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The God of Small Things by Arundhati Roy is a seminal work in contemporary Indian literature, a
narrative that captures the complex interplay of personal and political lives in the context of Kerala's
social fabric. Published in 1997, Roy's debut novel won the Booker Prize, establishing her as a
formidable voice in literary circles. The book is not just a story about a family but a profound
exploration of how the small moments in life can have monumental implications, shaping destinies
and altering the course of history.

Overview of the Novel

The God of Small Things is set in Ayemenem, a small town in Kerala, and revolves around the lives of
fraternal twins, Estha and Rahel. The narrative oscillates between their childhood in the late 1960s
and their adult lives in the 1990s. The plot intricately weaves together personal tragedy, societal
taboos, and the haunting legacy of caste discrimination, leaving a lasting impact on both the
characters and the readers.

Plot Summary

The story begins with the return of Rahel to her childhood home in Ayemenem after years abroad. As
she reconnects with the past, the narrative unfolds through a series of flashbacks that reveal the
traumatic events of their childhood:

1. The Tragedy of Velutha: Central to the plot is the forbidden love affair between Ammu, the twins'
mother, and Velutha, a lower-caste carpenter. Their relationship defies the rigid caste system,
leading to devastating consequences.

2. The Arrival of Sophie Mol: The visit of the twins' half-English cousin, Sophie Mol, triggers a series
of events that culminate in tragedy. Her accidental drowning becomes a pivotal moment in the story,
haunting the family for decades.

3. The Impact of Caste and Class: The novel delves into the societal constructs of caste and class in
India, illustrating how these norms dictate relationships and ultimately lead to destruction.

4. The Family Dynamics: The complexities of family relationships, particularly between Ammu and

her mother, Mammachi, and the oppressive figure of Chacko, Ammu's brother, serve to highlight the
struggles women face in a patriarchal society.

Thematic Elements

The God of Small Things is rich with themes that resonate deeply within the societal context of India.
Some of the major themes include:



- Love and Loss: The novel explores various forms of love—romantic, familial, and forbidden—and
how they are often intertwined with loss.

- Caste and Class Discrimination: Roy highlights the harsh realities of the caste system,
demonstrating how it permeates every aspect of life, affecting relationships and societal
interactions.

- Childhood Innocence: The perspective of Rahel and Estha as children adds a layer of innocence to
the narrative, contrasting sharply with the adult world's complexities and cruelties.

- Memory and Trauma: The non-linear narrative structure reflects the fragmented nature of memory
and trauma, illustrating how past experiences shape individuals' present.

Character Analysis

The characters in The God of Small Things are intricately crafted, each representing different facets
of Indian society. Here are some key characters:

1. Ammu: The mother of Estha and Rahel, Ammu is a strong yet tragic figure whose desire for love
and independence leads to her downfall. Her struggle against societal norms makes her a symbol of
resistance.

2. Estha and Rahel: The twins are the heart of the story. Their close bond represents childhood
innocence, yet they are forever marked by the trauma of their past.

3. Velutha: A skilled carpenter and a member of the Untouchable caste, Velutha embodies the theme
of forbidden love and the tragic consequences of breaking societal taboos.

4. Mammachi: The twins' grandmother, Mammachi, is a complex character whose own history of
love and loss adds depth to the narrative. Her struggles reflect the plight of women in a patriarchal
society.

5. Chacko: Ammu's brother, Chacko, represents the educated elite who, despite their education,
perpetuate patriarchal and casteist values.

Writing Style and Structure

Arundhati Roy's writing in The God of Small Things is notable for its lyrical prose and vivid imagery.
She employs a non-linear narrative structure, weaving together different timelines and perspectives,
which allows readers to experience the characters' memories and traumas intimately.

- Imagery: Roy's use of rich, sensory details brings the setting of Kerala to life, making it almost a
character in itself.

- Symbolism: The novel is replete with symbols, such as the river, which represents both life and
death, and the history of the family, which is intertwined with the landscape.



- Dialogue: The dialogue captures the nuances of Malayalam speech and culture, adding authenticity
to the characters’ voices.

Critical Reception and Impact

Upon its release, The God of Small Things received widespread acclaim and criticism alike. It was
awarded the Booker Prize in 1997, and its impact on literature is undeniable:

- Cultural Significance: The novel brought global attention to Indian literature, showcasing the
richness of Indian culture and the complexities of its societal issues.

- Feminist Perspectives: The novel has been analyzed through feminist lenses, highlighting the
struggles of women in a patriarchal society and the intersectionality of caste and gender.

- Literary Influence: Roy's work has inspired a new generation of writers to explore themes of
identity, trauma, and belonging in their narratives.

Conclusion

The God of Small Things by Arundhati Roy remains a vital piece of literature that transcends time
and geography. Its exploration of love, loss, and the intricacies of human relationships within the
context of societal constraints offers a profound commentary on the human experience. Roy's ability
to capture the essence of small moments that have far-reaching consequences resonates with
readers, making the novel a timeless classic. In a world that often overlooks the small things, Roy
reminds us that they are, in fact, what shape our lives and histories.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the central themes of 'The God of Small Things'?

The central themes include caste discrimination, forbidden love, and the impact of history on
personal lives.

Who are the main characters in ‘'The God of Small Things'?

The main characters include Rahel and Estha, their mother Ammu, and their uncle Chacko, along
with Velutha, a member of the untouchable caste.

How does Arundhati Roy use non-linear storytelling in the
novel?

Roy employs a non-linear narrative structure, weaving between past and present to reveal the
characters' histories and the events that shaped their lives.



What role does the setting of Ayemenem play in the novel?

Ayemenem serves as a crucial backdrop, reflecting the social and cultural changes in Kerala, and
highlighting the contrast between tradition and modernity.

How does the novel address the concept of ‘small things'?

The 'small things' symbolize the minute details of life that hold profound significance, contrasting
with the larger societal issues depicted in the story.

What is the significance of the river in 'The God of Small
Things'?

The river represents both a source of life and a boundary, symbolizing the fluidity of time and the
separation between different social classes.

How does caste influence the relationships in the novel?

Caste plays a critical role in shaping the relationships, particularly the forbidden love between
Ammu and Velutha, which defies societal norms.

What impact did 'The God of Small Things' have on Indian
literature?

The novel brought international attention to Indian literature, showcasing complex themes and
narrative styles, and winning the Booker Prize in 1997.

How does Arundhati Roy portray the concept of family in the
novel?

Family is portrayed as both a source of support and a site of conflict, with deep-seated loyalties and
betrayals affecting the characters' lives.

What is the significance of the title 'The God of Small Things'?

The title suggests a focus on the small, often overlooked aspects of life that carry deep emotional
weight and significance in the characters' experiences.
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