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Abstract 

Caste remains one of the most enduring social realities in India, shaping identities, opportunities, and power relations. 

Contemporary Indian English literature has emerged as a significant platform for representing caste-based 

discrimination, resistance, and social transformation. Unlike earlier literary works that often treated caste as a 

peripheral concern, contemporary writers place caste at the center of their narratives, highlighting the lived experiences 

of marginalized communities and challenging dominant social structures. Through the works of writers such as 

Arundhati Roy, Meena Kandasamy, Rohinton Mistry, Aravind Adiga, and Sujatha Gidla, contemporary literature 

exposes structural inequalities while foregrounding Dalit voices and subaltern experiences. This article examines the 

evolving representation of caste in contemporary Indian English literature and argues that literary texts function as 

powerful instruments of social critique and resistance.  
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Introduction 

The caste system has historically influenced Indian society through rigid hierarchies and social exclusion. Literature 

has long reflected these realities, but contemporary Indian English literature has brought caste issues into sharper focus. 

Since the 1990s, writers have increasingly addressed caste discrimination, social mobility, identity politics, and 

resistance movements. 
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Contemporary literary representations differ from earlier depictions by emphasizing lived experiences and giving 

narrative authority to marginalized communities themselves. These works challenge the invisibility of caste in 

mainstream discourse and reveal how caste continues to shape social, economic, and cultural life in modern India.  

Objectives of the Study 

1. To examine the representation of caste in contemporary Indian English literature. 

2. To analyze the portrayal of Dalit identity and resistance. 

3. To explore the intersection of caste with gender, class, and modernity. 

4. To evaluate the role of literature in promoting social awareness and transformation. 

Review of Literature 

Recent scholarship indicates a significant shift in caste representation within contemporary Indian English literature. 

Researchers observe that modern writers move beyond symbolic portrayals and present caste as an active social reality 

affecting everyday life. Literary texts increasingly foreground marginalized voices and challenge dominant narratives.  

Studies also emphasize the importance of intersectionality, particularly the relationship between caste and gender. Dalit 

feminist writers expose multiple forms of oppression and contribute to broader discussions on identity and social 

justice.  

Theoretical Framework 

This study employs: 

1. Subaltern Theory 

Developed by scholars such as Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak and Ranajit Guha, Subaltern Theory focuses on 

marginalized groups whose voices have been excluded from dominant historical narratives. 

2. Dalit Literary Criticism 

Dalit criticism examines literary representations of caste oppression, resistance, and empowerment through the lens of 

anti-caste ideology inspired by B. R. Ambedkar. 

3. Intersectionality 

Intersectionality explores how caste interacts with gender, class, and other social categories to create complex forms 

of discrimination.  

Representation of Caste in Contemporary Indian English Literature  

1. From Marginalization to Centrality 

A major development in contemporary literature is the movement of caste from the margins to the center of narrative 

discourse. Earlier Indian English novels often emphasized nationalism, modernity, or class, whereas contemporary 

works directly address caste oppression and social exclusion. 

Modern authors portray caste not as a relic of the past but as an ongoing social reality influencing education, 

employment, marriage, and political participation.  

2. Dalit Identity and Assertion 

Contemporary literature foregrounds Dalit experiences and challenges stereotypical representations. Dalit characters 

are no longer passive victims but active agents of resistance and self-definition. 

Works such as Ants Among Elephants by Sujatha Gidla reveal the everyday realities of caste discrimination while 

documenting struggles for dignity and social mobility. Such narratives contribute to the construction of a collective 

Dalit identity.  
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3. Caste and Gender 

The intersection of caste and gender has become a central concern in contemporary writing. Dalit women often 

experience both caste-based and patriarchal oppression. 

The works of Meena Kandasamy explore violence, discrimination, and resistance through feminist and anti-caste 

perspectives. Her writings demonstrate how caste and gender operate simultaneously to shape women's lives.  

4. Urban Caste Realities 

Contemporary literature challenges the assumption that caste exists only in rural India. Writers portray caste 

discrimination within cities, educational institutions, corporate workplaces, and globalized environments. 

Urban settings reveal subtle forms of exclusion, social prejudice, and institutional discrimination. These 

representations demonstrate that modernization has not eliminated caste hierarchies but often transformed their 

manifestations.  

5. Resistance and Social Protest 

A defining feature of contemporary caste narratives is resistance. Literary texts expose injustice while imagining 

possibilities for social change. 

Characters frequently challenge oppressive traditions through education, political activism, and collective action. 

Literature thus becomes a medium of protest and empowerment.  

6. Narrative Innovations 

Contemporary writers employ innovative narrative techniques to represent caste experiences: 

Testimonial narratives 

Autobiographical elements 

Polyphonic voices 

Fragmented storytelling 

Hybrid linguistic forms 

These strategies enable authors to represent marginalized perspectives more authentically and challenge conventional 

literary structures.  

 

Major Texts for Analysis 

The Ministry of Utmost Happiness 

Explores caste, marginalization, identity, and resistance within contemporary India. 

The White Tiger 

Examines social hierarchy, class mobility, and structural inequalities. 

A Fine Balance 

Depicts caste oppression, poverty, and political violence. 

The Gypsy Goddess 

Highlights caste violence and collective resistance. 

Ants Among Elephants 

Presents autobiographical reflections on caste discrimination and social mobility. 
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Findings 

The study reveals that: 

1. Contemporary Indian English literature treats caste as a central social issue. 

2. Dalit voices have gained increased visibility and narrative authority. 

3. Writers expose both overt and subtle forms of caste discrimination. 

4. Gender and caste intersections receive significant attention. 

5. Literary texts function as instruments of social critique and resistance. 

6. Modern narratives emphasize agency, dignity, and empowerment alongside oppression.  

 

Conclusion 

The representation of caste in contemporary Indian English literature reflects a significant transformation in literary 

consciousness. Contemporary writers move beyond mere documentation of oppression and actively challenge caste 

hierarchies through narratives of resistance, identity formation, and social justice. By centering marginalized voices, 

these texts contribute to broader debates on equality, democracy, and human rights. 

As caste continues to shape social realities in contemporary India, Indian English literature remains an important site 

for exposing injustice, preserving marginalized histories, and imagining more inclusive futures. The growing 

prominence of Dalit and anti-caste narratives demonstrates the power of literature as a catalyst for social awareness 

and transformation. 
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