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Ants Among Elephants by Sujatha Gidla 
 

From the publisher: The stunning true story of an 
untouchable family who become teachers, and one, a 
poet and revolutionary.  
 
Like one in six people in India, Sujatha Gidla was born 
an untouchable. While most untouchables are 
illiterate, her family was educated by Canadian 
missionaries in the 1930s, making it possible for Gidla 
to attend elite schools and move to America at the 
age of twenty-six. It was only then that she saw how 
extraordinary—and yet how typical—her family history 
truly was. Her mother, Manjula, and uncles Satyam 
and Carey were born in the last days of British colonial 
rule. They grew up in a world marked by poverty and 
injustice, but also full of possibility. In the slums 
where they lived, everyone had a political side, and 
rallies, agitations, and arrests were commonplace. 
The Independence movement promised freedom.  
 
Yet for untouchables and other poor and working 

people, little changed. Satyam, the eldest, switched allegiance to the Communist Party. Gidla 
recounts his incredible transformation from student and labor organizer to famous poet and 
founder of a left-wing guerrilla movement. And Gidla charts her mother’s battles with caste and 
women’s oppression. Page by page, Gidla takes us into a complicated, close-knit family as they 
desperately strive for a decent life and a more just society. 
 
Buy the book here! 
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Discussion Questions 
Written by Amy Kao & Jenny Dorsey 
 
1. In the introduction, Gidla says about her uncle, “Ever since Satyam turned twenty, he had 

never been able to live without a personal aide to carry his things, clip his nails, and so on. 
He didn’t even know how to shave himself.” (10). This comment stuck with us, as it 
illustrates how devoted he was to the cause, but how he was able to not have to think about 
such “trivial” matters. 
a. What are the implications behind this statement when it comes to responsibility, 

gender hierarchy, and the delineation between “self” and “work”? When you no longer 
do what an “average” human does, do you become disconnected from the average 
person, can you still relate? Should icons and celebrities no longer do trivial matters 
because their time is “worth more”? 

 
2. The final line of the prelude can be considered one of Satyam’s transformational moments: 

“Do you think this independence is for people like you and me?” (31). This seems to get to 
the heart of what it means to be an untouchable--even at the dawn of India becoming an 
independent country (August 15, 1947), Satyam, as an intouchable, is still not included in 
the festivities.  
a. Similarly, many movements in the U.S. have not been inclusive of marginalized groups 

-- for example, women’s suffrage did not include non-white women until much later on 
and even then it was still challenging. Knowing what we know now, how do we ensure 
we see beyond ourselves to ensure that the movements we participate in are truly 
inclusive?  

 
3. For Satyam to even attend college, his father, Prasanna Rao, had planned to acquire 

wealth from farming the land he purchased. Sadly, the family instead sank further into debt 
and remained poor the rest of their lives. You see later on that Gilda’s parents (her father), 
even with a stable job, was constantly in debt, and her mother as a result never progressed 
in her career. 
a. What are other externalities (unintended consequences) of when individuals and 

families cannot accumulate enough wealth to be stable financially? As many 
economists have written about, it is expensive to be poor. 

b. In the U.S., property is the key way to accumulate wealth in a single generation. We 
covered this in a prior book club with The Color of Law, and how racist policies 
afforded white families cheap houses that have now grown in value while Black 
families were not. In last month’s movie club, Gather, we also talk about how land was 
stolen from Indigenous communities and used to create wealth for white settlers. How 
does this (if it does) shape how you understand land, property, and generational 
wealth? Considering this, what do you think is the responsibility of the government to 
provide access to property to its citizens? 
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https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/posteverything/wp/2018/01/25/why-it-costs-so-much-to-be-poor-in-america/
https://www.epi.org/publication/the-color-of-law-a-forgotten-history-of-how-our-government-segregated-america/
https://gather.film/


 

4. A significant marker of Gidla’s family that distinguishes them from other untouchables is her 
great grandfather’s conversion to Christianity, which enabled further generations to become 
educated and have careers as teachers (18). Even though Satyam considers himself 
secular, the conversion still directly benefited him. How do we recognize factors in our lives 
that we don’t necessarily agree now with but understand that they improved our lives?  

 
5. Shortly after one of Satyam’s first successes in Telaprolu with the food blockade, Satayam 

reaches out to the pakis, the lowest of the castes to form the Toilers Cultural Forum. As he 
expected, the district leaders thought it’d hurt the party’s reputation to “associate publicly 
with such dirty people” (115). How do we in our society ascribe value to certain careers 
(e.g. lawyers, artists), and in turn, make assumptions of people’s characters? 
a. In protest, Satyam says to the town committee “how absurd it was for a party of the 

oppressed to be ashamed of being represented by the oppressed” -- are there ways 
this sort of dynamic plays out in movements in the U.S.? 

b. For the pakis, their work is “a caste occupation, their wages are not true 
compensation but charity that may be given or withheld,” (114). What are ways certain 
marginalized groups are, in essence, pigeonholed into certain careers that do not see 
proper compensation or promotion? (e.g., an average porter is in their job for 10+ 
years without additional compensation or promotion). What is our responsibility when 
it comes to offering career trajectories to everyone in society?) 

 
6. Throughout the book, Satyam engages in proliferating the Communist message by creating 

different types of art -- from theater to magazines. We understand this type of art as 
“propaganda”. However, what about other types of art that we don’t attribute this title -- for 
example, Marvel movies where the hero is generally always white, cis, male or theater like 
Miss Saigon which follows a Vietnamese prostitute who kills herself to sacrifice for her son. 
Is that also “propaganda” even though there may not be an overt political purpose in the 
story?  
a. Is there any art that does not serve some sort of ulterior motive or purpose? 
b. Some may say photography is not propaganda, it’s just “documenting”. But what about 

photographs that Annie Leibowitz takes, like the ones of Simone Biles that caused 
outrage? Is there an implicit message there in the way Simone is styled and captured? 

 
7. When Carey and Manjula prepare to go to college, the council member signing their forms, 

who himself is untouchable, refuses to add “Adi” to signify they are untouchable, saying 
“You should be ashamed to think of yourselves in those terms” (122). However, the siblings 
needed the “Adi” to receive the untouchable scholarships so Satyam had to forge the 
council member’s handwriting for them to receive the scholarships. What does it mean for 
the council member to have the privilege to “delude...himself that conversion from 
Hinduism…” has freed him from the caste system? Compared to the siblings, who had to 
face their identity head-on to gain access to the education they wanted in a way to access 
more power?  
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https://petapixel.com/2020/07/13/vogue-slammed-for-hiring-annie-leibovitz-for-simone-biles-cover-instead-of-black-photographer/


 

8. Gidla writes how the untouchable girls at school were often “so used to the treatment [of 
brahmin girls pretending they didn’t exist, of being bullied by the boys and given terrible 
nicknames] they didn’t think anything of it” (116). How are we socialized to accept our own 
“status” in the social hierarchy?  
a. How is this type of marginalization and oppression passed down generationally? She 

learned from a young age (from her mother, and her mother from her family) to accept 
the status quo, of having to bow to every Hindu person and allow them to do whatever 
they wanted.  

 
9. For Satayam’s wedding, the entire village starts salivating at the idea of a wedding pig. 

Gidla writes there is a special European breed -- a pink pig -- that many want to eat but 
have been unsuccessful in raising in India, because once it shows up on India soils it “loses 
its caste” (152) and becomes a “filthy” Indian pig. This appears to be a metaphor, because 
the pig itself cannot literally change breeds -- what do you think Gidla is attempting to 
convey here? What does the pig symbolize? 
a. The act of eating meat is a recurring source of class distinction in the book. For 

example, when Prasanna Rao became a teacher he no longer had the same tastes as 
those in his village. In fact, the villagers found the food “too dainty” and were upset 
they couldn’t drink alcohol at this long-awaited wedding. What is lost when you no 
longer relate to those you grew up with? 

b. Satyam similarly does not eat meat, as influenced by his caste friends. What does it 
mean for Satyam, who leads activists to support those in the untouchable caste, that 
he himself finds certain ways of untouchable life “uncool”, “unworthy”, and in some 
cases even disgusting? 

 
10. When Gidla’s mother goes for her second try at a masters in northern India at Banaras 

Hindu University, she struggles when she arrives because she does not speak Hindi and 
English remains her second language. “Outside of her classes, her lack of fluency was a 
source of shame on this cosmopolitan campus where English was the lingua franca” (190). 
How can language be used as a means of control, oppression, and ostracization?  
a. As a result of Hindu becoming the national language, southern Indians were 

immediately ostracized, in the same generation -- despite Andhra Pradesh becoming 
the first state to be formed on a linguistic basis in 1953. What are ways that the 
university could have better supported Telugu speakers?  

b. If the common instructional language requires more prior education based on 
privilege/access, how can a school at large better accommodate English speakers with 
less experience or exposure?  

c. We also see in the book the university clearly supporting the status quo, instituting 
separate messes (dining halls) for north and south Indians, not providing any social 
infrastructure amongst the different language speakers, etc. Do schools have 
responsibility in “forcing” some sort of cultural exchange in its student body? 

d. However, the language of the colonizers (English) also proved to be a unifying 
language when working across states. When Satayam finally meets his hero, Charu 
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Majumdar, who is Benagli, they must communicate in English. In this sense, language 
can also be a means of connection. What do you make of this inherent duality of 
language as both unifying and oppressing? 

 
11. Two critiques of the book is that Gidla selectively explains Indian history to tell her family’s 

story, while portraying Dailt people in a “dehumanizing” manner.  
a. The critique is that she misrepresents the work of many Dalit activists that came before 

Satayam, in order to potray him as the leader. What happens when you have a 
narrator like her, who is a relative to the primary subject, and may be unreliable and/or 
biased? Is it fair or right for her to have done so?  

b. She consistently portrays most characters and people negatively, often subjectively 
from her mother’s point of view. What did you think of the tone and language Gidla 
uses in the book? Is it crass, or just raw and honest? Is it dehumanizing, or very 
human? Why? 

c. Does Gilda end up portraying the Dalits as she should? Do we consider this book to be 
a good representation of Dalits, and as a symbol of their political resistance through 
writing? 

 
12. Throughout the book, women are expected to do all the labor in the household -- even 

when they are the breadwinners (like Manjula). We repeatedly read that Manjula respected 
her brothers, yet were terrified of them and did everything for them because she did not 
have equal power over them as they did her. It seems a recurring theme across history that 
even socially or politically progressive men (including those today) will not extend these 
same ideals to gender and the household. Why do you think that is the case? Is there a 
way to socialize men to have a different perspective? 
a. Although Manjula arguably had the most power (at least in the eyes of Western 

society) because of her money, she did not feel empowered to exercise that in a form 
of autonomy or control of others. How are we socialized to relinquish our own power? 

 
13. Throughout the book, Satyam’s relationship with political parties is volatile. The Communist 

Party never pays him a fair wage, yet he remains loyal to the cause, even when he 
witnesses various incidents (for example, the party returning a stray laborer who supported 
their cause back to his owner) that he disagrees with.  
a. Where is the line between support, advocacy, and indoctrination? When does a cause 

turn into a cult? 
b. How do you hold a party accountable for executing their ideals in the way that actually 

supports its members? For example, Gidla writes how the party leaders were so eager 
to participate in upcoming elections, they didn’t even bother to ask for the release of 
their own members who were “rotting in prison” for being Communists (104). 

 
14. When we think about “passion”, we tend to associate “passion” jobs and work to pay less, 

and require more sacrifice. When/why do we learn this?  
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a. What does it mean that for Satyam to continue advocating for untouchables, workers, 
and the poor he had to rely on generous donors? What does it mean for our nonprofit / 
NGO / philanthropic ecosystem that wealthy people are a necessary part of it? Can 
change happen in these settings? 

 
15. Satyam readily differs with the party’s ideology at points, even creating his own party. Early 

on, he argues for militarization, when others advocate for peaceful methods. Do you believe 
a peaceful transfer of power -- especially towards a government based on socialist ideals -- 
actually possible? 
a. What happens when a party has deep factions, such as the Democratic Party? How 

does the party move forward? At what point does “unifying” the party actually cause 
more problems? 

b. How do we champion and celebrate individuals in a movement without ascribing too 
much credit to any single person or idolizing them?  

c. How do you define your theory of change, or spheres of influence?  
 

Additional Resources 
Compiled by Amy Kao  
 
Interviews with Sujatha Gidla 
● Video interview with David Gibson, director of Fordham’s Center on Religion and Culture, 

moderates the discussion and takes questions from the online audience, from Sept 21, 
2020.  

● Video interview from August 2017 
● Q&A from Sept 2019 
● Breaking Caste - AAWW  
● “Corporates see victims, not the perpetrators, as nuisance” 
 
Current works by Gidla: 
● We Are Not Essential. We Are Sacrificial. - NYT 
 
Other links: 
● India’s engineers have thrived in Silicon Valley. So has its caste system. - Philadelphia 

Inquirer  
● How India's ancient caste system is ruining lives in Silicon Valley - ZD Net 
● Caste Matters (book) 
● Documents of Dalit Discrimination (blog) 
● Kamala Harris is breaking barriers for Tamil Americans. But we need more. - Medium  
● How To Be An Anti-Casteist - NPR 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KaPE0i_Gazw&ab_channel=CenteronReligionandCulture
https://think.kera.org/2017/08/23/inside-indias-caste-system/
https://bloom-site.com/2019/10/29/the-vulnerability-of-human-dignity-qa-with-sujatha-gidla/
https://aaww.org/aaww-fave-breaking-caste/
https://www.dalitcamera.com/interview-with-sujatha-gilda/
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/05/opinion/coronavirus-nyc-subway.html?smid=tw-share
https://www.inquirer.com/business/indian-caste-system-silicon-valley-microsoft-apple-oracle-facebook-20201029.html
https://www.zdnet.com/article/commentary-how-indias-ancient-caste-system-is-ruining-lives-in-silicon-valley/
https://penguin.co.in/book/caste-matters/
https://dalitdiscrimination.tumblr.com/
https://maynmai.medium.com/kamala-harris-is-breaking-barriers-for-tamil-americans-but-we-need-more-88d76f17e209
https://www.npr.org/2020/09/21/915299467/how-to-be-an-anti-casteist

