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The unjust and malice treatment meted out to the untouchables in India has been a matter
of great concern. Since times immemorial, they have been suffering severe humiliations at the
hands of the upper sections of the society. Even after attaining political autonomy, there has been
no improvement in their status. ‘Caste’ still continues to play a highly important role in shaping
the lives of the masses. Today there are about 250 million Untouchables. Although the
Government has banned the Caste discrimination since 1950, but prejudice continues.
Postcolonial Indian society has managed to achieve only political liberation, and not the social
freedom; though the later certainly needs to be invoked in an active way. Because caste has got
the inherent capacity of positioning oneself, it can be, at once, both beneficial as well as
dangerous, to the people who practice it. The emergence of so many regional political parties in
India has only magnified this problem. They have made the ‘untouchables’ and other castes
occupying the lower hierarchy in the society a political tool through which they construct their
own identities. Caste, then, can be highly paradoxical, especially when we view it in the context
of the Indian society.
Here in this paper, I propose to examine the maltreatment meted out to Velutha, one of
the characters in Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small Things (1997). Before I proceed, it would
not be a bad idea to have a look at the word ‘caste’. The word 'caste' is derived from the
Portuguese world 'casta' which means pure or unadulterated (sharing a Latin root, with the word
Vol. 2, Issue 1 (June 2016)

Page 291

Dr. Siddhartha Sharma
Editor-in-Chief

www.TLHjournal.com

The Literary Herald

ISSN: 2454-3365

An Internati onal Refereed English e-Journal
Impact Factor: 2.24 (IIJIF)

'chaste'). The caste system in India is an important part of ancient Hindu tradition and dates back
to 1200 BCE. In ancient India there developed a social system in which people were divided into
separate close communities. These communities are known in English as caste. It is generally
believed that the origin of the caste system can be found in Hinduism, but it has plagued the
entire Indian social system. The caste system in the religious form is basically a simple division
of society in which there are four castes arranged in a hierarchy and below them the outcast. But
socially the caste system was more complicated, with much more castes and sub-castes and other
divisions. The religious theories explain how the four Varnas were founded, but they do not
explain how the Jats in each Varna or the untouchables were founded. According the Rig Veda,
the ancient Hindu book, the primal man - Purush – destroyed himself to create a human society.
The different Varnas were created from different parts of his body. The Brahmans were created
from his head; the Kshatrias from his hands; the Vaishias from his thighs and the Sudras from his
feet. The Varna hierarchy is determined by the descending order of the different organs from
which the Varnas were created. Other religious theory claims that the Varnas were created from
the body organs of Brahma, who is the creator of the world. Presently, there are about 3,000
castes and 25,000 subcastes in India, each related to a specific occupation. This occupation, it
must be remembered, has been assigned to them by the ancient rishis. These different castes fall
under four basic varnas viz Brahmins—priests, Kshatryas—warriors, Vaishyas—traders and
Shudras—labourers.
Arundhati Roy has dealt with the problem of untouchability plaguing the Indian society
in her booker winner novel, The God of Small Things. She is appalled at the barbarous treatment
meted out to the lower section of the society, even in this postcolonial age. In this regard, she
says that: "Fifty years after independence, India is still struggling with the legacy of colonialism,
still flinching from the cultural insult (and ....) we are still caught up in the business of
"disproving" the white world's definition of us"1. Even the escape from the blood-thirsty period
of Colonialism has not brought any respite to these Untouchables. The entire incidents in The
God of Small Things take place in the southern Indian state of Kerala, and revolve around a
forbidden relationship between a Syrian Christian divorcee, and mother of two children, Ammu,
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and a low caste carpenter, Velutha. ‘The temporal setting shifts back and forth from 1969, when
Rahel and Estha, a set of fraternal twins are 7 years old, to 1993, when the twins are reunited at
age 31’. It is a story about the rights of the women and the untouchables vers us age-old
restrictions imposed by the traditionalist Indian society. The characters in this novel are caught
up in a complex web of actions that take place in their lives, and affect each other in one way or
the other. Most of the human drama takes place in the novel in the context of the division of
India through caste and class. Throughout the novel, we witness numerous encounters between
these two, and ultimately, it is the one occupying the upper position in the domestic and the
social hierarchy, which emerges as a winner. Ammu, the female protagonist of the novel is
married to an alcoholic husband, who treats her in a beastly manner, and even asks her to satisfy
the carnal pleasure of his boss, so that he can keep his job secure. This unjust action of her
husband (whose name is not told in the novel) forces Ammu to leave him. After getting divorce
from her husband, Ammu, along with her dizygotic twins Estha and Rahel, returns to her
parental house in Ayemenem, now part of Kottayam in Kerala state of Ind ia. She seeks some
respite in her home but ironically, her own home turns out to be a horrid place for her. It is here
that she suffers a lot mental blows by her own family members. Ayemenem thus becomes a
storehouse of Ammu’s suffering. Thus, “the focal e vent of the novel is a socially transgressive
and ultimately doomed love affair between Ammu and a low-caste carpenter, Velutha”3
Ammu’s quest for emotional support ends in Velutha, a lowcaste or ‘untouchable’ carpenter;
whose family has been serving in Ammu’s house since a long time. A clandestine love-affair
between the two starts and we witness a series of furtive love- meetings between them across the
river in the haunted house. They do not realise that in doing so, they aretrying to dismantle the
traditional rules put down by the so called protectors of Indian culture.
The novel is replete with instances of caste politics. The dizygotic twins are told by their
grandmother Mammachi that Paravans are expected "to crawl backwards with a broom,
sweeping away the footprints so that Brahmins or Syrians Christians would not defile themselves
by accidentally stepping into a Paravan's footprints"4 (pp. 73- 74). This amply demonstrates how
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a feeling of hatred and superiority is installed in children who are rather innocent tounderstand
all these racial myths.
The superfluous and malice behavior summoned out to the untouchables in India has
been an issue of enormous concern. They have been undergoing the inexorable humiliation at the
hands of the so called higher classes of Indian society. Concurrence of political independence
has not improved their social status. Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small Things novel explores
the caste system, gender difference and the police-politician relation that have existence in the
country even after virtually six decades of independence. The novel discloses the cavernous gap
between the touchables and the untouchables; the exploiters and the exploited, and the powerful
and the powerless. It is all about how the human values of the children, youth, women and the
untouchable have been impinged upon, and how they have been deceived.
There are many other instances of social exclusion in The God of Small Things. We can
see the unjust treatment meted out the dizygotic twins. They are treated in this way because they
have no father/no home. The maltreatment meted out to Ammu can also be seen as an outcome
of this absurdreality. Pappachi’s sister Baby Kochamma also receives a shock of her life when
her dream of marrying Father Mulligan, an Irish priest, gets shattered. She starts living an
isolated life in the Ayemenem house, and develops a liking in the misfortune of others. Also,
facing a similar crisis in life is the character of Chacko, son of Pappachi, and the future master of
the Ayemenem house. While pursuing his studies at Oxford, Chacko falls in love with Margaret
Kochamma and marries her. But this marriage also turns out to be sordid bond, and soon the
couple drifts apart; and Chacko returns to India. Soon after the death of his father Pappachi,
Chacko starts managing the family pickle factory, Paradise Pickles and Preserves. However, he
proves unsuccessful in thisbusiness, as the factory registers a severe economic crisis. Ironically,
we find the Ayemenem house giving shelter to all the sufferers in this novel.
The story Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small Things is set in the caste society of India.
In this time, members of the Untouchable Paravan or Paryan were not permitted to touch
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members of higher castes or enter their houses. This extreme form of discrimination was deeply
embedded

over

centuries

in

the

Indian

society

starting

from

the

time

of

Portuguese Colonialism during which Christianity/Roman Catholicism became a major religion
in Kerala. The Second decree of Synod of Diamper organised by Portuguese Archbishop of
Goa, Aleixo de Menezes which allowed Untouchability to be practised by Christians of
Kerala.[3] Portuguese soldiers who married Indian ladies and their offsprings were held at high
esteem. The Untouchables were considered polluted beings. They had the lowliest jobs and lived
in subhuman conditions. In India, the caste system was considered a way to organize society.
Arundhati Roy's book shows how terribly cruel such a system can be as the oppressors were
immigrants from Persia/Iraq during the rule of Venads Dravidian-Tamil king Ayyanadikal
Thiruvadikal in the ninth century as mentioned in the Tharisapalli plates.Along with the caste
system, readers see an economic class struggle. The Ipes are considered upper class. They are
factory owners, the dominating class. Mammachi and Baby Kochamma would not deign to mix
with those of a lower class. Even Kochu Maria, who has been with them for years, will always
be a servant of a lower class.However, Roy shows other types of less evident discrimination. For
example, there is religious discrimination. It is unacceptable for a Syrian Christian to marry a
Hindu. In more than one passage of the book, the reader feels Rahel and Estha's discomfort at
being half Hindu. Baby Kochamma constantly makes disparaging comments about the Hindus.
On the other hand, there is discomfort even between the Christian religions, as is shown by
Pappachi's negative reaction when Baby converts to Catholicism.
Chacko suffers more veiled racial discrimination, as it seems his daughter also did. His
English wife's parents were shocked and disapproving that their daughter should marry an
Indian, no matter how well educated. Sophie Mol at one point mentions to her cousins that they
are all "wog," while she is "half-wog."The Ipes are very class conscious. They have a need to
maintain their status. Discrimination is a way of protecting one's privileged position in society.
In addition to her commentary on Indian history and politics, Roy evaluates the Indian
postcolonial complex, or the cultural attitudes of many Indians towards their former British
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rulers. After Ammu calls her father a "[shit]-wiper" in Hindi for his blind devotion to the British,
Chacko explains to the twins that they come from a family of Anglophiles, or lovers of British
culture, "trapped outside their own history and unable to retrace their steps," and he goes on to
say that they despise themselves because of this. A related inferiority complex is evident in the
interactions between Untouchables and Touchables in Ayemenem. Vellya Paapen is an example
of an Untouchable so grateful to the Touchable class that he is willing to kill his son when he
discovers that his son has broken the most important rule of class segregation—that there be no
inter-class sexual relations.In part this reflects how Untouchables ha ve internalized class
segregation. Nearly all of the relationships in the novel are somehow coloured by cultural and
class tension, including the twins' relationship with Sophie Mol, Chacko's relationship with
Margaret, Pappachi's relationship with his family, and Ammu's relationship with Velutha.
Characters such as Baby Kochamma and Pappachi are the most rigid and vicious in their
attempts to uphold that social code, while Ammu and Velutha are the most unconventional and
daring in unraveling it. Roy implies that this is why they are punished so severely for their
transgression.
Consequently, his boldness in carrying on this restricted love-affair proves a deadly
menace for him. On hearing about this love-affair, Babby Kochamma conspires with
theInspector and Velutha is put behind the prison by Inspector Matthew, where he is severely
beaten to death. Thus, we see that untouchability is still being practiced in Indian society. There
has to be some proper implementation of laws to curb this social discriminatio n. Arundhati Roy
needs to be congratulated for exposing this foul play of postcolonial India to the entire world.
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