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Abstract: 
Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small Things is a complex and richly layered novel that delves into various social, 

political, and personal themes, making it one of the most influential works of contemporary Indian literature. This 

paper explores the major themes in the novel, such as caste, forbidden love, family dynamics, the impact of 

colonialism, and the interplay of social and political power structures. Through a close examination of these 

themes, the study highlights how Roy uses intricate narrative techniques, vivid symbolism, and non-linear 

storytelling to explore the deeply entrenched social hierarchies and personal tragedies faced by her characters. 

The novel's exploration of "small things" and their impact on the larger societal structure serves as a poignant 

commentary on the intricate web of power, privilege, and oppression in post-colonial India. This paper seeks to 

unpack these themes and the ways in which they contribute to the novel’s enduring relevance and resonance in 

literary discourse. 
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I. Introduction 
Arundhati Roy's The God of Small Things (1997) is a groundbreaking novel that has garnered widespread 

acclaim for its rich narrative and profound exploration of complex social and political issues. Set in the lush 

landscape of Kerala, India, the novel tells the story of a fractured family, focusing on the lives of two twins, Rahel 

and Estha. Through a non-linear narrative that oscillates between the past and the present, Roy delves deep into 

the characters’ psyches, revealing how personal histories are shaped by broader societal forces. This research 

article explores the various themes in The God of Small Things, examining how Roy uses her intricate storytelling 

to address issues such as caste, colonialism, gender, memory, and the fragility of human relationships. 

 

1. Caste and Social Hierarchy 

One of the central themes in The God of Small Things is the oppressive caste system that continues to 

dictate the lives of the characters. The novel provides a scathing critique of the rigid social hierarchy that exists 

in Indian society, where individuals are often judged and restricted based on their caste. 

The relationship between Ammu, a Syrian Christian woman, and Velutha, a Dalit (or "Untouchable"), 

serves as the novel’s focal point for this theme. Their love, considered a transgression of social norms, brings 

catastrophic consequences, highlighting the brutal enforcement of caste boundaries. Velutha's tragic fate 

underscores the inhumanity of a system that denies people their basic dignity and rights based on birth. 

Roy does not merely present the caste system as an abstract social construct; she shows its devastating 

impact on individuals and families. The novel critiques how caste discrimination is perpetuated not only by society 

at large but also by individuals who internalize these prejudices, as seen in characters like Baby Kochamma and 

Mammachi, who uphold these oppressive norms. 

 

2. Forbidden Love and Tragic Consequences 

The theme of forbidden love runs through the novel, intertwined with the theme of caste. The love affair 

between Ammu and Velutha, though pure and genuine, is deemed unacceptable by societal standards. Their 

relationship is not just an act of personal defiance but a challenge to the deeply entrenched social order. 

This forbidden love leads to a series of tragic events, including Velutha's brutal death and the eventual 

unraveling of the family. The novel suggests that love, when it crosses societal boundaries, becomes a destructive 

force, not because of the love itself, but because of the harsh societal backlash against it. This theme is also 

reflected in the failed marriage of Ammu to Baba, a man outside her community, which further illustrates the 

novel’s exploration of love and its limitations in a rigidly structured society. 
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3. Colonial Legacy and Cultural Identity 

Roy's novel also delves into the lingering effects of colonialism on Indian society. The characters are 

depicted as grappling with the remnants of British colonial rule, which continue to influence their cultural 

identities and social structures. 

The novel portrays characters like Baby Kochamma, who is obsessed with Western culture and clings to 

the remnants of colonial power, symbolized by her Anglophilia and her desire to emulate British customs. This 

internalization of colonial attitudes reflects the deep psychological impact of colonial rule, which continues to 

shape the characters’ perceptions of themselves and their world. 

The novel also critiques how colonialism has altered the cultural landscape of India, leaving behind a 

society that is conflicted between its indigenous traditions and the remnants of colonial influence. This theme is 

particularly evident in the legal and social systems that govern the characters' lives, systems that were introduced 

by the British and continue to perpetuate inequality and injustice. 

 

4. Memory, Trauma, and Time 

Memory and trauma are central to the novel’s narrative structure. The God of Small Things unfolds in a 

non-linear fashion, with frequent shifts between the past and the present. This fragmented narrative mirrors the 

fragmented memories of the characters, particularly Rahel and Estha, whose lives have been irrevocably altered 

by the traumatic events of their childhood. 

The novel explores how memories of trauma can haunt individuals, shaping their identities and their 

relationships with others. The return of Rahel to Ayemenem after many years serves as a catalyst for the 

resurfacing of these painful memories, as the past and present become inextricably linked. 

Roy’s treatment of time as fluid and non-linear reflects the way trauma disrupts the natural flow of life. 

The characters are unable to move forward, trapped in the memories of their past experiences. The novel suggests 

that the past is not a distant entity but a living presence that continues to influence the present, preventing the 

characters from finding closure or peace. 

 

5. Gender and Patriarchy 

Gender and patriarchy are also critical themes in The God of Small Things. The novel portrays the 

systemic oppression of women in a patriarchal society, where they are expected to conform to rigid gender roles 

and are often punished for defying these expectations. 

Ammu’s life is a stark illustration of the challenges faced by women in a male-dominated society. As a 

single mother, she is subjected to social ostracism and economic hardship. Her desire for love and autonomy is 

met with harsh judgment and ultimately leads to her downfall. Ammu’s struggle reflects the broader plight of 

women in a society that restricts their freedoms and denies them the right to make choices about their own lives. 

The novel also highlights how women themselves can perpetuate patriarchal values, as seen in characters 

like Baby Kochamma and Mammachi, who enforce societal norms and punish those who defy them. This theme 

underscores the complex dynamics of power and oppression within the family and society at large. 

 

6. The Innocence of Childhood 

The theme of childhood and lost innocence is poignantly explored through the characters of Rahel and 

Estha. The novel captures the world through the eyes of the twins, whose innocence is gradually eroded by the 

harsh realities of the adult world. 

Roy contrasts the purity and simplicity of the twins’ childhood with the corruption and hypocrisy of the 

society around them. The tragic events they witness, including the death of their beloved Velutha and the 

breakdown of their family, leave deep emotional scars, shattering their innocence and altering the course of their 

lives. 

The novel suggests that childhood is not a protected space but one that is vulnerable to the cruelties and 

injustices of the world. The loss of innocence is depicted as an inevitable consequence of growing up in a society 

marred by inequality, prejudice, and violence. 

 

7. The Small Things: The Mundane and the Significant 

The title of the novel itself points to a recurring theme: the significance of "small things" in the characters' 

lives. Roy emphasizes how seemingly insignificant moments, choices, and details can have profound effects on 

the characters’ destinies. 

The "small things" refer to the everyday experiences and emotions that shape the characters' lives in 

subtle but powerful ways. These include the small acts of love, the moments of joy and sorrow, and the unspoken 

bonds between characters. Roy suggests that while grand historical and social forces shape the broader context of 

the novel, it is the small, personal moments that define the characters' lives. 

The novel thus invites readers to pay attention to the "small things" that often go unnoticed but are crucial 

to understanding the characters' inner lives and the dynamics of their relationships. 
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II. Conclusion 
Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small Things is a rich and multifaceted novel that explores a wide range of 

themes, from caste and social hierarchy to forbidden love, colonial legacy, memory, gender, and the loss of 

innocence. Through her intricate narrative structure and complex characters, Roy offers a powerful critique of the 

societal norms and structures that perpetuate inequality and oppression. The novel's exploration of the "small 

things" that shape human lives adds a layer of depth to its themes, highlighting the significance of personal 

experiences in the face of larger social and historical forces. The God of Small Things remains a profound and 

enduring work that continues to resonate with readers around the world, offering insights into the complexities of 

human relationships and the enduring impact of social injustice. 
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