
ANTS AMONG ELEPHANTS: An Untouchable Family and the Making of Modern India by Sujatha Gidla. 
Excerpt taken from Ants Among Elephants | Sujatha Gidla | Macmillan.  

INTRODUCTION 

MY STORIES, MY FAMILY’S STORIES, were not stories in India. They were just life. 

When I left and made new friends in a new country, only then did the things that happened to my 

family, the things we had done, become stories. Stories worth telling, stories worth writing down. 

I was born in south India, in a town called Khazipet in the state of Andhra Pradesh. 

I was born into a lower-middle-class family. My parents were college lecturers. 

I was born an untouchable. 

When people in this country ask me what it means to be an untouchable, I explain that caste is like 

racism against blacks here. But then they ask, “How does anyone know what your caste is?” They know 

caste isn’t visible, like skin color. 

I explain it like this. In Indian villages and towns, everyone knows everyone else. Each caste has its own 

special role and its own place to live. The brahmins (who perform priestly functions), the potters, the 

blacksmiths, the carpenters, the washer people, and so on—they each have their own separate place to 

live within the village. The untouchables, whose special role—whose hereditary duty—is to labor in the 

fields of others or to do other work that Hindu society considers filthy, are not allowed to live in the 

village at all. They must live outside the boundaries of the village proper. They are not allowed to enter 

temples. Not allowed to come near sources of drinking water used by other castes. Not allowed to eat 

sitting next to a caste Hindu or to use the same utensils. There are thousands of other such restrictions 

and indignities that vary from place to place. Every day in an Indian newspaper you can read of an 

untouchable beaten or killed for wearing sandals, for riding a bicycle. 

In your own town or village, everyone already knows your caste; there is no escaping it. But how do 

people know your caste when you go elsewhere, to a place where no one knows you? There they will 

ask you, “What caste are you?” You cannot avoid this question. And you cannot refuse to answer. By 

tradition, everyone has the right to know. 

If you are educated like me, if you don’t seem like a typical untouchable, then you have a choice. You 

can tell the truth and be ostracized, ridiculed, harassed—even driven to suicide, as happens regularly in 

universities. 

Or you can lie. If they don’t believe you, they will try to find out your true caste some other way. They 

may ask you certain questions: “Did your brother ride a horse at his wedding? Did his wife wear a red 

sari or a white sari? How does she wear her sari? Do you eat beef? Who is your family deity?” They may 

even seek the opinion of someone from your region. 

If you get them to believe your lie, then of course you cannot tell them your stories, your family’s 

stories. You cannot tell them about your life. It would reveal your caste. Because your life is your caste, 

your caste is your life. 

Whether they know the truth or not, your untouchable life is never something you can talk about. 
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It was like this for me in Punjab, in Delhi, in Bombay, in Bangalore, in Madras, in Warangal, in Kanpur, in 

Calcutta. 

At twenty-six, I came to America, where people know only skin color, not birth status. Some here love 

Indians and some hate them, but their feelings are not affected by caste. One time in a bar in Atlanta I 

told a guy I was untouchable, and he said, “Oh, but you’re so touchable.” 

Only in talking to some friends I met here did I realize that my stories, my family’s stories, are not stories 

of shame. 

* * * 

NO ONE INFORMED ME THAT I was untouchable. It is not the kind of thing that your mother would need 

to tell you. What I was told was that we were Christians. 

Christians, untouchables—it came to the same thing. All Christians in India were untouchable, as far as I 

knew (though only a small minority of all untouchables are Christian). 

I knew no Christian who did not turn servile in the presence of a Hindu. 

I knew no Hindu who did not look right through a Christian man standing in front of him as if he did not 

exist. 

I accepted this. No questions asked. 

I saw the grown-ups in my family scrambling to their feet, straightening their clothes, and wringing their 

hands when a certain bowlegged, cross-eyed, drooly-mouthed Hindu man passed in front of us. 

I saw our Hindu neighbors passing us by without even registering our presence. 

Accepted. No questions asked. 

I knew the cross-eyed, drooly-mouthed man was fucking my aunts (both of them), making children with 

them, but not marrying them because they were Christians. 

I knew a Christian boy who was pushed in front of a train for falling in love with an uppercaste girl. 

Christians are lowly. Hindus are superior. Christians are weak. Hindus are powerful. 

I understood. I accepted. That was the natural way of things. 

The questions started when I was fifteen and someone took me and my sister to see a movie. Then they 

came in a flood that would not stop for years. In a way, they still haven’t. 

In the movie a rich girl falls in love with a poor boy. The girl’s powerful family intimidates the poor boy’s 

family into forcing him to stop seeing her. The girl, not knowing what her family has done, goes 

searching for the boy. When she can’t find him, she gives up and agrees to marry a nice, well-educated, 

wealthy man. 

No surprises here for an Indian moviegoer. The shock came at the wedding scene. The heroine wears a 

white gown. Not a sari like a Hindu bride. A white, Western-style gown with a veil, like they wear at 

Christian weddings. 
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My blood froze. My brain went numb. I couldn’t breathe. 

The rich girl was Christian! And I recalled that in the scene where the poor boy’s family was threatened, 

his father had on his chest the cross-thread worn by all brahmin men. 

This movie, in sheer defiance of the laws of nature, portrayed Christians as rich and powerful and—most 

amazing of all—scornful of brahmins, the highest caste of all. 

It is simply not possible to convey what this meant to a fifteen-year-old untouchable Christian girl. 

Were there really Christians like this? 

Why had I never seen them? 

Why had no one ever mentioned this before? 

My questions found no outlet. It was too shameful to bring up the subject of our inferior status, even 

among my own folk. I never thought to ask anyone. I wouldn’t have known how to put the words 

together. 

Four years later, at nineteen, I left home to enroll in a postgraduate program at the Regional 

Engineering College (REC) in Warangal. There were only fifteen RECs in the whole country. Students 

from other states and even other countries went there to study. That was the first time in my life I saw 

people from outside my home state of Andhra. 

Being a small-town girl, I was afraid of betraying my curiosity about all the strange and modern things I 

saw at the college. I saw girls with short hair. I saw girls in sleeveless blouses. I even saw some girls 

wearing pants. Some wore lipstick and tweezed their eyebrows. I saw girls secretly smoking. I learned 

the concept of boyfriend-girlfriend. And of course all of these girls could speak English. 

It was here that I first saw in real life what I had seen in that movie: Christians who looked down on even 

high-caste Hindus. 

But what could I ask them? I was ashamed to bring up the subject. I finished my program without ever 

finding out what the difference was between them and me. 

After Regional Engineering College I went to yet another citadel of engineering education. I went to 

Madras to attend the Indian Institute of Technology. IITs are the most elite, most cosmopolitan technical 

institutions in India, the Indian equivalents of MIT and Caltech. I was a research associate in the 

department of applied physics working on a project funded by the Indian Space Research Organisation. 

In the ladies’ hostel, my eyes were dazzled by the sight of the other girls. They were all so beautiful, rich, 

happy, charming, high-class. I felt as if I were surrounded by movie heroines, but with brains. And in the 

hostel I saw many more of those elusive superior Christians. 

One thing I noticed quickly: they all came from the southern state of Kerala. That movie I had seen, I 

found out later, had been made in Malayalam, the language spoken in Kerala, and dubbed into my own 

native language of Telugu. 

These Kerala Christian girls lived in the same wing of the hostel as me. 
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Jessie’s beauty was otherworldly. She was always flanked by two brahmin girls, her loyal sidekicks. 

Supriya Abraham, when she descended to the ground floor to go to the mess, was like a star from the 

sky deigning to visit the earth. 

The brahmin boys who fawned over these Christian girls would look at me in disgust. In my town, 

Christian girls were called crows, pigs, scavengers. One boy in my neighborhood used to call me and my 

sister “shit lilies.” 

I wanted to make friends with these Keralites. Wasn’t I a Christian like them? But they shunned me just 

as any Hindu would. I was deeply hurt, more deeply than when it happened with the Hindus. 

But I was determined to find out why I was different. Jessie was kind, one of the only girls who would 

talk to me. Her room and my room were on the same floor. I tagged along with her to church even 

though by then I already didn’t give a damn about God. 

I asked to see photos of Jessie’s family. They were obviously wealthy. I started probing, asking questions. 

Jessie explained, “We are brahmins.” She told me her family came from a brahmin caste in Kerala called 

Nambudiris. Nambudiris are so high in rank that they look down on all other brahmins. 

“Why did you become Christian?” 

She explained that among the Nambudiris, in ancient times, the eldest son inherited all the property, 

and only he was allowed to marry. The rest of the sons inherited nothing and had to find lower-caste 

mistresses or remain celibate. 

When Jesus’ disciple Thomas traveled to Kerala, some disgruntled younger Nambudiri sons left 

Hinduism altogether and were baptized by Thomas. 

“So we are brahmin Christians,” Jessie told me. 

But I refused to believe her. Is that all it took? Some Christians decide to claim brahmin heritage and 

everyone believes it? It was too far-fetched. 

When I came to America, I met more Kerala Christians. By this time I was brazen. Every time I met one, 

my first question would be “How come you have high social status whereas we don’t?” They all told me 

the same story: they were brahmins converted by Saint Thomas. 

“When?” 

“Fifty-two A.D.” 

So what is the relation between religion and caste? Between caste and social status? Between social 

status and wealth? Between wealth and caste? I thought about these things incessantly. 

I decided to find out how my family became Christians. I called my mother. That was when she began to 

tell me the story of our ancestors. 
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