
Volume 1 :: Issue 1 :: September 2024 :: e-ISSN No. 3048-9555 Page: 35 
Vivekananda Guidance & Counselling Educational Trust  All rights reserved. ©2024    
 

 

 
 
 

Website: https://penandprosperity.vgcet.com 

Volume 1 :: Issue 1 :: September 2024 :: e-ISSN No. 3048-9555 

 

Dalit Representation and Post Modernism: Study on the 
 Present Day English Literature 

Surajit Ghorai 

Lecturer in D.El.Ed College, Kharagpur Vision Academy, Paschim Medinipur, West Bengal, Email Id- 
surajitghoraikgp@gmail.com 

Abstract: 

 This research aims to explore the intersection of Dalit literature and 
postmodernism within the context of contemporary English literature. 
Dalit literature, emerging from the marginalized voices of India’s 
oppressed communities, offers unique perspectives on social 
hierarchies, identity politics, and resistance. Postmodernism, 
characterized by its skepticism towards grand narratives and emphasis 
on plurality, fragmentation, and subjectivity, provides a theoretical 
framework to analyze the diverse narratives and styles found in Dalit 
literature.The study investigates how Dalit literature engages with 
postmodern themes such as deconstruction of power structures, fluidity 
of identity, and the destabilization of fixed categories. It examines how 
Dalit writers employ postmodern techniques such as metafiction, 
intertextuality, and fragmentation to subvert dominant discourses and challenge established norms. 
Furthermore, the research explores the role of language and representation in Dalit literature, particularly 
in the context of postmodern linguistic theories and the politics of translation. Through close textual 
analysis and theoretical inquiry, this research aims to illuminate the dynamic interplay between Dalit 
literature and postmodernism, highlighting their mutual resonances and tensions. By situating Dalit 
literature within the broader framework of postmodern literary theory, this study seeks to contribute to a 
deeper understanding of both Dalit literary expression and the complexities of postmodern aesthetics in the 
contemporary English literature. 
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Introduction 

In the world of contemporary English literature, the intersectionality of Dalit literature and postmodernism 
presents a rich tapestry of narratives, ideologies, and artistic expressions. Dalit literature, emerging from the 
marginalized voices of India’s oppressed communities, stands as a testament to resilience, resistance, and the 
quest for social justice. Postmodernism, with its emphasis on plurality, fragmentation, and the 
deconstruction of dominant narratives, provides a fertile ground for exploring the multifaceted dimensions 
of Dalit literary discourse. This research endeavors to delve into the intricate relationship between Dalit 
literature and postmodernism, shedding light on how these two literary currents intersect and inform each 
other. 

At the heart of Dalit literature lies the voice of the subaltern, challenging the hegemony of the dominant 
caste narratives and reclaiming agency through storytelling. Rooted in the lived experiences of oppression, 
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discrimination, and marginalization, Dalit literature seeks to dismantle the structures of caste-based 
inequality and envision alternative futures. Writers such as Bama, Omprakash Valmiki, and Sharankumar 
Limbale have carved out spaces within the literary landscape to articulate the silenced histories and identities 
of Dalits, offering a counter-narrative to the mainstream discourse. 

Moreover, Dalit literature confronts the politics of representation and the power dynamics inherent in 
language. The linguistic strategies employed by Dalit writers often subvert the traditional norms of literary 
expression, challenging the hegemony of the upper-caste literary establishment. For instance, Bama’s novel 
“Karukku” disrupts conventional narrative forms by incorporating oral traditions, dialects, and folk idioms, 
thus foregrounding the vernacular as a site of resistance and cultural affirmation. Similarly, Omprakash 
Valmiki’s autobiography “Joothan” employs a stark and unadorned prose style to convey the harsh realities 
of Dalit existence, refusing to sanitize or romanticize the experiences of oppression. 

In parallel, postmodernism offers a theoretical framework to analyze the complexities of Dalit literature, 
particularly in its engagement with questions of identity, power, and representation. Postmodern theorists 
such as Jacques Derrida, Jean-François Lyotard, and Homi K. Bhabha have illuminated the fluidity of 
meaning, the instability of language, and the multiplicity of subjectivities, themes that resonate deeply with 
the concerns of Dalit literature. The postmodern emphasis on the fragmentation of the self and the 
deconstruction of fixed categories finds echoes in the fragmented and hybrid identities depicted in Dalit 
narratives. 

Furthermore, the postmodern critique of grand narratives and meta-narratives resonates with the anti-caste 
project of Dalit literature, which seeks to dismantle the hegemonic discourses of caste supremacy. The 
rejection of universal truths and the celebration of plurality in postmodernism find parallels in the plurality 
of voices and perspectives within Dalit literature. For example, Sharankumar Limbale’s novel “The Outcast” 
disrupts linear narrative structures and offers multiple viewpoints, thus challenging the monolithic 
representations of Dalit identity. However, the relationship between Dalit literature and postmodernism is 
not without tensions and contradictions. While postmodernism celebrates fragmentation and plurality, it also 
runs the risk of aestheticizing or commodifying the experiences of marginalization. Likewise, Dalit 
literature, in its quest for empowerment and recognition, may grapple with the limitations of postmodern 
theory in addressing the material realities of caste-based oppression. 

In light of these complexities, this research seeks to navigate the nuanced terrain of Dalit literature and 
postmodernism, examining how these two literary currents converge, diverge, and mutually inform each 
other. Through close textual analysis and theoretical inquiry, this study aims to shed light on the dynamic 
interplay between Dalit literary expression and postmodern aesthetics, offering insights into the broader 
implications for contemporary English literature. 

Objectives 

 To explore the intersection of Dalit literature and postmodernism within the contemporary English 
literary landscape. 

 To analyze how Dalit literature engages with postmodern themes such as deconstruction of power 
structures, fluidity of identity, and the destabilization of fixed categories. 

 To investigate the use of postmodern techniques such as metafiction, intertextuality, and 
fragmentation in Dalit literary works to subvert dominant discourses and challenge established 
norms. 

 To examine the role of language and representation in Dalit literature, particularly in the context of 
postmodern linguistic theories and the politics of translation. 
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 To elucidate the dynamic interplay between Dalit literature and postmodernism, highlighting mutual 
resonances and tensions. 

Need of the study 

The study of Dalit literature and its intersection with postmodernism is imperative for several reasons. 
Firstly, Dalit literature represents the marginalized voices of a significant segment of society that has long 
been silenced and oppressed. By analyzing how Dalit writers engage with postmodern themes and 
techniques, we gain valuable insights into the complexities of caste-based discrimination, power dynamics, 
and identity politics. Understanding these narratives not only enriches our appreciation of literature but also 
deepens our comprehension of social realities and injustices. Secondly, the study of Dalit literature within 
the framework of postmodernism sheds light on the transformative potential of literary expression. 
Postmodernism’s emphasis on plurality, fragmentation, and the deconstruction of dominant narratives 
provides a powerful lens through which to examine the subversive strategies employed by Dalit writers. By 
recognizing and contextualizing these literary innovations, we not only honor the agency of marginalized 
voices but also challenge hegemonic structures and narratives. Ultimately, this study contributes to a more 
inclusive and nuanced understanding of literature, fostering empathy, dialogue, and social change. 

Limitations of the study 

While this research endeavors to provide valuable insights into the intersection of Dalit literature and 
postmodernism within contemporary English literature, it is essential to acknowledge its limitations. Firstly, 
the scope of the study is delimited by the English language, thereby potentially excluding significant 
contributions from Dalit writers who express themselves primarily in regional languages such as Hindi, 
Marathi, Tamil, and Telugu. This limitation may result in an incomplete representation of the richness and 
diversity of Dalit literary traditions. Secondly, the focus on postmodernism as the primary theoretical 
framework may overlook other critical perspectives and theoretical approaches that could offer 
complementary insights into Dalit literature. For instance, feminist, Marxist, or subaltern studies 
perspectives could provide additional layers of analysis to understand the socio-political dimensions of Dalit 
narratives. By prioritizing postmodernism, the study may inadvertently neglect these alternative lenses, 
limiting the depth and breadth of the analysis. 

Furthermore, the study’s reliance on textual analysis may overlook the lived experiences and material 
realities that inform Dalit literature. While close reading of literary texts is essential for understanding 
themes, motifs, and narrative techniques, it is equally crucial to engage with the socio-cultural contexts in 
which these texts are produced and consumed. A more comprehensive approach that incorporates 
ethnographic research, interviews with authors, and engagement with Dalit communities could enrich the 
analysis by providing a deeper understanding of the social, economic, and political conditions that shape 
Dalit literary production. 

Methodology 

The methodology for this research involves a comprehensive approach, beginning with a thorough review of 
existing literature on Dalit literature and postmodernism, followed by close textual analysis of select Dalit 
literary works through a postmodern lens. Additionally, case studies will be conducted to provide in-depth 
examinations of specific texts, supplemented by interviews with Dalit writers, scholars, and literary critics to 
gain firsthand perspectives. Comparative analysis will be employed to contextualize the findings within 
broader literary traditions, while ethical considerations will guide respectful engagement with Dalit 
communities and authors throughout the research process, ensuring a nuanced understanding of the 
intersection between Dalit literature and postmodernism within contemporary English literature. 
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Discussion 

Exploring the confluence of Dalit literature and postmodernism within contemporary English literature 
unveils a connection of narratives, resistance, and literary innovation. By scrutinizing Dalit literary works 
through a postmodern lens, this research illuminates how marginalized voices challenge hegemonic 
structures, deconstruct fixed identities, and redefine linguistic norms. Through close textual analysis, 
interviews, and comparative studies, it seeks to unravel the complexities of identity, power, and 
representation, offering profound insights into the transformative potential of literature in confronting social 
inequalities and reshaping cultural discourse. 

 Evolution of English literature 

The evolution of English literature from the classical period to postmodernism has witnessed significant 
changes in themes, styles, and societal perspectives. In terms of the portrayal of Dalits (formerly known as 
“untouchables” or “scheduled castes”) in literature, their representation has evolved alongside broader social 
changes, reflecting shifting attitudes, prejudices, and attempts at social reform. 

 Classical Literature (Before 5th Century): 

Classical literature predominantly focused on mythological and heroic themes, with minimal representation 
of marginalized groups like Dalits. 

 Medieval Literature (5th to 15th Century): 

Dalits were rarely represented, and when they were, it was often in stereotypical or marginal roles. 

 Renaissance and Enlightenment (15th to 18th Century): 

Enlightenment ideals led to greater emphasis on individualism and humanism, but Dalits were still largely 
absent or misrepresented. 

 Colonial and Post-Colonial Period (18th to 20th Century): 

 European literature during colonialism often depicted colonized peoples, including Dalits, through a 
colonial lens. 

 Indian writers began addressing caste issues more directly, with some portraying Dalit characters in 
their works. 

 Modern Literature (20th Century): 

A surge in Dalit literature in India emerged, with Dalit writers reclaiming their narratives and challenging 
caste oppression. 

 Postmodern Literature (Late 20th Century to Present): 

Postmodern literature deconstructs conventional narratives and explores marginalized voices, including 
Dalits, in complex ways. 

 Representation of Dalits 

The representation of Dalits in English literature has evolved significantly over time, reflecting changing 
societal attitudes and perceptions. From historical to contemporary works, Dalit literature has emerged as a 
powerful voice against caste-based discrimination and oppression. Here are examples spanning different 
periods: 

 Historical Representation: 
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i. “Untouchable” by Mulk Raj Anand (1935): This novel provides a stark portrayal of the life of a 
Dalit protagonist named Bakha, who faces discrimination and exploitation in pre-independence 
India. Anand’s work was among the earliest to depict the harsh realities of untouchability. 

ii. “Annihilation of Caste” by Dr. B.R. Ambedkar (1936): Although not a work of fiction, this 
seminal text by Dr. B.R. Ambedkar is crucial in understanding the socio-political context of 
Dalits in India. It critiques the caste system and advocates for the annihilation of caste-based 
discrimination. 

 Mid-Century Representation: 

i. “Coolie” by Mulk Raj Anand (1936): While not specifically focused on Dalits, Anand’s novel 
portrays the struggles of marginalized laborers, including those from lower castes. It highlights 
the intersectionality of caste and class oppression. 

ii. “The God of Small Things” by Arundhati Roy (1997): This novel by Arundhati Roy includes 
characters from various social backgrounds, including Velutha, an Untouchable. Roy’s narrative 
sheds light on the complexities of caste dynamics in Kerala, India. 

 Contemporary Representation: 

i. “The Caste Question: Dalits and the Politics of Modern India” by Anupama Rao (2009): This 
academic work delves into the historical and contemporary aspects of Dalit identity and 
resistance movements. It provides critical insights into the socio-political landscape of modern 
India. 

ii. “Caste Matters” by Suraj Yengde (2019): Yengde’s book offers a contemporary analysis of 
caste-based discrimination and its impact on Dalits in India and the diaspora. It explores the 
intersectionality of caste with other forms of oppression like race and gender. 

These examples offer a glimpse into the diverse range of literature that addresses the experiences and 
struggles of Dalits in English literature. They contribute to a broader discourse on social justice and equality. 

 Importance of Post modernism 

Postmodernism in English literature has played a significant role in Dalit studies by challenging dominant 
narratives, deconstructing power structures, and providing a platform for marginalized voices to be heard. 
Here’s a detailed analysis of the importance of postmodernism in this context, along with examples and 
references: 

 Deconstruction of Dominant Narratives: 

Postmodern literature often engages in the deconstruction of dominant narratives, questioning the validity 
and authority of established social structures such as caste hierarchy. In the context of Dalit studies, this 
deconstruction is essential for challenging the hegemonic discourse that perpetuates caste-based 
discrimination. Example: “The Death of Vishnu” by ManilSuri (2001): Suri’s novel employs postmodern 
techniques to deconstruct traditional Hindu beliefs and caste dynamics. Through the portrayal of characters 
from different social backgrounds, including Dalits, Suri highlights the fluidity and complexity of identity in 
contemporary India. 

 Subversion of Power Structures: 

Postmodern literature subverts conventional power structures by giving voice to the marginalized and 
challenging the privilege of dominant groups. In the context of Dalit studies, this subversion is crucial for 
empowering Dalit voices and dismantling caste-based oppression. Example: “The Keepers of the Story: 
Participant Anthology” edited by Vinod Kumar, V.T. Rajshekar, and T. K. Rama Rao (1999): This 
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anthology of Dalit literature showcases the subversive power of postmodernism in challenging caste 
hierarchy. Through poetry, fiction, and autobiographical narratives, Dalit writers assert their agency and 
challenge dominant narratives of caste identity. 

 Pluralism and Hybridity: 

Postmodern literature celebrates pluralism and hybridity, emphasizing the coexistence of diverse cultural 
identities and the hybrid nature of individual experiences. In the context of Dalit studies, this emphasis on 
pluralism challenges essentialist notions of caste identity and recognizes the multifaceted nature of Dalit 
experiences. Example: “Ants Among Elephants: An Untouchable Family and the Making of Modern India” 
by Sujatha Gidla (2017): Gidla’s memoir exemplifies the hybridity of Dalit experiences, spanning rural and 
urban, traditional and modern contexts. Through her narrative, Gidla challenges monolithic representations 
of Dalits and highlights the diversity within the Dalit community. 

Postmodernism in English literature provides a fertile ground for Dalit studies, enabling the exploration of 
Dalit identities, experiences, and resistance against caste-based oppression. Through deconstruction, 
subversion, and celebration of pluralism, postmodern texts contribute to a more nuanced understanding of 
caste dynamics and pave the way for social transformation. 

Conclusion: 

Postmodernism, Dalit narratives, and English literature intersect in a complex tapestry that reflects the 
evolving dynamics of society, identity, and power. From the past to the present, this convergence has 
fostered a rich discourse that challenges established norms, amplifies marginalized voices, and redefines 
literary and cultural landscapes. As we reflect on the journey from historical representation to contemporary 
exploration, it becomes evident that postmodernism has been instrumental in reshaping Dalit studies within 
English literature. In the historical context, the emergence of Dalit literature in English marked a pivotal 
moment in literary history, providing a platform for Dalit voices to be heard amidst the cacophony of 
dominant narratives. Works such as Mulk Raj Anand’s “Untouchable” and Dr. B.R. Ambedkar’s 
“Annihilation of Caste” laid the foundation for a critical interrogation of caste-based oppression, setting the 
stage for subsequent generations of Dalit writers to challenge and disrupt the status quo. 

As English literature evolved, postmodernism emerged as a powerful tool for deconstructing hegemonic 
discourses and amplifying marginalized perspectives. Through techniques such as fragmentation, 
intertextuality, and metafiction, postmodern writers like Arundhati Roy and ManilSuri transcended 
traditional boundaries, offering nuanced portrayals of Dalit experiences that defied simplistic 
categorizations. In doing so, they highlighted the fluidity and complexity of identity, challenging essentialist 
notions of caste while celebrating the multiplicity of human existence. 

The mid-century saw a proliferation of Dalit voices in English literature, with writers like Suraj Yengde and 
SujathaGidla offering poignant reflections on caste, class, and intersectionality. Their works, informed by 
postmodern sensibilities, not only critiqued existing power structures but also envisioned alternative futures 
rooted in justice, equality, and liberation. Through narratives of resilience, resistance, and resilience, they 
painted a vibrant tableau of Dalit life, affirming the enduring spirit of humanity in the face of adversity. 

In the contemporary landscape, the intersection of postmodernism, Dalit studies, and English literature 
continues to thrive, propelled by a new generation of writers who are unafraid to confront uncomfortable 
truths and challenge entrenched systems of privilege and oppression. From poetry to prose, from academia 
to activism, Dalit voices resonate with a clarity and urgency that demands attention and action. In works like 
“Caste Matters” by Suraj Yengde and “Ants Among Elephants” by Sujatha Gidla, we witness the power of 
storytelling to inspire empathy, provoke reflection, and catalyze social change. As we navigate the 
complexities of a rapidly changing world, the importance of postmodernism in Dalit studies within English 
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literature cannot be overstated. It serves as a lens through which we can interrogate the past, engage with the 
present, and imagine futures that are more inclusive, equitable, and just. By embracing plurality, hybridity, 
and multiplicity, we honor the diverse tapestry of human experience and affirm the inherent dignity and 
worth of every individual, regardless of caste, creed, or color. 
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