Assassinations becomes not just a 

literary work, but a call to conscience, a reminder that behind every statistic and slogan are 

human lives shaped by systemic injustice. 
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