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Indian society practises an extreme form of patriarchy from time immemorial. It is based 
on male predominance and female subordination. In such a male dominated society, women do 
not occupy an enviable position in society. With regard to the position of women in Indian 
society, no nation has held their women in higher esteem than the Hindus. Indian society praises 
the wife-mother role of woman but treats her as no better than the economic and sexual property 
of her husband. The novels taken up for the study portray in detail how men and women are 
treated differently according to the social norms. The men oppress the women, and they are not 
allowed to lead their lives as they want, since men rule over them.  

Introduction 

We know very well that a society cannot develop without the development of its 
womenfolk. Our religious scriptures also accord due respect to women and assert that God lives 
where women are worshipped. 

The novel ‘The God of Small Things’ portray in detail how men and women are treated 
differently according to the social norms for generations (Three). The novel deals with the 
treatment of women by society and the oppression meted out to them. The men oppress the 
women, and they are not allowed to lead their lives as they want, since men rule over them.  

Women, who are oppressed, are forced to forfeit their freedom; therefore, they adjust 
themselves to life as the ‘Other’, whereas men can claim subjectivity for themselves. 

Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small Things (1997) tells the story of three generations of 
the Syrian Christian family and it portrays the lives of the ‘two-egg’ twins, Rahel and Estha. It 
takes place in Ayemenem in Kottayam, the communist state of Kerala. The twins now aged 
thirty-one reappear after twenty-three years of exile and separation. Back in 1969, in the dark 
December after the death of Sophie Mol, their cousin, who is the daughter of their uncle Chacko 
and is estranged with Margaret and the divorced Ammu surrenders to the wild charm of Velutha, 
the untouchable. Owing to the non-Christian immoral act, Ammu is locked up and her children, 
the twins, take offence at her cursing them and make a bold decision to cross the river and reach 
the forbidden Haunted House on the other bank of the river. Since her parents have gone to 
Cochin to buy the flight tickets for the return journey, Sophie Mol decides to accompany her 
twin cousins on the trip to adventure and discovery. The small boat, which the kids row capsizes, 
Sophie Mol is drowned, and the twins seek shelter in the Haunted History House. In order to 
protect the family name, Baby Koachamma gets the police beat up Velutha on a false charge of 
attempted seduction and kidnapping the children. Though the twins love Velutha, they betray 
him as per Baby Koachamma’s instructions in the hope of saving her mother. After the death of 
Sophie Mol, the embittered Chacko orders Ammu out of the house and sends back Estha to his 
father in Calcutta. Ammu falls a prey to drug addiction and dies at the age of thirty-one. Rahel 
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moves from one school to another, finally marries a foreigner and accompanies him to the United 
States. When the divorced Rahel is informed about the arrival of Estha in Ayemenem, ‘re-
returned’ by his father, she also comes back and the twins relive the catastrophe which resulted 
in their childhood, their lives ruined and the family ripped apart. 

We learn from the novels that the women - Ammu, Mammachi, Baby Kochamma and 
Rahel in The God of Small Things live in a patriarchal society are repressed and are denied even 
the basic amenities, since they are women. 

Portrayal of the first generation women 

The treatment of women in the first generation is a period before India’s Independence, 
the characters belonging to this period are Baby Kochamma, and Mammachi in The God of 
Small Things Mammachi and Baby Kochamma in The God of Small Things, are the disturbers of 
domestic harmony, gossiping, quarrelsome and ambitious women. 

Baby Kochamma is the daughter of Reverend E. John Ipa, a priest of the Mar Thoma 
Church and is widely respected among the Christian community in Kerala. While she was in her 
teen age, she fell in love with Father Mulligan, an Irish Monk. Baby Kochamma resolves to 
convert herself from being a Syrian Christian to Roman Catholic, against the wishes of her 
parents. She thought that it would enable her to be in contact with Father Mulligan. Soon she 
finds she could never be near Father Mulligan and that makes her so ‘restless and unhappy’ (5) 
and she leaves the convent. 

Baby Kochamma’s parents are very much worried of her because they could not imagine 
anything else but a marriage for her. This is a blind alley before her that no men belonging to the 
Roman Catholic Church can marry an ex-nun and a Syrian Christian cannot marry her as she 
opts herself out. As a result, the prospects of her getting married seem nil and her father decides 
that there is no harm in getting education and she is sent to the United States where she 
completes her Diploma in Ornamental Gardening. She returns to Ayemenem House but she 
never forgets Father Mulligan and remains in contact with him. Soon she learns that Father 
Mulligan eventually becomes a Vaishnava and joins the ashram north of Rishikesh. It creates in 
her, a kind of aversion and she grows jealous of the widows. Later, she learns that Father 
Mulligan is no more, but the death of her beloved does not turn her to be a widow – like living.  

The treatment of her character can be considered from three dimensions. First, despite her 
parents’ contact with the West, they consider ‘marriage’ as a summum bonum of a woman’s life. 
They consider that education is deemed as a poor substitute for marriage, not as something 
desirable and valuable for its own sake. Moreover, they never think of providing her good 
education and they are not sensitive to the instincts of young ones. They also fail to see through 
her wishes when she converts to Roman Catholic faith. Because of all this, she becomes a 
character in hypocrisy and deception. She exploits religion to promote her sexual ends and she is 
neither honest either to herself or to her parents and society. As a woman, she cannot go nor do 
anything else as she persuades herself: 

That her unconsummated love for Father Mulligan had been entirely due to her 
restraint and her determination to do the right thing (45). 

In Baby Kochamma’s character, we see her courage when she converts to Roman 
Catholic faith but at the same time, she does not challenge the traditional ideas about love and 
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marriage. She makes a rotten, dishonest compromise with the convention and pays for it. She 
loses all her real happiness in her entire life and remains an unmarried woman. As a result, of her 
frustration, she becomes a narcissist, and eventually acts as a sadist Irrespective of her western 
education and thirst for modernism; she reacts differently to children, to the lower castes and to 
other religions. Baby Kochamma is a victim of social prejudices - is conditioned by society and 
identifies herself with the ideas and forces of oppression. 

The next woman of this generation is Mammachi, wife of Bean John Ipe and the sister- in-
law of Baby Kochamma. Though she is much akin to Baby Kochamma in submitting to the 
traditional notions of male supremacy, love and marriage, her disposition differs a lot. She is 
more a victim of the male dominated society because though she is married, Baby Kochamma 
retains a lot of power and privilege at the cost of marriage in their house. Mammachi’s 
relationship to Pappachi is male dominated because; he is of the belief that a man should have 
authority over the woman. He considers the woman as if she is nothing but a toy that one can 
throw away when one gets tired of it because one does not have feelings for it.  

Mammachi has got a husband from arranged marriage and her husband Pappachi is 
seventeen years older than her, belongs to India and of her own community. Yet her marriage is 
not a happy one. Mammachi’s married life is devoid of love, tenderness, understanding and co-
operation. In short, it means that nomination by a bully who likes a bored life himself and bores 
others too and that it is a marriage filled with jealousy, hatred and violence. As a husband, 
Pappachi develops some disorder in his personality. He is polite and generous to others but a 
tormentor to his wife and children. Mammachi is not only a passive sufferer but she is also a 
victim of his jealousy. Mammachi is hard working and she is better at business than her son is 
and under her control, the pickle factory remains ‘a small but profitable enterprise’. Since 
Mammachi is a successful businesswoman she gets more popular through her pickle business, 
Pappachi becomes jealous of her and he starts to ill-treat her. As a result, Pappachi beats her ‘either 
with a brass vase or an ivory handled riding crop’ (181). 

She becomes used to it and remains a passive sufferer all along, because in a male 
dominated society, there are no laws to prevent women from the chauvinism of males. Moreover, 
these laws are set for the men’s benefit because they show how superior men are to women and 
they give men the right to treat women as they wish.  

There is a time when both spend a couple of months in Vienna where Mammachi takes lessons 
in violin, but when her teacher Launsky Tieffenthal tells Pappachi that his wife is highly 
talented, Pappachi does not allow her to continue her lessons: 

The lessons were abruptly discontinued when Mammachi’s teacher Launsky 
Tieffenthal made the mistake of telling Pappachi that his wife was exceptionally 
talented (50). 

 Pappachi cannot and will not stand the fact that people actually might like Mammachi 
and give her compliments on her work. This is one of the reasons for his beatings.  Mammachi 
becomes used to it until the brutality stops when Chacko intervenes and tells his father: “I never 
want this to happen again” (48).  

A woman in society should follow the rules and regulations laid by men. Anything 
beyond these rules and regulations will mean that she breaks the social norms laid down for 
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them. Unless a woman wants to avoid being looked down at by people, she should live her life 
obeying the laws of men. Men represent society’s view of women, and women should just accept 
their situation; they should not attempt to improve their position in society.  Mammachi is very 
good at her business. She is still oppressed. No matter what Mammachi decides to do, her life is 
destined from the beginning. She is doomed for the reason that women must be submissive to 
men. 

Chacko, her son replaces his father’s domination with his own authority in the family. 
We see that Chacko follows the tradition in asserting the son’s domination over mother in old 
age because ‘Ammu, as a daughter, had no claim to the property’ (57) and  Roy exemplifies this 
when Chacko says, ‘what’s yours is mine and what’s mine is also mine’ (57). 

Mammachi’s experience in a world dominated by male and money, her suffering in the 
enclosure called marriage with a brutish husband have dehumanized her and perverts her mind 
like Baby Kochamma.  

Both Baby Kochamma and Mammachi are typical stereotype of women.  Roy pictures 
these two women as stereotypes, as in the case of male-centered fiction, where women are often 
portrayed in terms of the popularly available stereotypes of the suffering mother, the restive wife 
or the shrewish mistress, in all the cases as an easily dispensable appendage to the male 
counterpart. They are never allowed to speak, or act in an autonomous fashion but are spoken to 
and acted upon. Roy portrays these two women, as they are never allowed to be a subject in their 
own right. 

Portrayal of the second generation women 

The treatment of women in the second generation is the post independent era and the 
characters of this period is Ammu, the central character of the novel The God of Small Things 
and she belongs to both, the second as well as the third generations. The character of Ammu 
represents a new generation that she exposes to new ideas against the former. Her father is a 
male chauvinist who makes a lot of distinction between his son and his daughter. He does not 
allow his daughter Ammu to be educated even by herself at college because, ‘Pappachi insisted 
that a college education was unnecessary expense for a girl’ (38). Although she likes to be 
educated, she is denied because of Pappachi’s superior nature. Pappachi thinks that he knows 
best what her daughter needs and he does not want to waste his money on girl’s education. He is 
of the opinion that girls will get married and leave the house anyway.  

This shows the difference between the old and modern generation’s attitude in society 
regarding the notion of educating a girl child, but at the same time they remain subordinate to 
men. 

They insisted on equality of women with men in all matters including education, right to 
property inheritance and in securing jobs.  

Gender discrimination 

Gender discrimination is also one of the most important themes common in the select 
novels and the writer gives more importance in her novel.  

In The God of Small Things, we see Ammu and Chacko are not treated as equals by their 
parents. While Ammu is denied education, Chacko gets education from Oxford. Further, every 

www.the-criterion.com The Criterion: An International Journal In English ISSN: 0976-8165

Vol. 7, Issue V October 2016165



time when Chacko needs money, his mother sends him more. The reason for the different 
treatment of their children is the gender discrimination between a man and a woman. Ammu 
soon realizes that her parents do not care for her as much as they do to Chacko, she understands 
the injustice of patriarchy. She realizes that she does not exist, as we see at her eighteenth 
birthday: It ‘came and went unnoticed, or at least unremembered by her parents’ (38). This 
makes her desperate and she feels that her life is doomed because of her birth as a girl and that 
she must adjust herself to a male – dominated society. 

The institution of marriage 

The most significant social issue that Roy focuses on is the theme of the institution of 
marriage – particularly in the novels where woman is the protagonist as in The God of Small 
Things and the practice of dowry system in India. 

Marriage as an institution has sealed the fate of women down the generations, making 
them play a secondary or a subservient role. Instead of making women happy, it forces them to 
play stereotype set roles, within the family, uncomplainingly. Regarding marriage, Simone de 
Beauvoir rightly observes in her Second Sex: 

The tragedy of marriage is not that it fails to assure woman the  
promised happiness…but that it mutilates her; it dooms her to  
repetition and routine (496). 

When a woman is caught in the trap of marriage, she has only one way left that is to 
languish in misery. Somehow, she reveals an evident lack of trust in marriage and marital 
relationships. Every attempt the woman makes to redefine herself inevitably ends up in lack of 
communication. This leads to the theme of alienation. 

In The God of Small Things, Ammu’s experiences at her parent’s house, makes her run 
into a marriage with a Bengali Hindu. Ammu’s marriage is not based on love, even though the 
choice is hers. Her reason for marrying is that ‘she thought that anything, anyone at all, would be 
better than returning to Ayemenem’ (39).  She dares not to go against the custom by marrying a 
person who is neither a Christian nor belongs to Kerela. Her parents dislike such inter-
community marriage, which is totally against the norms of society, and when she informs them 
of her decision, they do not reply anything. Ammu feels that her marriage will bring her more 
freedom and hoping to escape from the cruelty she experiences but it ends in a divorce. 

Ammu, even as a married woman is treated badly because of the patriarchal society she 
lives in. When her husband wants her to stay with his English boss in order to save his job, 
Ammu refuses and he thinks she deserves to be punished and therefore he beats her for the very 
reason that he thinks he has the right to treat his wife as he thinks. Ammu is not like her mother 
Mammachi. She is like Bim, far from the traditional idea of an ideal woman who worships her 
husband like a god and obeys him blindly despite all his wrongs. She is the kind of woman who 
does not think about the consequences of what she does even when they entail taking a stand 
against society’s laws. Ammu knows very well that she is a Syrian Christian, should not marry a 
Hindu, she marries anyway. Even though it is against the social norms of Kerala for a woman to 
divorce her husband, Ammu breaks the rule again and divorces him, since she cannot tolerate his 
treatment. 

As a strong woman living in a male dominated society, that oppresses woman, Ammu 
does not listen to others. She transgresses the law of society by marrying and divorcing in such 
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unconventional manner. As a result, she has no other choice but to return to her parent’s home, 
unwelcome with her two children.  

It is clear that a woman has only one chance of choosing a husband, and Ammu makes 
the mistake of choosing the wrong man. Now that she has made her choice, her family and 
society treat her as if she is worthless. 

in The God of Small Things, Baby Kochamma explains the position of Ammu’s place in 
the family that, ‘a married daughter had no position in her parents’ home. As for a divorced 
daughter – according to Baby Kochamma, she has no position anywhere at all… and as for a 
divorced daughter from love marriage…As for a divorced daughter from a intercommunity love 
marriage’ (45). 

Through the representation of Ammu in The God of Small Things the author encourages 
widow-remarriage and the need for increasing women’s marriageable age and they advocate 
women’s right to divorce.  

The novelist insist to give equal rights to women like men to inherit or possess property 
as that would make them economically independent. Properties of families should be equally 
distributed between men and women without any sex discrimination. Though Ammu and Chacko 
work in the factory, she cannot inherit anything from her parents. Chacko is very much aware of 
his power over women as man, informs her that she has no locusts standi (57). Ammu here 
directly expresses her anguish as ‘thanks to our wonderful male chauvinist society’ (57) and 
Chacko emphasises again that ‘what’s yours is mine and what’s mine is also mine’ (57). When 
Chacko returns from Oxford, he takes away Mammachi’s factory from her because, since men 
rule society especially in Kerala he believes that women should not hold power over men. Roy 
stresses the need that in families where widows refuse to remarry should be given rights over the 
property of their deceased husbands. 

Another important difference of treatment in gender bias between men and women is the 
unfair treatment of Ammu’s and Chacko’s desires in The God of Small Things. Chacko is 
permitted to have relationships with the different caste beautiful women workers in the factory 
and Ammu’s mother and aunt subscribe to the male-chauvinist notions of declaring, ‘he can’t 
help having a Men’s Needs’ (168). 

However when Ammu fulfils her desires with a man from a lower caste (Velutha), she is 
banished because it is sinful for a woman to express her sexual desires. The Indian society is 
misogynistic in that it prescribes two different rules to men and woman in matters of sex. When 
Chacko the woman-less man has sex outside marriage, it is justified as ‘man’s needs’ (168), but 
the love and consequent sexual relationship of Ammu the man-less woman is seen as an act of a 
‘bitch on heat’ (258). Much of the blame for such a double standard rests on the tyranny of 
patriarchal culture. Kate Millet makes it clear in Sexual Politics that, sex should not be a tool to 
oppress women. Moreover, instead of considering sex as a taboo subject, female sexuality should 
be celebrated. 

  Ammu is so intelligent and significant that she is the only character in the novel 
who exactly judges him because all others fail to notice the contrast between Chacko the Marxist 
and Chaco’s feudal libido. That is the reason why she breaks the “Love Laws” made to the 
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convenience of men and ‘the Laws that lay down who should be loved, and how. And how 
much’ (33). 

Ammu wants to rebel against the man made society that neglects her for so long. She 
challenges the andocentric notions of society when she avoids surname after divorce, because 
she is of the opinion that a father’s name does not ‘give a woman much of a choice’ (37). As a 
mother, she loves her children. She is very much concerned about their innocence, which makes 
them willing to love people who do not love them. The rebel in Ammu does not permit her to 
remain contented like her aunt and mother, with motherhood and divorce. The dream of the one 
armed man suggests her that it is no use seeking perfection in life, the small and powerless 
people like her can but satisfy themselves with the little time, provides them (217). Finally, 
Velutha’s return after many years makes her take a final decision. It ‘eventually led her to love 
by night the man her children loved by day’ (44). Velutha rebels against society, because he does 
not fear it. The significant quality that attracts Ammu in Velutha is that she sees a fighter in him, 
someone who is against the society just like her. Moreover, Velutha appears like a father figure 
to her children and his real love for the children builds a bridge for the love she too needs. What 
seems an illicit relationship between a touchable woman, a divorcee and an untouchable Paravan 
is, actually a union of two rebels protecting against the hypocritical laws of the man-made 
society not in word, but in deed. 

Ammu struggles to keep the balance among her daughter, wife, and mother but she is not 
ready to be confined to the caste and family rules for the intuitive amatory propensities. In this 
connection it is worth quoting the words of Claude  Levi-Strauss, her ‘marriage is […] a 
dramatic encounter between nature and culture, between alliance and kinship’ (489). 

Ammu gets punished for breaking the social norms and gets both society and her family 
against her. Society banishes her instead of supporting her. Instead of treating their daughter as 
an equal to her brother, her family makes Ammu feel like nobody, which is also the reason for 
her to break the laws that society imposes on her.  

 It is the power of the patriarchy that lays down the laws which informs how one should 
live one’s life to avoid getting into trouble. Ammu rebels against this system. She struggles 
partly against history, but she also struggles for changes in the situation of women. She believes 
in the equality of sexes and she does not like the fact that social norms should decide its people’s 
lives. All she expects from her family is recognition as a woman and to be treated as her brother. 

Portrayal of the third generation women 

The third generation deals with the oppression of Rahel in The God of Small Things. The 
treatment of this generation is rebellious against the patriarchal society. Women do not accept 
the situation as being oppressed. The twins Rahel and Estha were born in post- independent India. 
In this period, we could see there is a decrease in oppression of women when compared to the 
previous two generations.  Rahel is only cared by her mother and her brother, whereas others 
never care for her. The arrival of Sophie Mol, makes her condition still worse. Both Sophie Mol 
and Rahel are of inter-community marriages, but the family looks Rahel a demon and Sophie 
Mol an angel. This oppression gets worse when her mother dies and she is left in the hands of 
Chacko, her uncle. As she grows up with nobody to care for her or to teach her about certain 
things and her childhood become so difficult. 
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Rahel, deserted by her father and separated from her mother, is also neglected by her 
maternal uncle, grandmother and grandaunt. The neglect results in her a release of spirit and she 
lives as a rebel her whole life. She grows independent, daring and capable of taking initiative and 
she has a strong personality and revolts against the norms of society. She is denied by society, 
mostly because of her mother Ammu’s notions of transgression. Rahel is an innocent victim of 
her mother’s mistake in life. The society they live in, seems as if sons are more valued than 
daughters, which affects Ammu’s children. 

Her decision is not out of interest but, like her mother, it is her way to stay away from 
Ayemenem where she is unwanted. She is more concerned about living some how at her own than 
hoping to build a good career.  

 Rahel’s marriage, like that of her mother and uncle, is outside her community. She meets 
Larry McCaslin in Delhi and marries him. The decision is hers; it is not taken under ideal 
conditions. She is well aware of the miserable condition, that she has no one else at Ayemenem, 
to arrange for marriage and pay dowry for her.  

Larry is not a male chauvinist but the marriage proves prosaic. Larry values her but fails 
to understand her. As a result, they divorce. For Rahel, marriage is not a yoke. Therefore, she 
breaks it soon. Evidently, she has a clarity of perception and confidence which surpasses that of 
her mother and she does not feel shame or moral weakness for the divorce and informs Comrade 
Pillai ‘We are divorced’, Rahel hoped to shock him into silence and Pillai is shocked when Rahel 
boldly walks into Ayemenem house as a divorcee but she is aware of the rights of women. 

Rahel is against the male-oriented society as she rebels against it. She goes against the 
value system of society, which separates people in different positions. She protests against 
society, which thinks it has the right to determine what is considered low and what is seen as 
good. As per the social norms, Rahel is considered a low person, partly because she is a woman 
and that she comes from an illegitimate marriage. Rahel believes that society’s treatment of her 
is based on her background. She wants that they should get to know her before judging her.  

Rahel is a woman who breaks the social norms of society. She lives her whole life the 
way she wants and does not care about the consequences. She represents contemporary women 
in India, where women live their lives as rebels and do not let social norms decide their lives. 
The analysis of these women characters brings out a perfect trio of suffering woman. 

Family violence and wife battering 

Another important oppression that is common in the novel is the theme of family 
violence. The common theme seen in the novel is theme of wife battering. 

The God of Small Things is a strong protest against wife battering, which the Indian 
society has hitherto accepted with complacency. Domestic violence persists, as women have not 
protested against them. Mammachi in The God of Small Things is battered woman who learns to 
bear her husband’s brutality. 

In patriarchal culture, mothers are deified, motherhood glorified, and consequently 
mothers are exploited. The right way of looking at a mother is neither as an angel nor as a 
monster but as a human being with desires and needs as well as limitations. Patriarchal societies 
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hold mothers responsible for the life of their children, but ironically deny them the power. It is 
women alone who can comprehend this neglected issue and bring justice into mother’s lives. 

Ammu is not the only victim of male chauvinism in the story. Her mother, Mammachi is 
also systematically treated by Pappachi. He is a jealous man and the fact that she is seventeen 
years younger than he, makes the situation worse. Mammachi’s life shows how even in an 
educated Indian household, which ingrains deeply in beliefs and conventions, which transcend 
even religious considerations, can still persist and make a woman’s life miserable.  

Conclusion 

Thus, the novel states the issues of gender discrimination, and the subjugation of women 
on various grounds. The role and idea of women depicted by the novelist gives us an insight into 
the cultural values, changes and the concepts of tradition in Indian society. The different ways of 
the behaviour of women, reveal to us the significant cultural aspects of the same society. Women 
expresses cultural values such as being husband – focused, family-oriented, submissive, 
upholding religious traditions, capable of sacrifices. They also protest against the exploitation 
and oppression in a male-dominated society. 

The housewives and mothers are submissive, docile and obedient, focus on their 
husbands and families like Mammachi, managing their households and having their own norms 
for private and public behaviour. 

The next type of woman we come across in the novel are the Protesters. They are the 
ones who are rebellious and want to liberate them from the male-dominated society; they make 
their independent choices and decisions. Some of them fight for liberation but finally give-up 
and reconcile themselves to the status quo, like Ammu.  

Women in the novel The God of Small Things are presented as passive beings struggling 
against the odds of life silently. When we look at the predominant stereotypes of a housewife and 
mother in the novels, womanhood emerges to be a rational concept. No woman exists 
independently of a man or a woman’s influence. Women are always considered in relation to 
their husband and children. The novelist challenges this stereotype in different ways - the 
submissiveness and the unquestioning obedience, passivity of a woman is seriously questioned 
when they present women in their private and public behaviour, as protestors and idealists and 
under the influence of western and urban values. 
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