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    ARUNDHATI ROY


    INDIAN AUTHOR AND POLITICAL ACTIVIST


    
      	Born in Shillong, India in 1961.


      	
        Notable works:

        
          	The Ministry of Utmost Happiness (2017), novel


          	Things that Can and Cannot Be Said: Essays and Conversations (2016), essay collection


          	Listening to Grasshoppers: Field Notes on Democracy (2010), essay collection

        

      

    


    Arundhati Roy is an Indian writer and human rights activist. Her father was a tea planter, and her mother a Christian of Syrian descent. Roy initially trained as an architect, but had no real interest in the profession, and instead started writing scripts for films and television. She has written only two works of fiction, which have enjoyed huge success across the world, as well as numerous essays on Indian politics, violence, power, and the environment. The God of Small Things, her first novel, won the 1997 Man Booker Prize. After this huge success, she devoted the following two decades to political activism, and finally published her second novel, The Ministry of Utmost Happiness, 20 years later, in 2017. Roy has been embroiled in various court cases because of her political writings, and her outspoken criticism of the Indian government has even endangered her life.

  


  
    THE GOD OF SMALL THINGS


    SEMI-AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL NOVEL SET IN KERALA


    
      	Genre: novel


      	Reference edition: Roy, A. (1997) The God of Small Things. London: Harper Collins.


      	1st edition: 1997


      	Themes: family, class, race, sexual assault, religion

    


    The God of Small Things examines the effects of the ‘Love Laws’ – Roy’s term for the complex set of social restrictions that govern relationships in India – on the lives of the members of one family. The novel is divided between two time periods: 1993, when the protagonists – twins Estha and Rahel – are living with their divorced mother, Ammu, and her family, and 1969, when the twins are reunited as adults after a long separation. Although the Indian government outlawed the caste system (the country’s rigid social hierarchy) in 1949, the social pressures behind it still pervaded, and this affects the relationships of the characters in the novel, leading to tragic consequences. The novel is characterised by its taboo content and dark themes such as death, paedophilia, and incest. Roy has been praised for her highly original and experimental use of language. The novel is the best-selling book by a non-expatriate Indian author.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    THE BACKSTORY


    The story takes place in a town called Ayemenem, and begins with a man called Shri Benaan John Ipe (who is referred to throughout the novel as Pappachi, meaning “grandfather”). He is an entomologist (someone who studies bugs) and discovers what he believes to be a new breed of moth. He sends it off for examination, but it is decided that the moth actually belongs to a breed which already exists. Later, another scientist ‘rediscovers’ the moth and declares it a new species after all, getting all the credit and the moth named after him. Pappachi is devastated and bitter for the rest of his life. He is married to Mammachi, a violinist, and he takes his pain out on her by abusing her. They make their living running a pickle factory.


    The couple have a daughter named Ammu, who one day, seeking independence, leaves home and gets married to a man called Baba. She has twins: a boy named Estha, and a girl named Rahel. Baba is a terrible husband, and Ammu eventually takes the twins back to Ayemenem to live with her parents. Mammachi and Pappachi also have a son, named Chacko. He goes to study at Oxford, where he marries a woman named Margaret and they have a child together, named Sophie. Margaret falls in love with someone else and leaves Chacko, who is so heartbroken he moves back to Ayemenem. This is how the entire family, including an old maid named Baby Kochamma, ends up living under one roof once again. This backstory is important in catalysing the action of the novel.


    DEATH, LOVE AND REVENGE


    The key events of the novel take place when the twins are seven years old. Chacko has invited his ex-wife and their daughter Sophie to come to stay with the family, following Margaret’s husband’s death. The whole family go to collect them from the airport. It is a long journey, and they stay overnight in Cochin. While there, they go to see The Sound of Music. Estha is banished to the lobby because he is singing along to the songs and annoying everyone. While in the lobby he is sexually assaulted by the man selling refreshments – the Orangedrink Lemondrink man. Estha is filled with pain and fear for the rest of his life over this incident.


    When the family return home with Margaret and Sophie, we are introduced to Velutha, the man who does maintenance in the family’s pickle factory. The twins love him, as he plays with them, and it soon becomes clear that he and Ammu are lovers. It is impossible for them to openly have a relationship, however, because they are of different social classes. When Velutha and Ammu’s families find out about the relationship they are furious, and Ammu is locked in her room by her parents.


    Meanwhile, Estha is terrified of the Orangedrink Lemondrink man finding him, and decides to take an old rowing boat across the river to an old abandoned house where he will not be found. This is the same house where Ammu and Velutha meet in secret. He takes Rahel and Sophie with him, but while they are sailing across the water their boat capsizes. Rahel and Estha manage to swim to the bank, but Sophie drowns. Baby Kochamma seizes this tragedy as a way to get Velutha sent away, so the family is not embroiled in scandal. She lies to the police that Velutha raped Ammu and tried to kidnap the children. Velutha is arrested and beaten horrifically. The police soon realise this story is not true, so Baby Kochamma manipulates Estha and Rahel into corroborating her story to avoid being ensnared in her own web of lies. As a result, Velutha dies in prison, Baby Kochamma expels Ammu from the house, Estha is sent to live with his father, and only Rahel is allowed to remain living with the family.


    THE AFTERMATH


    Ammu dies in her early thirties, only a couple of years after the incident. Rahel eventually goes to study architecture in Delhi, and moves to the US. She marries, but her husband finds her love-making distant, so they separate. When he is 31, Estha returns to Ayemenem and Rahel goes to join him. Estha has stopped speaking entirely. When reunited, the twins look at their childhood possessions and reminisce. They have sex, and hold each other. The narrator does not go into great detail about why this happens, just saying “There is very little that anyone could say to clarify what happened next [...] Only that what they shared that night was not happiness, but hideous grief” (p.328).

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    RAHEL


    Rahel is the character whose world we experience the most of. She is the more rebellious and imaginative of the two twins. After she is separated from Estha, she is expelled from school several times, and then drifts through life. She marries a man she cannot show any passion for, and studies architecture without having any real interest in it. She seems to have this aimless attitude because she is missing her other half, Estha, to balance and guide her. The twins are physically distinguished by the way they wear their hair:


    “Most of Rahel's hair sat on top of her head like a fountain. It was held together by a Love-in-Tokyo – two beads on a rubber band, nothing to do with Love or Tokyo. In Kerala, Love-in-Tokyos have withstood the test of time, and even today if you were to ask for one at any respectable A-1 Ladies' Store, that's what you'd get. Two beads on a rubber band.” (p.37)


    ESTHA (ESTHAPPEN YAKO)


    Estha is the more mature of the two twins, and is a very gentle and sweet child. He takes care of his appearance, and has a passion for music:


    “Estha was wearing his beige and pointy shoes and his Elvis puff. His Special Outing Puff. His favorite Elvis song was ‘Party’. ‘Some people like to rock, some people like to roll’, he would croon, when nobody was watching, strumming a badminton racquet, curling his lip like Elvis. ‘But moonin' an' a groonin' gonna satisfy mah soul, less have a pardy...’" (ibid.)


    The trauma of the sexual assault affects him for his whole life, and changes him instantaneously from an innocent child to someone who sees the world as a dark and unbearable place. He is the one who is forced to condemn Velutha, which contributes to the fact that he never speaks again.


    AMMU


    Ammu is the twins’ mother. She is a strong woman with a rebellious spirit, and she leaves home as a young woman to live with another relative. When she returns, she has an affair with Velutha, and is prepared to risk social condemnation to clear his name once their affair is discovered. Roy presents her as having two strong sides to her personality:


    “What was it that gave Ammu this Unsafe Edge? This air of unpredictability? It was what she had battling inside her. An unmixable mix. The infinite tenderness of motherhood and the reckless rage of a suicide bomber. It was this that grew inside her, and eventually led her to love by night the man her children loved by day.” (p.44)


    This rage comes partly from the fact that she has suffered abusive relationships at the hands of her father and her husband, and partly from her disdain for the caste system. Unlike the rest of her family, she is not concerned with how society views her, and is not ashamed of either her divorce or her affair with Velutha. She meets a tragic end, as she is separated from her children and dies young and alone.


    VELUTHA


    Velutha is the maintenance worker at Mammachi’s pickle factory, and is an ‘Untouchable’, meaning he is of the lowest social class. The first time we encounter Velutha, he is taking part in a Communist march, signalling that he shares Ammu’s rebellious views. They knew each other as children. He would make small wooden animals for Ammu, which she would take directly from his hand, breaking the social rules that they were not allowed to touch each other. He is described as physically beautiful in Ammu’s eyes: “Contoured and hard. A swimmer's body. A swimmer-carpenter's body. Polished with a high-wax body polish. He had high cheekbones and a white, sudden smile” (p.175).
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