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Abstract: The behaviour of the society has always been biased in terms of gender. 

Women becomes the marginalized entity in the hands of the patriarchy where they 

are devoid of their individuality and their basic fundamental rights. The present 

paper tries to explore the marginalization of women in Arundhati Roy’s The God of 

Small Things. The God of Small Things deals with the marginalization of three 

generation of women: Mammachi and Baby Kochamma, Ammu and Rahel. Roy 

shows how a divorced woman has no place in the society. Moreover, Roy portrays 

how a woman who dares to transgress the societal norms gets nothing apart from 

loneliness and her death. Moreover, the novel depicts the double marginalization 

of the central women characters Ammu in the hands of men as well as women. 

Though the women character such as Mammachi’s mother is a victim of the male 

chauvinistic society, she too acts as the agents of patriarchy in the treatment of her 

daughter rather than supporting her as it is easier to control things from within the 

system than to stand against it. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The concept of the marginalization of women has been a very common theme in almost all 

the novels of Arundhati Roy. Roy is a pioneers in the field of Indian Writing in English and 

shows how women have to struggle in order to survive in the society that has been 

dominated by the patriarchy. The women are always considered as the other and they are 

always reduced to the status of a marginalized entity in the society. The novel deals with 

how women are marginalized and how they are socially, economically, legally and 

politically deprived of their basic rights as a human being in a society that has been 

dominated by the patriarchy. 

 

In the set norms of the society, men are always seen as the superior sex or the stronger sex. 

On the contrary, women are seen as the inferior sex or the weaker sex. In The Second Sex, 

Simone de Beauvoir shows how the mind is always associated with men and the body is 

always related to women. He also puts into point how men are always considered as the 

subject and the women are always the object in the set standards of the society (Beauvoir 

26). 

 

The God of Small Things can be seen as a microcosm of modern India. In most Indian 

families, it is patriarchy that rules the households and the women are generally considered 

as the angel in the house. They are considered an angel until they remain under the 

domination of patriarchy, but the moment they transgress the so-called established 

standards of the society, they are referred to as monsters by the society. Throughout their 

life, the status of a woman has been confined only to that of a daughter, wife or a mother. 

Thus, they are forced to spend their entire lives within the four walls of their households 

with no identity of their own. But it seems that in Post-Independent India, the status of a 

woman has been changing as she dares to transgress the rules set up by the society and 

claim her own identity. 
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ANALYSIS 

Suzanna Arundhati Roy born on 24 November, 1961 won the Man Booker Prize for fiction 

for her best-known novel, The God of Small Things (1997) in the year, 1997. In this novel, 

Arundhati Roy has skilfully described the hurdles that a woman faces for her survival. The 

novel is set in Ayemenem, in Kerala and the story revolves around the fraternal twins, Rahel 

and Estha, who are separated for twenty-three years after the fateful hours in which their 

cousin, Sophie Mol drowns, their mother’s affair is revealed and Velutha, their mother’s 

lover is murdered. The novel deals with two marginalized section of the society, namely, 

the women and the untouchables in it. It shows the marginalization of three generations of 

women in it where the first, the second and the third generations are represented by 

Mammachi and Baby Kochamma, Ammu and Rahel respectively. 

 

Mammachi and Baby Kochamma represents the first generation of marginalized women 

characters in the novel. Mammachi is the mother of Ammu and Chacko and wife of 

Pappachi. In Sexual Politics, Kate Millett has described how women are marginalized at 

the hands of the patriarchy and how the family comes in the forefront when it comes to the 

marginalization of women (33). In The God of Small Things, Roy shows how Mammachi 

is a mere puppet in the hands of her own husband, Pappachi without any will of her own. 

She has been the victim of the physical violence of her husband who often beats her without 

any reason. Despite her husband’s atrocities upon her, she is a silent sufferer of all the 

tortures of her husband. Even before getting married to Pappachi, Mammachi becomes a 

marginalized character as when she is married off to Pappachi, he is seventeen years older 

than her. She did not even dare to stand against the decision of her own parents in getting 

her married to a much older man. Thus, Mammachi’s decision to marry Pappachi, sets the 

tone of her marginalization in the very beginning of the novel itself. 
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There are several incidents in the novel that shows the atrocities of Pappachi upon 

Mammachi. Soon after Pappachi retired from his job, Mammachi establishes herself by 

making pickles and later converts it into a successful business. Soon Mammachi started 

getting orders and this hits the male ego of Pappachi. Though Mammachi was partially 

blind at that time, Pappachi would never help her as he thought that it is the job of a woman 

to make pickles and it does not suit a retired government officer of a high rank to engage 

himself in such trivial household activities. Moreover, Pappachi also finds it difficult to 

cope with all the attentions that Mammachi is getting because of her pickle making 

business. Thus, to take the revenge, he started beating Mammachi frequently at every night 

with a brass flower vase.  

 

In another incident, when Pappachi was in Vienna, Mammachi took violin lessons from a 

teacher named Launsky- Tieffenthal, but unfortunately, she had to stop her lessons abruptly 

as it hurts her husband’s male ego when her teacher praises her to be exceptionally talented 

in front of Pappachi. Thus, as an act of forcing his domination over Mammachi, Pappachi 

broke the bow of Mammachi’s violin and threw it in the river. 

 

Moreover, when Pappachi died, Mammachi cried at his funeral not because of the fact that 

she loves him, but because she was used to him. Again, from Ammu’s description to her 

children it is revealed that there was no intimacy between Mammachi and Pappachi, but 

she was just used to being beaten up from time to time by Pappachi. Thus, it shows the fact 

that Pappachi has considered his marriage with Mammachi only as a means of acquiring 

domination over her as a wife. Moreover, Roy shows how Mammachi has given the status 

of a God to Pappachi and how she thought it to be her duty to silently obey and accept all 

his brutalities as the will of God.  

 

Apart from Pappachi, it was her own son Chacko who had also dominated her after he came 

back home from Oxford. Though he ended the tortures of Pappachi upon Mammachi, but 
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he himself is instrumental in reducing Mammachi to the status of a marginalized woman 

by taking over and becoming the owner of Mammachi’s pickle factory. Thus, all these 

incidents rightly proves Mammachi’s marginalization in the novel. 

 

However, though Mammachi herself is a marginalized character in the novel, she is 

instrumental in the marginalization of Ammu, Vellya Paapen and Velutha because of their 

lower status in the society. As Ammu was a divorcee, her status is like an untouchable in 

her own family. Vellya Paapen and Velutha are at the bottom in the caste system as they 

belong to an untouchable caste called Paravan. As Mammachi belongs to a higher caste, 

she has always treated Vellya Paapen and Velutha as an outcast and never let them come 

inside the house or to touch anything that is touched by a touchable.  

 

Though Baby Kochamma also belongs to the first generation of marginalized women 

characters in the novel, she is less marginalized than Mammachi or any other characters in 

the novel because of her capacity to resist the norms set by the society for women. She even 

dared to fall in love with an Irish monk named Father Mulligan and had left home in order 

to follow him by converting herself into Roman Catholicism. But after sometime she 

realises that she has been following a false venture as the society around her would not 

allow her at any cost to marry Father Mulligan. Thus, it shows how the society has 

marginalized her by not letting her to follow her dreams. Moreover, her father thought that 

because of her scandal with Father Mulligan, she is not to find a good husband, so he 

decided to send her to America to do a course in Ornamental Gardening. Thus, this decision 

of her father highlights how the society thinks that getting married should be the primary 

aim of a girl and if she fails to get married, then only she should be allowed to get education. 

She was left with no choice than to follow her father’s decision. Thus, she too is 

marginalized, though not to the extent of Mammachi and Ammu. Moreover, along with 

Mammachi, Baby Kochamma is also instrumental in marginalizing Ammu and her 

daughter, Rahel to a great extent. 
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Ammu represents the second generation of marginalized woman in the novel and she is 

marginalized in the hands of both men and women. She is the daughter of Pappachi and 

Mammachi, wife of Baba, mother of Estha and Rahel, sister to Chacko and niece to Baby 

Kochamma. Roy has presented Ammu as a tragic figure throughout the novel who is 

rebelling against her family, her motherhood and the society in general. Moreover, she 

struggles until her death in the quest for her own identity. 

 

Ammu was born in a rich family in Ayemenem. Thus, her marginalization is not the result 

of her class or caste to which she belonged, but it was the result of her being a woman which 

stands as the binary opposition against the men. She is even denied of the basic parental 

love and care as a child because of her gender. On the other hand, her brother has been 

loved by her parents despite his misdeeds in his life. There are several incidents in the novel 

that shows how her brother Chacko has been always preferred and loved by their parents 

more than her only because of the fact that he is the heir of the family. Thus, since her 

childhood she realises how it is equal to be a woman and an untouchable in India. It is the 

discrimination that she faces since her childhood, works as a catalyst in indulging herself 

in an illegitimate relationship with an untouchable named Velutha in order to break the set 

norms of the society that there cannot be a relationship between an untouchable and a 

member of the higher-class society. 

 

Ammu is a figure who has been marginalized by her father, her mother, her husband, her 

brother, her aunt and finally by the society. Ammu’s marginalization has started from her 

family itself. Since her childhood, Ammu has seen the atrocities of her father upon her and 

her mother. There is an incident in her childhood where Pappachi had even destroyed the 

shoes that Ammu had brought for herself.  

 

Through the portrayal of Ammu’s character in the novel, Roy shows how women have been 

even deprived of their fundamental rights of education. In A Room of One’s Own, Virginia 
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Woolf has described how women are not given equal opportunities in case of education 

because of their gender (55). Woolf had portrayed this discrimination through the portrayal 

of Shakespeare’s imaginary sister named Judith Shakespeare. Woolf shows how Judith has 

got equal talent and intelligence like her brother, but it is only her brother, Shakespeare who 

is allowed to pursue his education unlike her (55). Similar is the case with Ammu, just like 

Judith, Ammu too was not allowed by her father to pursue her college education after 

finishing her schooling as Pappachi considers it to be a fruitless expense to spend money 

on a girl’s education unlike her brother, Chacko who was sent to Oxford to complete his 

education. After finishing her school education, she had no option other than leaving Delhi 

and shifting with her retired father to Ayemenem which eventually resulted to the end of 

her formal education. Thus, this act of Ammu’s parents reveals the double standards 

followed by the society for each gender. 

 

Moreover, after the completion of her school education, Ammu was left only with the job 

of waiting for a suitable marriage proposal. But her father was not able to find a suitable 

groom for her because of his poor financial situation to arrange a suitable dowry. Ammu 

wanted to go out of Ayemenem and eventually her father let her to go to Calcutta to spend 

her summer with one of her distant aunts. There she meets Baba at a wedding reception 

who works as an assistant manager of a tea estate in Assam and is on a vacation in Calcutta. 

Thus, she decided to marry Baba without even the consent of her parents as she thinks it to 

be a better option to marry him than to go back to Ayemenem to become a victim of her 

parent’s injustices towards her.   

 

But to her great dismay, her marriage fails to provide her the relief which she has been 

searching for and it proves to be an unsuccessful state of affair. In Sexual Politics, Kate 

Millett shows how the society has given the power to control the household to patriarchy 

(33). Thus, the male members of the household have got full liberty to control or to 

physically abuse the inferior members of the household as they thought them as their 
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property. It can be seen in The God of Small Things where Ammu’s husband has thought 

her as his property and has offered her to his boss to fulfil his sexual desires in order to 

secure his job. But Ammu was determined to save her self-respect and to do that she even 

attacked her husband with the heaviest book she could find in the bookshelf. Thus, as a 

result of her unhappy marriage, Ammu decides to return to her parent’s home only to find 

her family’s indifference towards her and her twins.  

 

In the novel, through the portrayal of Ammu, Roy shows how a woman who is separated 

from her husband is only considered as a burden by her family. But to the contrast of Ammu, 

her brother Chacko, who also came back home from Oxford after his unsuccessful 

relationship with Margaret Kochamma is treated kindly by her parents. Hence, it portrays 

the double standards of the society where a divorced daughter and her children are 

considered a burden by her family and on the other hand, an estranged son is always 

welcomed in the family as he is the inheritor of their property. Thus, this shows how Ammu 

has been marginalized by her own parents for being a woman. 

 

In The God of Small Things, Roy shows how Ammu has no right on her parent’s property 

because of her gender. Like Chacko, though she worked on the Pickle factory, she has no 

right to claim it to be her own. Roy shows how Chacko claims that the property belongs 

only to him. Roy says, “Though Ammu did as much work in the factory as Chacko, 

whenever he was dealing with food inspectors or sanitary engineers, he always referred to 

it as my Factory, my pineapples, my pickles. Legally, this was the case because Ammu, as 

a daughter, had no claim to the property” (Roy 57). 

 

Moreover, once Chacko said to Ammu, “What’s yours is mine and what’s mine is also 

mine” (Roy 57). Thus, Roy shows how Ammu, being a divorced daughter who has returned 

to her father’s home has no right in her family, on the other hand, her brother Chacko, who 

has also got divorced from his wife just like Ammu, has all the rights to the family’s 
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property because of his gender. Moreover, Roy has also shown how a divorced daughter 

has no right in her parent’s home through the dialogues of Baby Kochamma in the novel: 

As for a divorced daughter – according to Baby Kochamma, she had no position 

anywhere at all. And for a divorced daughter from a love marriage, well, words 

could not describe Baby Kochamma’s outrage. As for a divorced daughter from an 

intercommunity love marriage – Baby Kochamma chose to remain quaveringly 

silent on the subject. (Roy 45-46) 

Thus, it shows how the society treats a divorced man and a woman differently.  

 

Moreover, Ammu is not only marginalized by the male chauvinistic society, she is also a 

victim of marginalization caused by women. Roy shows how women are against women in 

the society and how Ammu’s own mother, Mammachi and her aunt, Baby Kochamma acts 

as agents of patriarchy in the marginalization of Ammu. It is the torture of her mother and 

her aunt which was instrumental in Ammu’s death. When her relationship with Velutha 

became public, Mammachi and Baby Kochamma locked her inside a room. She has been 

opposed by her own family and had to pay the price of it in terms of her and Velutha’s life 

and separation from her children and family. Moreover, it is not the same result for Chacko. 

Mammachi has tried to defend Chacko’s illegitimate relationships with the women of the 

factory and termed it as a result of “Man’s Need” (Roy 238) and to Ammu’s utter surprise, 

Baby Kochamma had no objection to it. Moreover, Mammachi had also arranged a secret 

passage to Chacko’s room so that his relationships remained undisturbed. Apart from these, 

she has also bribed the women to satisfy the sexual desires of her son. But it is the same 

Mammachi who said that Ammu has destroyed the family’s name and fame by engaging 

into a sexual relationship with a person of the lower caste while defending Chacko’s 

illegitimate affairs. Thus, in the end, Ammu is forced to leave her children and family and 

to die alone. Roy shows how it is only Ammu, a woman who has to pay the price of 

engaging in a relationship after getting divorced, but her brother Chacko, is left unpunished 

because he is a man. Roy also shows how a mother has accepted her son’s illegitimate 
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relationships, but has punished her daughter for doing the same. Moreover, it can be also 

said that because of Mammachi’s biased attitude, Ammu’s struggle becomes never ending. 

 

Apart from these, the behaviour of the police inspector, Thomas Mathew also resulted in 

the marginalization of Ammu to some extent. She became the victim of male gaze when 

she went to the police station to free Velutha from the false allegations. The police inspector 

told her that they “didn’t take statements from veshyas or their illegitimate children” (Roy 

8). Moreover, he stared at Ammu’s breasts while speaking to her. Thus, this incident shows 

how women are dominated by men at every level and how the male dominated society 

marginalizes the women by censoring their freedom of expression. 

 

Even after her death, Ammu’s status of a marginalized character does not end. When she 

died there was nobody with her and after her death even the church refused to bury her. So, 

she was cremated in an electric crematorium and only Chacko and Rahel were present at 

her funeral.  Thus, Ammu was the most marginalized character in the novel resulted by the 

actions of her own family, her husband, the police and the society.  

 

In her masterpiece, The Second Sex, Simone de Beauvoir said that “One is not born, but 

rather becomes, woman” (Beauvoir 330). This statement makes it very clear how gender is 

not natural, but is the result of social and cultural construction. Thus, women are not born 

but is the result of the rules and regulations of the society. It is the society that has double 

standards which resulted in the formation of men as the superior creature and women as the 

inferior one, leading to the marginalization of women in the hands of the male chauvinistic 

society (Beauvoir 163). In The God of Small Things, through the biased attitude of 

Mammachi towards Ammu and Chacko, it becomes clear that Ammu, a marginalized 

character is only a formation of the society. 
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Ammu’s daughter Rahel represents the third generation of marginalized woman character, 

though she is less marginalized in comparison to the other marginalized characters in the 

novel. She is marginalized only because she is the daughter of a divorced woman. She has 

been treated as a burden and as an outsider by her own family. Thus, along with her mother 

and her twin brother, Estha, she remains a marginalized character throughout her life.  

 

Rahel suffered a lot throughout her life. She is deprived of her father’s love since her birth. 

Apart from this, she had been a witness of her mother’s endless miseries since her 

childhood. Moreover, she was also separated from her twin brother, Estha because of 

Sophie Mol’s death and has also suffered all the pains of a broken marriage. After her 

mother’s death she becomes lonelier as her mother’s family neglected her and was even not 

ready to take her responsibility. 

 

But she becomes a rebel and she openly transgresses the set standards of the society. Since 

her school days, she does not follow the societal norms and follows her own dreams and 

fancies, and these leads to her expulsion from her school as well as estrangement from her 

friends. Just like her mother, she too divorced her husband without caring about the 

conventional norms of the society. Even after returning to Ayemenen from America, she 

openly replied to people like K.N.M. Pillai, who questioned her about her marriage. 

Through the character of Rahel, Roy shows how a woman has to raise her own voice in 

order to secure her own rights in a society which has been dominated by males. Thus, she 

represents a modern independent woman who has been able to defy the patriarchal 

domination by asserting her own rights and has even dared to indulge in an incestuous 

relationship with her own brother.  
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CONCLUSION  

In The God of Small Things, Arundhati Roy have very well portrayed the gender bias and 

how the status of the women have been confined only to a mere puppet at the hands of the 

patriarchy through the portrayal of women characters such as Mammachi, Ammu, Baby 

Kochamma and Rahel. Moreover, she has also depicted how women along with men too 

can be instrumental in the marginalization of other women in the society. 

 

Helene Cixous in her essay, “The Laugh of the Medusa” has said that “Women must write 

her self: must write about women and bring women to writing” (875). Cixous is of the 

opinion that only a woman could completely understand the problems of other women and 

could portray it realistically through her writings. Moreover, she said that men would 

always portray a woman from a man’s perspective and not from a woman’s perspective 

(Cixous 877). Thus, as the novelist, Arundhati Roy is herself a woman, she is successful in 

portraying the marginalization of women realistically. 

 

In conclusion, we can say that the novel, The God of Small Things extensively portrays how 

women are marginalized at the hands of the patriarchy and society. As Anne Leclerc has 

mentioned in Woman’s Word, the only solution for a woman is that she must raise her voice 

against the oppression and discrimination that comes from the patriarchy and society 

because if she does not raise her voice and takes a stand for herself, she will always remain 

under the shackle of the patriarchy (Duchen 63).  
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