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Abstract

Contemporary Indian English novels present a powerful critique of social inequality through
the depiction of caste discrimination, class division, and the marginalization of oppressed
communities. This study examines how modern Indian writers portray the lived experiences
of socially and economically disadvantaged individuals within a rapidly changing society.
Through the analysis of selected novels, the paper explores themes of identity, exclusion,
exploitation, poverty, gender oppression, and resistance. The research highlights how authors
use fiction as a medium to expose systemic injustice and challenge dominant social structures
rooted in caste hierarchy and economic disparity. It further investigates the psychological and
cultural impact of marginalization on individuals and communities. By focusing on literary
representations of inequality, the study demonstrates the role of contemporary Indian English
fiction in creating social awareness and advocating human dignity, equality, and social
transformation in postcolonial India.
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Introduction

Literature has always served as a powerful medium for reflecting social realities, questioning
dominant ideologies, and voicing the struggles of marginalized communities. In the Indian
context, contemporary Indian English fiction has emerged as an important literary space that
critically examines social inequality and its impact on human life. Indian society, despite
rapid modernization, economic growth, and technological advancement, continues to be
deeply affected by hierarchical structures based on caste, class, gender, religion, and regional
identity. These inequalities shape the everyday experiences of millions of people and often
determine their access to education, employment, dignity, and social mobility. Contemporary
Indian English novelists portray these harsh realities through realistic narratives that expose
oppression, discrimination, exploitation, and exclusion operating within society.

Social inequality refers to the unequal distribution of resources, opportunities, privileges, and
power among different sections of society. Rooted in traditional social structures, caste
divides people into hierarchical groups where upper castes enjoy social privilege while lower
castes and Dalits experience exclusion and humiliation. Although the Indian Constitution
guarantees equality and prohibits untouchability, caste discrimination continues to exist in
both rural and urban spaces. Alongside caste, economic inequality also plays a significant
role in determining social status and access to opportunities. The widening gap between the
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rich and the poor, especially in the era of globalization and capitalism, has intensified class
divisions in modern India. Contemporary Indian English fiction captures these realities by
portraying characters trapped within oppressive social systems and struggling for identity,
survival, and dignity.

Contemporary Indian English novels differ from earlier nationalist writings because they
focus more intensely on the lives of ordinary individuals and marginalized communities.
Instead of glorifying the nation or celebrating cultural identity alone, modern writers explore
issues such as poverty, caste violence, corruption, gender oppression, urban alienation, labor
exploitation, and social exclusion. These novels provide insight into the psychological and
emotional suffering caused by systemic inequality. They also reveal how structures of power
silence certain communities while privileging others. Through realistic storytelling and
complex characterization, contemporary writers challenge the dominant narratives that often
ignore the experiences of marginalized groups.

Writers such as Arundhati Roy, Aravind Adiga, Rohinton Mistry, Mulk Raj Anand, and
Bama have significantly contributed to the literary representation of social inequality in India.
Their works portray the harsh realities faced by Dalits, laborers, women, migrants, and the
economically weaker sections of society. For instance, The White Tiger exposes the brutal
effects of class inequality and corruption in neoliberal India, while The God of Small Things
examines caste oppression, social restrictions, and forbidden relationships in Kerala society.
Similarly, Untouchable remains a landmark text in depicting the humiliation and suffering of
Dalits under the caste system. These novels not only document social injustice but also
question the moral and ethical foundations of unequal social structures.

Marginalization is another central theme in contemporary Indian English fiction.
Marginalized communities are often denied representation, agency, and equal participation in
society. They remain socially invisible despite contributing significantly to social and
economic life. Literature becomes an important tool for recovering these silenced voices and
bringing their experiences into public discourse. Contemporary novelists portray how
marginalized individuals struggle against oppressive systems while seeking recognition,
freedom, and self-respect. Their resistance often takes different forms, including education,
rebellion, migration, political awareness, and personal assertion. In this sense, literature
functions not only as a reflection of society but also as a form of social criticism and
resistance.

Critical approaches including postcolonial theory, Marxist criticism, subaltern studies, and
Dalit literary theory offer significant analytical frameworks for examining social inequality in
Indian English fiction. Postcolonial theory examines how colonial history continues to shape
identity, culture, and social hierarchy in post-independence India. Marxist criticism focuses
on class conflict, labor exploitation, and economic inequality produced by capitalism. Dalit
criticism highlights caste oppression and emphasizes the need to represent the experiences of
historically oppressed communities. These theoretical approaches help analyze how power
structures operate within society and how literature challenges systems of domination.

This study aims to examine the representation of social inequality in contemporary Indian
English novels with a special focus on caste, class, and marginalization. It seeks to analyze
how contemporary writers portray the realities of discrimination and social exclusion while
giving voice to marginalized individuals and communities. The study also explores the ways
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in which fiction becomes a medium for social awareness, resistance, and transformation. By
analyzing selected novels, the research attempts to understand how literature engages with
issues of social justice and human dignity in contemporary India. In conclusion,
contemporary Indian English fiction plays a crucial role in exposing the realities of inequality
and challenging oppressive social structures. Through realistic narratives and powerful
characterization, modern Indian novelists reveal the complex relationship between caste,
class, power, and identity. Their works encourage readers to critically examine social
injustice and empathize with marginalized communities. Therefore, the study of social
inequality in contemporary Indian English novels is important not only from a literary
perspective but also from a social and cultural standpoint, as it contributes to broader
discussions on equality, justice, and human rights in modern India.

Caste and Social Marginalization in Contemporary Indian English Fiction

Caste has remained one of the most dominant forms of social inequality in Indian society,
deeply influencing social relations, identity, occupation, and access to opportunities. Despite
constitutional guarantees of equality and social justice, caste discrimination continues to
marginalize lower-caste communities, particularly Dalits, in both rural and urban India.
Contemporary Indian English fiction critically examines this oppressive structure by
portraying the humiliation, exclusion, and suffering experienced by marginalized individuals.
According to B. R. Ambedkar, caste is “not merely a division of labour, it is also a division of
labourers” (81). This observation highlights how caste creates rigid social hierarchies that
deny equality and human dignity (Ambedkar).

The representation of caste oppression in Indian English literature can be traced back to Mulk
Raj Anand, whose novel Untouchable remains one of the earliest and most influential
portrayals of Dalit suffering in Indian fiction. The protagonist Bakha symbolizes the pain and
humiliation faced by untouchables within a rigid caste system. Anand realistically depicts the
social exclusion imposed upon Dalits, who are denied dignity and treated as socially impure.
Bakha’s frustration becomes evident when he reflects upon his condition: “They think we are
mere dirt because we clean their dirt” (58). This statement exposes the hypocrisy of a society
that depends upon the labor of lower castes while simultaneously denying them humanity and
respect (Anand). Literary critic Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak argues that marginalized
communities are often denied the ability to speak for themselves within dominant social
structures (271). Her concept of the “subaltern” helps explain the silencing of oppressed
voices in caste society (Spivak).

Similarly, Arundhati Roy, in The God of Small Things, presents caste as a destructive social
force that controls personal relationships and individual freedom. The novel portrays the
tragic consequences of violating caste boundaries through the relationship between Ammu
and Velutha, a Dalit character. Roy demonstrates how caste prejudice destroys human lives
and reinforces social inequality. The statement, “They all broke the rules. They all crossed
into forbidden territory” (31), symbolizes the rigid restrictions imposed by caste society
(Roy). Velutha’s tragic fate reveals how marginalized individuals are punished when they
challenge oppressive social norms.

Dalit literature and subaltern narratives have further strengthened the representation of
marginalized voices in contemporary fiction. Writers belonging to oppressed communities
portray their lived experiences with authenticity and resistance. Bama, in Karukku, depicts

Vol. 12, Issue 1 (June 2026) Dr. Siddhartha Sharma

Page L .
394 Editor-in-Chief




[)
www. TLHjournal.com .&towzy a ﬂ‘emld ISSN: 2454-3365

An International Refereed/Peer-reviewed English e-Journal

Impact Factor: 7.825

the psychological trauma and humiliation faced by Dalits in everyday life. She writes,
“Because of their caste, they are never given any honor or dignity” (27). This quotation
reflects the normalized discrimination deeply rooted within Indian society (Bama). Dalit
writers challenge dominant literary traditions by presenting the realities of exclusion from the
perspective of the oppressed rather than the privileged classes. According to Kancha llaiah
Shepherd, Dalit literature functions as a form of resistance against caste hegemony and social
oppression (45) (llaiah).

Contemporary Indian English fiction also connects caste discrimination with economic
exploitation and social marginalization. Lower-caste communities are often trapped within
poverty, lack of education, and labor exploitation, making social mobility extremely difficult.
Karl Marx observes that social inequality emerges from unequal access to economic power
and resources (112). Through the intersection of caste and class, contemporary novelists
reveal how inequality operates at multiple levels within society (Marx). These literary
representations encourage readers to critically engage with the realities of oppression and
recognize the need for social transformation.

Class Conflict and Economic Inequality in Contemporary Indian English Novels
Economic inequality and class conflict constitute another major concern in contemporary
Indian English fiction. The rapid growth of capitalism, urbanization, and globalization in
post-independence India has widened the gap between the rich and the poor, creating deep
social and economic divisions. Contemporary novelists portray how wealth, power, and
privilege remain concentrated within elite classes, while the lower classes struggle with
poverty, unemployment, exploitation, and social exclusion. Through realistic narratives, these
writers expose the harsh realities of economic disparity and critique the capitalist structures
that perpetuate inequality in modern Indian society.

Aravind Adiga, in The White Tiger, presents a powerful critique of class division in
contemporary India. The novel portrays the contrast between the wealthy elite and the
impoverished masses through the experiences of the protagonist Balram Halwai. Adiga
describes India as divided into “an India of Light, and an India of Darkness” (14). This
metaphor symbolizes the extreme economic inequality existing within the nation, where the
privileged classes enjoy luxury and power while the poor remain trapped in exploitation and
suffering (Adiga). Balram’s journey from a village servant to a successful entrepreneur
reflects both the brutality of class oppression and the desperation created by poverty.

The novel also reveals how servants and laborers are treated as invisible within elite society.
Balram observes, “The greatest thing to come out of this country in the ten thousand years of
its history is the Rooster Coop” (173). The “Rooster Coop” symbolizes the psychological
imprisonment of the lower classes, who remain obedient despite exploitation because of fear,
social conditioning, and economic dependency (Adiga). Through this symbolism, Adiga
critiques a social system that normalizes inequality and denies social mobility to the poor.

Similarly, Rohinton Mistry, in A Fine Balance, portrays the struggles of economically
marginalized individuals during the Emergency period in India. The novel depicts poverty,
labor exploitation, homelessness, and political oppression through the lives of ordinary
citizens. Mistry writes, “You have to maintain a fine balance between hope and despair”
(301). This statement reflects the emotional and psychological suffering experienced by
individuals living under conditions of economic hardship and social instability (Mistry). The
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characters in the novel struggle to survive within a society shaped by corruption, inequality,
and state violence.

Marxist theory provides an important framework for understanding class conflict in
contemporary Indian fiction. According to Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, “The history of
all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles” (Marx and Engels 79). This idea
is reflected in contemporary novels where economic structures create divisions between
oppressors and the oppressed. The upper classes maintain dominance through wealth and
social power, while lower-class individuals experience alienation, exploitation, and lack of
opportunities. Indian English novelists use fiction to expose these inequalities and question
the morality of capitalist systems that prioritize profit over human dignity.

Economic inequality in contemporary fiction is often interconnected with caste and gender
oppression. Lower-class women and Dalit communities face multiple forms of
marginalization due to their social and economic conditions. Mahasweta Devi portrays such
intersecting oppression in her literary works, emphasizing the exploitation of tribal and
marginalized communities. Her narratives reveal how poverty and social exclusion deprive
individuals of agency, education, and basic human rights (Devi).

Thus, contemporary Indian English novels critically examine the realities of class conflict
and economic inequality in modern India. Through symbolism, realism, and socially
conscious narratives, writers expose the suffering of marginalized communities and challenge
systems of exploitation and privilege. These literary representations encourage readers to
reflect upon the unequal distribution of wealth and power within society while advocating
justice, equality, and social change.

Gender, Patriarchy, and Social Inequality in Contemporary Indian English Fiction
Gender inequality and patriarchal oppression form an important dimension of social
inequality in contemporary Indian English fiction. Women in Indian society have historically
faced discrimination, restricted freedom, domestic violence, economic dependence, and
social marginalization under patriarchal structures. Contemporary Indian English novelists
critically examine these gender-based inequalities and portray the struggles of women
seeking identity, autonomy, and dignity within oppressive social systems. Through realistic
narratives and strong female characters, modern writers expose the intersection of gender
with caste, class, and cultural traditions, revealing how women from marginalized
communities experience multiple layers of oppression.

Patriarchy functions as a social system in which men hold power and dominate women in
both private and public spheres. According to Simone de Beauvoir, “One is not born, but
rather becomes, a woman” (Beauvoir 283). This statement suggests that gender roles are
socially constructed and imposed upon women through cultural expectations and social
conditioning. Contemporary Indian English fiction reflects this reality by portraying women
who struggle against traditional norms that confine them to subordinate positions within
family and society.

Shashi Deshpande, in That Long Silence, explores the psychological oppression experienced
by women within patriarchal marriage. The protagonist, Jaya, struggles with silence,
emotional suppression, and loss of identity while fulfilling traditional gender roles.
Deshpande writes, “A woman can never be angry; she can only be neurotic, hysterical,
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frustrated” (147). This quotation highlights how patriarchal society dismisses women’s
emotions and individuality while expecting obedience and sacrifice (Deshpande). Jaya’s
silence symbolizes the silencing of women’s voices within male-dominated social structures.

Similarly, Arundhati Roy, in The God of Small Things, portrays how women are punished
for challenging patriarchal and caste-based restrictions. Ammu’s life is shaped by social
rejection and gender discrimination after her divorce. Roy observes, “A viable die-able age”
(3), suggesting how society determines the acceptable roles and identities of women
according to patriarchal expectations (Roy). Ammu’s tragic experiences demonstrate how
women who resist traditional norms are socially marginalized and denied freedom.

Contemporary fiction also examines the intersection of gender with caste and class
oppression. Women belonging to lower castes and economically weaker sections often face
greater exploitation and violence because of their social status. Mahasweta Devi portrays
such intersecting oppression in her works focused on tribal and marginalized women. Her
female characters resist exploitation despite facing poverty, social exclusion, and patriarchal
violence. These portrayals reveal that gender inequality cannot be understood separately from
caste and class structures within Indian society.

Feminist literary criticism provides an important framework for analyzing women’s
representation in contemporary fiction. Elaine Showalter argues that women’s writing
challenges male-centered literary traditions and creates space for female experiences and
perspectives (Showalter 11). Contemporary Indian women novelists similarly foreground
women’s struggles, desires, and resistance against patriarchal domination. Their works
challenge traditional stereotypes that portray women as passive and dependent.

Education, self-expression, and economic independence are often portrayed as tools of
empowerment in contemporary Indian English novels. Women characters who gain education
and self-awareness become capable of questioning oppressive traditions and asserting their
individuality. Anita Desai frequently portrays women experiencing emotional isolation and
searching for selfhood within restrictive social environments. Through introspective
narratives, she highlights the psychological effects of patriarchal oppression and the
importance of personal freedom.

Thus, contemporary Indian English fiction critically examines gender inequality and
patriarchal oppression as significant aspects of social inequality in India. Through powerful
female characters, symbolic representation, and feminist perspectives, modern novelists
expose the discrimination and marginalization faced by women within society. These literary
works not only challenge patriarchal norms but also advocate equality, autonomy, and dignity
for women. By giving voice to female experiences and resistance, contemporary Indian
English novels contribute to broader discussions on gender justice and social transformation.

Literature as Social Critique and Resistance

Contemporary Indian English fiction functions not only as a reflection of society but also as a
powerful medium of social critique and resistance. Modern Indian novelists use literature to
expose social injustice, question dominant ideologies, and challenge oppressive systems
rooted in caste, class, patriarchy, and political corruption. By portraying the experiences of
marginalized individuals and communities, these writers encourage readers to critically
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examine the unequal structures operating within society. Literature thus becomes an
instrument for creating social awareness and promoting the values of justice, equality, and
human dignity.

The relationship between literature and society has long been emphasized by literary theorists
and social critics. Georg Lukacs argues that literature reflects the social realities and
contradictions of its historical period (Lukéacs 19). Contemporary Indian English novels
similarly mirror the inequalities and tensions present within Indian society while
simultaneously critiquing them. Through realistic narration, symbolism, and characterization,
writers reveal how systems of power shape human relationships and perpetuate
marginalization.

Aravind Adiga uses satire and dark realism in The White Tiger to criticize corruption,
economic inequality, and class exploitation in modern India. Balram’s transformation from
servant to entrepreneur reflects the moral corruption produced by a deeply unequal society.
Adiga writes, “The dreams of the rich, and the dreams of the poor — they never overlap, do
they?” (225). This quotation highlights the vast social and economic divide separating
privileged and marginalized classes in India (Adiga). The novel critiques a capitalist system
that denies equal opportunities while glorifying wealth and power.

Similarly, Rohinton Mistry, in A Fine Balance, portrays the devastating effects of political
oppression and social inequality during the Emergency period. The characters struggle
against poverty, displacement, and state violence while attempting to preserve their dignity.
Mistry observes, “You cannot draw lines and compartments, and refuse to budge beyond
them” (498). This statement symbolizes the interconnectedness of human suffering and the
need to challenge rigid social divisions (Mistry). Through compassionate storytelling, the
novel exposes the failures of political institutions and social systems that neglect the
marginalized.

Postcolonial theory also helps explain how literature resists structures of domination inherited
from colonialism and traditional hierarchies. Edward Said argues that literary representation
is closely connected to power and ideology (Said 25). Contemporary Indian writers challenge
dominant narratives by foregrounding the experiences of marginalized communities that were
historically excluded from mainstream discourse. Their works resist cultural silencing by
providing visibility to oppressed voices.

Dalit and feminist literature particularly demonstrate how writing itself becomes a form of
resistance. Bama and Mahasweta Devi use literature to expose caste oppression, gender
violence, and economic exploitation. Their narratives reject elite literary perspectives and
instead prioritize the experiences of socially excluded communities. Such works challenge
readers to confront uncomfortable social realities and reconsider normalized structures of
discrimination.

The role of literature as resistance is also visible in the portrayal of individual rebellion
against oppressive norms. Characters who question caste hierarchy, patriarchal traditions, or
class exploitation symbolize the human desire for freedom and equality. Even when these
characters fail or suffer tragic consequences, their resistance exposes the cruelty and injustice
embedded within society. Through such narratives, contemporary Indian English fiction
encourages empathy, critical thinking, and social consciousness among readers.
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Furthermore, literature contributes to social transformation by preserving marginalized
histories and experiences. Many contemporary novels document the struggles of Dalits,
women, laborers, migrants, and tribal communities whose voices are often ignored in official
histories. By representing these realities, fiction challenges dominant historical narratives and
creates alternative spaces for identity and resistance. Literature therefore becomes both an
artistic and political act.

Thus, contemporary Indian English novels serve as significant instruments of social critique
and resistance. Through realistic representation, symbolism, satire, and marginalized voices,
modern writers expose the inequalities embedded within Indian society and challenge
systems of oppression. These literary works not only reflect social realities but also inspire
awareness, empathy, and the possibility of social change. In this way, contemporary Indian
English fiction plays an important role in advocating justice, equality, and human dignity in
modern India. In this way, contemporary Indian English fiction plays an important role in
advocating justice, equality, and human dignity in modern India.

Narrative Technigues and Realistic Representation of Social Inequality

Contemporary Indian English novelists employ diverse narrative techniques and realistic
representation to portray the complexities of social inequality and marginalization in Indian
society. Through symbolism, irony, satire, stream of consciousness, fragmented narration,
and realism, writers effectively depict the psychological, emotional, and social consequences
of caste discrimination, economic exploitation, patriarchy, and political oppression. These
literary techniques not only strengthen the artistic quality of the novels but also deepen
readers’ understanding of the harsh realities experienced by marginalized communities. The
use of realistic narration allows contemporary fiction to function as both a literary and social
document reflecting the contradictions of modern Indian society.

Realism plays a crucial role in representing social inequality in contemporary Indian English
fiction. According to Georg Lukacs, realist literature reveals the social and historical realities
shaping human experiences (Lukacs 34). Contemporary Indian novelists similarly portray
ordinary lives and social struggles with honesty and detail, enabling readers to confront the
realities of oppression and injustice. Through realistic settings, dialogues, and
characterization, writers expose the everyday discrimination faced by marginalized
individuals.

Mulk Raj Anand uses social realism in Untouchable to portray the humiliating experiences of
Bakha, a young sweeper trapped within the caste system. Anand presents the physical and
emotional suffering from untouchables in vivid detail. Bakha’s painful realization of his
social condition is reflected in the line: “Untouchable! Untouchable!” (Anand 47). The
repetition emphasizes the internalized trauma and social stigma imposed upon Dalits (Anand).
Through realistic representation, Anand forces readers to recognize the cruelty of caste
discrimination and its dehumanizing effects.

Satire and irony are also important techniques used to critique social inequality. Aravind
Adiga employs dark humor and irony in The White Tiger to expose corruption, class
exploitation, and moral decay in contemporary India. Balram’s narrative voice combines
humor with bitterness, revealing the contradictions of a society divided by wealth and
privilege. Adiga writes, “The poor remain trapped forever in the rooster coop” (173). The
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metaphor of the “rooster coop” symbolically represents the psychological and economic
imprisonment of the lower classes (Adiga). Satire allows Adiga to criticize social systems
while exposing the absurdity and injustice embedded within them.

Similarly, Arundhati Roy uses symbolism and non-linear narrative structure in The God of
Small Things to portray caste oppression, trauma, and forbidden relationships. Roy’s
fragmented storytelling reflects the psychological fragmentation experienced by marginalized
characters. The phrase “Things can change in a day” (Roy 32) symbolizes the instability and
vulnerability of human life under oppressive social structures. Through poetic language and
symbolism, Roy presents the emotional consequences of social discrimination and violence.

Stream of consciousness and psychological narration are frequently used to depict the inner
struggles of marginalized individuals. Shashi Deshpande, in That Long Silence, explores the
silent suffering and emotional conflict of women within patriarchal society. The introspective
narration reveals the protagonist Jaya’s suppressed frustrations and identity crisis. Deshpande
writes, “Silence has many faces” (89), suggesting that silence can function both as oppression
and resistance (Deshpande). Through psychological realism, the novel highlights the
emotional consequences of gender inequality and patriarchal control.

Contemporary Indian English fiction also employs multiple perspectives and marginalized
voices to challenge dominant narratives. Subaltern and Dalit writers often reject elite literary
styles and instead adopt direct, experience-based narration to represent the realities of
oppression authentically. Bama uses autobiographical narration in Karukku to depict the
everyday humiliation experienced by Dalits. Her straightforward and personal style creates
emotional immediacy and authenticity, making the experiences of marginalization more
powerful and relatable.

The use of symbolism, realism, irony, and psychological narration demonstrates how literary
techniques contribute to the representation of social inequality in contemporary Indian
English novels. These techniques not only strengthen the thematic depth of the narratives but
also create empathy and critical awareness among readers. By presenting the realities of caste
discrimination, class conflict, gender oppression, and marginalization through innovative
narrative forms, contemporary Indian writers transform literature into a powerful medium of
social critique and resistance.

Furthermore, postcolonial fiction reveals how social inequality continues even after political
independence. The persistence of caste discrimination, patriarchy, corruption, poverty, and
communal divisions indicates that freedom from colonial rule did not automatically produce
social equality. Contemporary writers therefore critique both colonial legacies and internal
systems of oppression operating within Indian society. Their works emphasize that true
liberation requires not only political independence but also social and economic justice.

Furthermore, postcolonial fiction reveals how social inequality continues even after political
independence. The persistence of caste discrimination, patriarchy, corruption, poverty, and
communal divisions indicates that freedom from colonial rule did not automatically produce
social equality. Contemporary writers therefore critique both colonial legacies and internal
systems of oppression operating within Indian society. Their works emphasize that true
liberation requires not only political independence but also social and economic justice.
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Thus, postcolonial perspectives play a crucial role in understanding social inequality in
contemporary Indian English fiction. Through themes of identity, displacement, hybridity,
marginalization, and resistance, modern Indian novelists expose the continuing impact of
colonialism and unequal power structures in post-independence India. These literary works
challenge dominant narratives, recover marginalized voices, and encourage critical reflection
on the relationship between history, power, and social inequality in contemporary society.

Conclusion

Contemporary Indian English fiction occupies a significant position in modern literary
discourse because of its powerful engagement with social inequality, marginalization, and
human suffering. The present study, “Representation of Social Inequality in Contemporary
Indian English Novels: A Study of Caste, Class, and Marginalization,” demonstrates that
contemporary Indian novelists use literature not merely as a form of artistic expression but
also as a medium of social criticism and resistance. Through realistic narratives, symbolic
representation, and psychologically complex characters, these writers expose the harsh
realities of caste discrimination, class exploitation, patriarchy, cultural alienation, and social
exclusion.

One of the central findings of this study is that caste remains a deeply entrenched structure of
oppression in Indian society. Contemporary Indian English novels reveal that despite
constitutional ideals of equality and social justice, caste hierarchy continues to influence
human relationships, occupation, social mobility, and individual identity. Writers such as
Mulk Raj Anand, Arundhati Roy, and Bama portray the humiliation, exclusion, violence, and
psychological trauma experienced by Dalit communities within a rigid social system. Their
narratives expose how marginalized individuals are denied dignity and treated as socially
inferior because of their caste identity. At the same time, these writers challenge dominant
social structures by foregrounding the voices and experiences of oppressed communities that
have historically remained silenced in mainstream discourse.

The study further establishes that class conflict and economic inequality are major concerns
in contemporary Indian English fiction. The rapid expansion of capitalism, urbanization, and
globalization has widened the gap between privileged and marginalized sections of society.
Novelists such as Aravind Adiga and Rohinton Mistry portray a society where wealth and
power remain concentrated within elite groups while the poor struggle against exploitation,
poverty, corruption, and social invisibility. These literary works reveal how economic
inequality creates conditions of alienation, helplessness, and moral conflict among lower-
class individuals. The representation of servants, laborers, migrants, and economically
weaker communities reflects the unequal distribution of opportunities and resources in
modern India. Through their critique of capitalist systems and political corruption,
contemporary writers question the morality of a society driven by materialism and social
privilege.

Another important aspect highlighted in this research is the interconnected nature of caste,
class, and gender oppression. Contemporary Indian English novels demonstrate that social
inequality does not operate through a single structure alone; rather, different forms of
oppression intersect and reinforce one another. Women belonging to lower-caste and
economically marginalized communities experience multiple layers of discrimination because
of both patriarchal and caste-based social systems. Writers such as Shashi Deshpande, Anita
Desai, and Mahasweta Devi critically portray the emotional, psychological, and social
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struggles of women seeking identity, freedom, and dignity within restrictive patriarchal
environments. Their works reveal that women’s oppression often manifests through domestic
confinement, emotional suppression, economic dependence, and denial of individuality. By
portraying women’s resistance against patriarchal traditions, these writers challenge
conventional gender roles and advocate female agency and autonomy.

The research also demonstrates that contemporary Indian English fiction plays an essential
role in recovering marginalized voices and identities. Through subaltern narratives, Dalit
literature, feminist perspectives, and postcolonial representation, modern writers create
literary spaces for communities historically excluded from mainstream history and culture.
Characters from marginalized backgrounds are no longer portrayed as passive victims;
instead, they emerge as individuals struggling for self-respect, visibility, and liberation.
Education, resistance, migration, self-expression, and rebellion become important tools
through which these characters challenge systems of oppression. Such representations
emphasize the human desire for equality and dignity despite social exclusion and
discrimination.

Theoretical frameworks such as postcolonialism, Marxism, subaltern studies, feminist
criticism, and Dalit literary theory provide important perspectives for understanding the
representation of social inequality in these novels. Postcolonial theory explains how colonial
history continues to shape social identity, cultural consciousness, and power relations in post-
independence India. Marxist criticism highlights class conflict, labor exploitation, and
economic disparity, while feminist criticism reveals the patriarchal structures that subordinate
women socially and psychologically. Similarly, subaltern and Dalit theories emphasize the
importance of marginalized voices and challenge elite-centered narratives. Together, these
critical approaches help uncover the multiple dimensions of inequality represented in
contemporary Indian English fiction.

Another major conclusion of this study is that literature functions as an instrument of social
awareness and transformation. Contemporary Indian English novelists do not merely
document social suffering; they also encourage readers to critically examine the structures of
power responsible for inequality and injustice. Through realism, irony, satire, symbolism, and
emotional depth, these novels create empathy for marginalized communities and inspire
critical reflection on social realities. Literature therefore becomes a site of resistance where
oppressive ideologies are questioned and human dignity is defended. The portrayal of
suffering in these novels is not intended to produce despair alone but also to encourage social
consciousness and ethical responsibility among readers.

Furthermore, the study reveals that contemporary Indian English fiction reflects the
contradictions of a rapidly changing Indian society. On one hand, modernization, education,
and globalization promise progress and social mobility; on the other hand, caste
discrimination, economic inequality, patriarchy, and political corruption continue to
marginalize large sections of the population. Contemporary novelists capture these tensions
by portraying characters trapped between tradition and modernity, privilege and poverty,
freedom and oppression. Their works reveal that true social progress cannot be achieved
without addressing the structural inequalities embedded within society.

In conclusion, contemporary Indian English novels serve as powerful literary interventions
against social inequality and marginalization. Through their realistic portrayal of caste
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oppression, class conflict, gender discrimination, and marginalized identities, these works
expose the injustices deeply rooted within Indian society and challenge dominant systems of
power. They amplify silenced voices, critique oppressive traditions, and advocate values of
equality, dignity, freedom, and human rights. Therefore, the study of social inequality in
contemporary Indian English fiction remains highly relevant not only for literary scholarship
but also for broader social and cultural understanding. These novels continue to function as
significant tools of resistance, awareness, and transformation in the ongoing struggle for a
more humane, inclusive, and socially just society.

Works Cited
Ambedkar, B. R. Annihilation of Caste. Navayana, 2014.

Anand, Mulk Raj. Untouchable. Penguin Books, 2001.

Ashcroft, Bill, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin. The Empire Writes Back: Theory and
Practice in Post-Colonial Literatures. 2nd ed., Routledge, 2002.

Bama. Karukku. Translated by Lakshmi Holmstrom, Oxford UP, 2012.

Barry, Peter. Beginning Theory: An Introduction to Literary and Cultural Theory. 4th ed.,
Manchester UP, 2017.

Beauvoir, Simone de. The Second Sex. Translated by Constance Borde and Sheila Malovany-
Chevallier, Vintage Books, 2011.

Bhabha, Homi K. The Location of Culture. Routledge, 1994.

Chakrabarty, Dipesh. Provincializing Europe: Postcolonial Thought and Historical
Difference. Princeton UP, 2000.

Damrosch, David. World Literature in Theory. Wiley-Blackwell, 2014.

Desai, Anita. Cry, the Peacock. Orient Paperbacks, 1980.

Desai, Kiran. The Inheritance of Loss. Penguin Books, 2006.

Deshpande, Shashi. That Long Silence. Penguin India, 1989.

Devi, Mahasweta. Imaginary Maps. Translated by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, Routledge,
1995.

Eagleton, Terry. Literary Theory: An Introduction. Anniversary ed., U of Minnesota P, 2008.

Fanon, Frantz. Black Skin, White Masks. Grove Press, 1967.

Vol. 12, Issue 1 (June 2026) Page Dr. Siddhartha Sharma
Editor-in-Chief

333



[)
www.TLHjournal.com JW a ﬂ‘aa(d ISSN: 2454-3365

An International Refereed/Peer-reviewed English e-Journal

Impact Factor: 7.825

Gopal, Priyamvada. The Indian English Novel: Nation, History, and Narration. Oxford UP,
2009.

Ilaiah Shepherd, Kancha. Why I Am Not a Hindu. Samya, 1996.

Lukacs, Georg. The Historical Novel. Translated by Hannah and Stanley Mitchell, U of
Nebraska P, 1983.

Marx, Karl. Capital: A Critique of Political Economy. Vol. 1, Progress Publishers, 1887.

Marx, Karl, and Friedrich Engels. The Communist Manifesto. Penguin Classics, 2002.

Mistry, Rohinton. A Fine Balance. McClelland and Stewart, 1995.

Mukherjee, Meenakshi. The Perishable Empire: Essays on Indian Writing in English. Oxford
UP, 2000.

Naik, M. K. A History of Indian English Literature. Sahitya Akademi, 2004.

Narasimhaiah, C. D. The Swan and the Eagle: Essays on Indian English Literature. Indian
Institute of Advanced Study, 1969.

Nayar, Pramod K. Contemporary Literary and Cultural Theory: From Structuralism to
Ecocriticism. Pearson, 2010.

Paranjape, Makarand R. Indian English Literature. Atlantic Publishers, 2000.

Rege, Sharmila. Writing Caste/Writing Gender: Narrating Dalit Women'’s Testimonios.
Zubaan, 2006.

Roy, Arundhati. The God of Small Things. Indialnk, 1997.

Rushdie, Salman. Midnight’s Children. Vintage Books, 1995.

Said, Edward W. Orientalism. Penguin Books, 2003.

Showalter, Elaine. A Literature of Their Own: British Women Novelists from Bronté to

Lessing. Princeton UP, 1977.

Vol. 12, Issue 1 (June 2026) Page Dr. Siddhartha Sharma
Editor-in-Chief

334



[)
www. TLHjournal.com me a ﬂfem&t ISSN: 2454-3365

An International Refereed/Peer-reviewed English e-Journal

Impact Factor: 7.825

Spivak, Gayatri Chakravorty. “Can the Subaltern Speak?”” Colonial Discourse and Post-
Colonial Theory: A Reader, edited by Patrick Williams and Laura Chrisman, Columbia UP,
1994, pp. 66-111.

Tyson, Lois. Critical Theory Today: A User-Friendly Guide. 3rd ed., Routledge, 2015.

Vol. 12, Issue 1 (June 2026) Page Dr. Siddhartha Sharma
Editor-in-Chief

335



