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Abstract: 

This research paper is a critical analysis of contemporary Indian society, using Shashi 

Tharoor's novel Riot as a lens. The paper explores how Tharoor's novel critiques Indian society, 

particularly in terms of communal violence, social unrest, and the complexities of Indian 

politics, society, and culture. Through a close reading of the novel, this study examines how 

Tharoor sheds light on the darker aspects of Indian society, including social inequality, 

communal tensions, and government inadequacies. By analysing Tharoor's portrayal of these 

issues, this paper aims to contribute to a deeper understanding of the complexities and 

challenges facing contemporary India.The significance of this study lies in its nuanced analysis 

of Tharoor's novel as a literary work that offers a scathing critique of Indian society. By 

examining the ways in which Tharoor's novel reflects and critiques the intricacies of Indian 

society, this research paper highlights the need for greater self-reflection, social awareness, and 

collective action to address the pressing issues facing the nation. Ultimately, this study aims to 

provide a comprehensive understanding of Tharoor's novel as a powerful commentary on 

contemporary Indian society, and to underscore the importance of literary works like Riot in 

sparking critical conversations about the state of Indian society today. 
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Introduction: 

Shashi Tharoor's fiction works have long been regarded as a powerful commentary on 

contemporary Indian society. As Tharoor notes, "the India of the twenty-first century is a land of 

contradictions, where the ancient and the modern coexist in a state of uneasy tension" (Tharoor 

12). His novels and short stories have consistently explored the complexities and challenges of 
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life in modern India, offering a nuanced and thought-provoking portrayal of the country's social, 

cultural, and political landscape. His novel Riot, in particular, presents a scathing critique of the 

deep-seated communal and social divisions that underlie Indian society. Through this novel, 

Tharoor shines a light on the dark underbelly of Indian society, exposing the tensions and 

conflicts that simmer just below the surface. As critic Nilanjana S. Roy observes, Tharoor's 

portrayal of communal violence and social unrest in Riot is a "powerful indictment of the social, 

political, and economic inequalities that exist in India" (Roy 43). 

This paper will examine how Tharoor's critique of Indian society is reflected in his 

portrayal of communal violence, social unrest, and the complexities of Indian politics, society, 

and culture. By analysing Tharoor's depiction of these issues in Riot, this paper aims to provide a 

deeper understanding of the challenges facing contemporary India and the ways in which 

literature can be used to critique and reflect on these issues. In particular, this paper will explore 

how Tharoor's novel Riot portrays the complex and often fraught relationships between different 

social groups in India. The novel will be analyzed to see how Tharoor uses character 

development, plot, and setting to explore the tensions and conflicts that arise from these 

relationships. 

Social Inequality in Riot: 

Social inequality is a pervasive theme in Tharoor's novel Riot. This is deeply observed 

through the character of Priscilla Hart, an American social worker, who serves as a catalyst for 

the socio-cultural collision that unfolds in the novel. As literary critic Meenakshi Mukherjee 

notes, "Tharoor's novel Riot is a powerful exploration of the social and cultural fault lines that 

exist in India" (Mukherjee 123). Priscilla's character represents the outsider's perspective on 

Indian society, and her experiences serve as a commentary on the deep-seated social inequalities 

that exist in the country. Another character who exemplifies the theme of social inequality is 

Ram Charan Gupta, a poor Hindu man who is driven to violence by his economic circumstances. 

As sociologist Andre Beteille observes, "social inequality is a major source of conflict and 

violence in Indian society" (Beteille 156). Ram Charan's character represents the struggles of the 

poor and marginalized in Indian society, and his experiences serve as a commentary on the ways 

in which social inequality can lead to desperation and violence. 
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Communal Violence and Social Unrest : 

Tharoor's critique of the Indian government's inability to prevent communal violence and 

protect its citizens is a significant theme in Riot. The character of Lakshman, an administrator 

who is unable to prevent the riots, serves as a powerful indictment of the Indian government's 

complicity in perpetuating communal violence. Lakshman's character is a symbol of the 

bureaucratic inefficiency and apathy that pervades the Indian government. Despite his best 

efforts, Lakshman is unable to prevent the riots, highlighting the government's failure to provide 

basic security and protection to its citizens. This failure is further exacerbated by the 

government's inability to address the underlying social and economic issues that fuel communal 

violence. 

The incident that highlights the government's complicity in perpetuating communal 

violence is the riots that break out in the city. Despite receiving warnings of an impending riot, 

the government fails to take adequate measures to prevent it. The police are ineffective in 

controlling the violence, and the administration is slow to respond to the crisis. As Tharoor 

argues strongly, "the Indian state has failed to provide even the most basic necessities of life to 

its citizens" (Tharoor 201). This failure is evident in the novel, as the government's inaction and 

complicity allow communal violence to flourish. Through Lakshman's character and the incident 

of the riots, Tharoor critiques the Indian government's inability to protect its citizens and prevent 

communal violence. 

Critique of Indian Government: 

 Tharoor's critique of the Indian government's inability to prevent communal violence and 

protect its citizens is a significant theme in Riot. The character of Lakshman, an administrator 

who is unable to prevent the riots, serves as a powerful indictment of the Indian government's 

complicity in perpetuating communal violence. As Paul Brass notes, "the Indian government's 

response to communal violence has often been inadequate and ineffective" (Brass 145). 

Lakshman's character is a symbol of the bureaucratic inefficiency and apathy that pervades the 

Indian government. Despite his best efforts, Lakshman is unable to prevent the riots, highlighting 

the government's failure to provide basic security and protection to its citizens. According to 
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Achin Vanaik, "the Indian state's failure to protect its citizens from communal violence is a clear 

indication of its weakness and ineffectiveness" (Vanaik 210). 

Conclusion: 

In conclusion, Shashi Tharoor's novel Riot presents a scathing critique of contemporary 

Indian society, shedding light on the dark realities of social injustice, government failure, and 

economic disparities that plague the nation. Through his masterful storytelling, Tharoor lays 

bare the deep-seated flaws of Indian society, exposing the systemic inequalities, communal 

divisions, and social unrest that threaten to tear the country apart. At the same time, Tharoor's 

narrative serves as a powerful call to action, urging readers to engage in self-reflection, 

collective action, and renewed commitments to the values of justice, equality, human dignity, 

and unity. By weaving togethera complex narrative that is both deeply personal and profoundly 

political, Tharoor challenges his readers to confront the harsh realities of Indian society and to 

work towards creating a more just, equitable, and compassionate nation. Ultimately, Riot is not 

just a novel - it is a clarion call for change, a reminder that the future of India depends on the 

collective actions of its citizens, and a testament to the power of literature to inspire, educate, 

and transform. 
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