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This essay investigates women’s situation at home and in society, in Arundhati Roy’s The God 

of Small Things, from a gender performance perspective. The essay also explores the 

pedagogical implications of using the novel in the EFL classroom. The gender performance 

perspective is explored through the analysis of three female characters, Ammu, Mammachi 

and Baby Kochamma, whose lives reflect women’s struggle to escape traditional caste values, 

patriarchy and colonial power. The pedagogical perspective focuses on existing trends in 

literature and language teaching and the possibilities that postcolonial literary texts have to 

offer in the EFL classroom.  
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Introduction 

                Since its publication in 1997, Arundhati Roy’s novel, The God of Small Things, has 

generated both positive and negative reactions from both critics and readers. The novel is 

described as ‘magical’ or ‘close to perfection’ by the admiring readers while the less admiring 

side constantly attacks the novel due to its hard to follow plot and fragmented timeline 

(Tickell xiii). Roy's novel deals with many difficult issues that plague not only Indian society 

but the rest of the world. Gender, class differences and freedom of choice are probably the 

most visible. Both men and women are affected by unwritten laws, social, moral and gender 

norms and oppression. However, women suffer a great deal more due to their position in the 

home and in society. In a democratic society men and women are theoretically equal. But in 

India, it has been argued that, many times democracy has been regarded as a system that 

empowers only men and the “women have been deprived of even the formal rights. They 

were not treated as human beings. The society […] considered woman only an ‘object’, a 

thing and not a person” (Saxena391). Women are silent “others” whose voices are never heard 

even if they dare to speak up.  

               There is no denying the fact that we live in a society governed by social and moral 

norms, generally accepted and upheld by both men and women. These norms dictate how we 

live our lives, what we can or cannot do, what we should wear, how we should speak in public 

or, as Roy writes in her novel, “who should be loved, and how. And how much” (33). Social 

and moral norms limit our freedom in different ways. There is, however, a visible difference 

between norms that apply to men and those that apply to women. Judith Butler’s gender 

performativity theory (1993) is relevant in this context because it argues that society has 

imposed certain gender norms for women that are so visible in The God of Small Things. In 

Bodies that Matter, Butler claims that “the materiality of sex is constructed through a 

ritualized repetition of norms” (x). Roy’s female characters are caught in a circle of traditional 

caste values, patriarchy and colonial power that force them to act in a certain way. Caught in 

the ‘trap’ (Butler 84) of womanhood, they struggle with problems that everyday life throws at 

them. A relevant example is Ammu. As a divorced woman returned to her parents’ home, 

Ammu feels that her life is basically over. She feels that there will be no more chances for her 

(Roy 43). She is forced to accept her fate and act accordingly, in other words, she is 

performing gender in accordance with the existing norms. But she hates the idea of being told 

what to do. She is not the kind of woman “who wanted her future told” (Roy 224). 

Unfortunately for Ammu, the future holds no secrets or surprises because the lines of her life 
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have been drawn by others. Even if she attempts to walk outside the lines she is crushed by 

their weight. 

                     In an interview from 1992, Butler claims that gender is not like a piece of 

clothing that you put on for one day and change it the next. One does not get to choose which 

gender to perform: “Performativity has to do with repetition, very often with the repetition of 

oppressive and painful gender norms to force them to resignify. This is not freedom, but a 

question of how to work the trap that one is inevitably in” (Butler 84). Roy’s female 

characters display some sort of agency and try to escape their gender ‘trap’, but fail every 

time. They are capable women but are held down by gender norms that dictate what they can 

and cannot do or who they should or should not love. In Roy’s novel, both men and women 

seem to want to uphold these norms and, at the same time, evade them. 

               In The God of Small Things, Roy reveals some of the problems in Indian society, 

such as the lack of gender equality. In this essay I intend to explore women’s situation at 

home and in society from a gender performance perspective. Women’s situation in The God of 

Small Things has been analysed before from gender perspectives. However, the gender 

performativity perspective seems to have been ignored. Women, in the novel, are restrained 

by a system that keeps them in a subaltern position and empowers men. Roy’s female 

characters are objectified by the men in their lives and even by society. They are dehumanized 

to a point where they are no longer seen as people, with feelings and needs of their own, but 

simple objects used in order to satisfy the needs of men primarily. Roy created these powerful 

female characters to reveal the oppression women have to endure as an effect of gender norms 

imposed by caste rules, patriarchy and colonial power. These norms keep women down and 

powerless. If women try to take their fate into their own hands, and dare display some agency, 

they are severely punished for it. In my analysis, I will rely on postcolonial and feminist 

literary theories. I will focus on the female characters Mammachi, Ammu and Mammachi’s 

sister-in-law, Baby Kochamma. These powerful characters and their stories reflect women’s 

situation in the home and in society. Aspects such as otherness and freedom of choice will 

also be explored shortly through the course of this essay. 

                  The reason I chose this novel is that it has the power to engage the reader. The 

postcolonial perspective is suitable because postcolonial literature deals with the effects of 

imperial power on many levels, such as, economic, cultural and ideological (Tickell 72). 

Although colonialism officially ended, its effects ripple through generations. Postcolonial 

literary criticism, on the other hand, focuses on issues such as identity, mimicry or how 
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writers from former colonized countries produce literature that challenges the old 

representations and discourses of power put in place by the colonizers (Wisker172). It should 

be mentioned, however, that postcolonial literary theory is not straightforward and easy to 

understand and, it has been argued, that there are some traps that postcolonial criticism can 

fall into. One argument is that the biggest trap is homogenizing postcolonial people in one 

block with no regard for historical context, economic conditions, ethnicity, religion or gender 

(Wisker172). Although these people live in former colonies, their lives are different and they 

have experienced colonialism and its aftermath in different ways. 

                    From a pedagogical perspective, The God of Small Things has a great deal to 

offer in the EFL classroom. Johnston and Mangat (2012) explore the possibilities that 

postcolonial literary texts offer in the EFL classrooms. They claim that reading a text through 

postcolonial lenses means bringing into light historical contexts and the aftermath of colonial 

power (x). Also, postcolonial texts “provide a space of cultural mediation for readers from 

various ethnocultural backgrounds” (vii). In other words, the reader negotiates the text 

depending on his or her cultural background. I believe that by analysing The God of Small 

Things the students will receive a better understanding of the literary context in which the text 

is placed and the historical one. One of the pedagogical approaches suggested by Johnston 

and Mangat is the transformation approach which “involves the actual restructuring of the 

curriculum. This restructuring purports to infuse an examination of issues, themes, and 

concepts from multiple perspectives, including mainstream perspectives” (Banks 1989, in 

Johnston & Mangat, 37). This implies the use of postcolonial texts as more than just “add-

ons” to the existing school literature (Johnston & Mangat ix). This approach shall be 

discussed further in the pedagogy section.  

            Postcolonial texts that focus on issues, such as identity, gender equality, social norms, 

freedom of choice, and so forth, can easily be related to Swedish values. Unfortunately, 

literary texts are rarely used for literary analysis per se, an understanding I reached during one 

of my practice periods in elementary school when I worked with students in Grade 9. Even 

armed with a set of questions meant to ease the analysis process, they found it very difficult to 

analyse a short and relatively simple text. The whole idea of literary analysis was foreign to 

them because they have never looked at a text in that particular way and this observation is 

not restricted to one school. I have also spoken to high school teachers who said the same 

thing. Literature is used as a basis for discussions about race, gender issues, democracy and so 

forth. As Johnston and Mangat point out in their study, there is, among teachers, an awareness 

of issues, such as race or gender and how they intertwine with questions of representation 
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(viii-ix). What seems to be unusual is literary analysis, reading the text by focusing on how it 

is written or how many layers can be uncovered. By deconstructing the text the reader is able 

to reveal the effects of colonialism and how it affected millions of people. Analysing The God 

of Small Things is important in the EFL classroom because there is clearly a need for literary 

analysis in schools. Literary analysis can open up many discussion avenues about the work 

itself, the language, the message and the power of discourse. Reading the novel through the 

lenses of postcolonial and feminist theories may provide even more interesting discussions 

because these two theories offer many perspectives, some of which are examined below.  

 

Theoretical Framework 

In this section I will discuss the two literary theories and the pedagogical framework used in 

this essay.  

Literary Theory 

                 Postcolonial literary criticism and feminist theory have many things in common. 

One is the fact that both postcolonial and feminist approaches have an interest in 

“rediscovering hidden work by people considered subordinate in the past, […] finding and 

valuing difference and different voices, […] previously erased or marginalized” (Wisker155). 

The voices of Black and Asian women have been recovered by feminist critical theory “its 

basis in challenging the notion of subordinate positions and Otherising being fundamentally 

similar to that basis within postcolonial criticism” (155). Gina Wisker claims that western 

feminism has been criticized by Black and Asian feminists who believe that the perspective of 

white women is different and they speak for Third World Women from a privileged position 

(156). Westernised feminism seems to ignore the fact that Black and Asian women are not a 

compact block, but women who are culturally, socially and economically diverse: 

“Westernised feminism’s focus has been seen as oppressed, silencing, sometimes even racist” 

(156). In other words, the tendency to homogenize and ‘otherise’ people is present in western 

feminism too.  

             To be a woman in The God of Small Things means to be an ‘other’, a subaltern whose 

voice is silenced by men and society in general. In her famous essay, ‘Can the Subaltern 

Speak?’, Gayatri Spivak claims that “if, in the context of colonial production, the subaltern 

has no history and cannot speak, the subaltern as female is even more deeply in the shadows” 

(83). Roy uses her female characters to show how colonial ideologies and patriarchy work 

together in The God of Small Things to keep the woman in the shadows, to give her no way 
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out. One example is Ammu who is desperate because of her status “Locusts Stand I” (Roy 57) 

as the twins put it, but what it really means is locus standi. She has no rights, no legal status 

because she divorced her husband and her children do not have a last name (Tickell 38). 

Ammu’s brother, Chacko, simplifies her situation when he says “what’s yours is mine and 

what’s mine is also mine” (Roy 57) because as a daughter, she has no right to claim the 

property. With this line, Roy reveals how dependant women are on relatives or a husband who 

can provide a name, legal status and respectability. Ammu lost all that when she divorced her 

husband and she knows that because of her choice “there would be no more chances“(43). In 

addition, her children do not have a last name and are openly treated as illegitimate, by family 

members and the Ayemenem society (8). Traditional values and gender norms are keeping 

Ammu down and she cannot fight back in any way. Therefore, she is forced to continue 

playing her designated role as a divorced woman. She is a subaltern performing her gender. 

               One of the central ideas of Judith Butler’s gender performativity theory is that 

gender is socially constructed and, by performing the gender norms, the individual is 

identifying itself with the gender that is performed. Butler also claims that “gender is 

impersonation, [and] that becoming gendered involves impersonating an ideal that nobody 

inhabits” (85). To Butler, gender is not freedom but a ‘trap’ that the individual is trying to 

escape from (84). According to Butler, “gender norms operate by requiring the embodiment 

of certain ideals of femininity and masculinity. […]. Femininity is thus not the product of a 

choice, but the forcible citation of a norm […]” (Butler 616). Also, in Butler’s opinion, “for a 

woman to identify as a woman is a culturally enforced effect”(88). She does not believe that 

anatomy leads automatically to identification. Butler believes that “coherent identification has 

to be cultivated, policed, and enforced; and the violation of that has to be punished, usually 

through shame” (88). In Roy’s novel, women who break these norms are punished through 

shame and isolation. Ammu is paying a high price for breaking the rules. She is shamed and 

marginalized by family and society and she loses her children and is forced to leave her 

parents’ home. Ammu is the direct opposition of Mammachi and Baby Kochamma. While 

Ammu rages “against the smug, ordered world” (Roy 176) that gives her no choice, the other 

two women seem to accept their situation and, when the time comes, they enforce and police 

the oppressive gender norms that they, at some point in their youth tried to evade. I shall 

return to this aspect later in this essay. 

                  Alex Tickell discusses different approaches for analysing The God of Small Things 

and points out that the postcolonial perspective has been more influential than others (72). 
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Postcolonial theories and critical approaches focus on the “economic, cultural and ideological 

experience of European colonialism and its historical legacy, especially in writings from 

formerly colonized countries” (Tickell 72). Postcolonial critics are also interested in the 

strategies used by authors from former colonies to “appropriate and revise” English and to 

write “in opposition to colonial rule” (Tickell 72 original emphasis). 

                    Women’s situation as ‘others’ is quite obvious in The God of Small Things. The 

concept of ‘otherness’ is not at all new and is often connected to race issues and colonialism. 

The ‘other’ is essentially inferior and is treated as such. During the European colonial 

expansion the ‘other’ “was crucial for constructing a European ‘self’ and justifying colonialist 

practices” (Loomba 112). Racial stereotyping was common and many traits were transcribed 

onto the colonized people depending on where they were located. Roy reveals the effects of 

‘otherising’ and how quick it can take place through one scene where almost all the characters 

are gathered. During the welcoming of Sophie Mol, Margaret Kochamma’s interpretation of 

Kochu Maria’s way of kissing Sophie Mol speaks for itself. She is quick to generalize and 

make this behaviour a cultural stereotype: “How marvelous! […] It’s a sort of sniffing! Do the 

men and women do it to each other too?” (179). Ammu’s quick answer shows her frustration: 

“that’s how we make babies” (179). When her brother asks her to apologize to Margaret, 

Ammu shows her frustration again: “must we behave like some damn godforsaken tribe that’s 

just been discovered?” (180). Ammu’s reaction can be interpreted as a refusal to accept this 

representation imposed by Margaret, who can be seen as a representative of colonial power. 

              In Colonialism/Postcolonialism (2015) Loomba draws attention to a common 

practice in colonialism, namely the portraying of new discovered territories as almost naked 

women, which suggested that the new territories were waiting to be taken, plundered and 

conquered by the white man (153). From this, one can draw the conclusion that the colonised 

people were compared to women. Given the frequent analogies between race and gender, in 

European scientific writings, the same modes of explaining racial traits were used to explain 

gender traits (161): “[f]emale volition, desire and agency are literally pushed to the margins of 

the civilized world” (156). This happened mostly because of the existing representations of 

the Amazons who were portrayed as brutal and sexually deviant (156). Another interesting 

thing is that “lower races represented the ‘female’ type of the human species, and females the 

‘lower race’ of gender” (Loomba 161). One could argue that these ideas about race and gender 

were most likely passed on to the colonised people. Taking all this into account, it is easy to 

see how ideas about the ‘other’ were passed between women and colonised people. The 
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colonised people became ‘others’ because of their race and women became ‘others’ because 

of their gender. Both of these groups are regarded as inferior, different, undeserving and are 

treated as such. Norms serve to keep these people where they are and, no matter how much 

they struggle, there is no overcoming their position as others. 

               Colonial rule played an important role in women’s disempowerment. According to 

Loomba, “colonialism eroded many matrilineal or woman-friendly cultures and practices, or 

intensified women’s subordination in colonized lands” (166). Another important aspect, 

according to Loomba, is that, in India, “the authority of the upper castes, which […] usually 

corresponded to the upper classes, was legitimised by colonial intervention” (167). In this 

context, patriarchal oppression became stronger and many men became “more tyrannical at 

home” (167). Roy’s character Pappachi is a perfect example of a tyrant at home and a 

gentleman in society. Ammu remembers that “they were beaten, humiliated and then made to 

suffer the envy of friends and relations for having such a wonderful husband and father “(Roy 

180).  

 

Pedagogy 

             Literature has always been a part of language teaching. Gillian Lazar (1993) claims 

that literature is highly valued in many countries around the world and the students who study 

literature in their own language and in English may experience a sense of achievement (15). 

She also claims that literature in English can offer students “an interesting and thought-

provoking point of comparison” (15). This might suggest that the meaning of a text depends 

highly on the reader’s background and is not something unchangeable. On another note, 

Judith A. Langer (1990) claims that the teaching of literature is misunderstood and too often 

“considered a way to indoctrinate students into the cultural knowledge […] of our society, 

neglecting the role of literature in the development of the sharp and critical mind” (812). 

Claire and Olivier Kramsch (2000) discuss the use of literature through time and they show 

that literature’s status has changed from being a major discipline to an obsolete one, at the end 

of the 1950s (553). According to Kramsch and Kramsch, literature was used for many 

purposes, such as “aesthetic education […] literacy […] moral and vocational uplift […] 

ideational content […] humanistic inspiration and finally for providing an ‘authentic’ 

experience of the target culture” (568). When it comes to teachers, Kramsch and Kramsch 

claim that stylistics offer “a wealth of insights on how to teach style, form and voice […] 

without losing sight of the social and historical context in which texts have meaning” (569).  
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               The Swedish curriculum for elementary school, preschool class and leisure centre, 

Lgr11, clearly states that students should have the opportunity to study literary texts in 

English, from countries where English is spoken. They should have the chance to compare 

their lives and culture to the lives of other people from English speaking countries (Skolverket 

2011, my translation). What it does not say is what kind of literary texts teachers should use in 

EFL classrooms or in what way they should use them, which give the teachers considerable 

leeway in choosing material. Garibaldi et al. (1995) suggest that there is an interest among 

teachers to use literature in the classroom. However, the activities used reflect a tendency to 

focus on different parts of the curriculum and not on literary analysis (388). One reason for 

that, according to Garibaldi et al., may be related to the formats of basal reader programs 

(388).  As mentioned in the introduction, this can be observed in Swedish schools as well. 

Garibaldi et al. also suggest that the little emphasis on literary elements may have to do with 

the teachers’ lack of background in literature (388).                  

                    Giving the cultural constellations of the classrooms today, it is impossible to 

deny the existence of cultural difference. Johnston and Mangat claim that traditional reading 

practices focused on close reading of the text “with an almost exclusive concentration on 

explication of literary elements such as symbolism, metaphor and syntax” (viii). They also 

point out the existence of a traditional canon of school literature that is still in use while new 

multicultural texts are just add-ons to the existing literature (ix). The transformation approach 

mentioned earlier implies a process of transforming the existing canon of school literature 

through the use of postcolonial literary texts. However, Johnston and Mangat draw attention 

to some issues that might accompany this approach. One issue is the fact that “teachers are 

often unaware of how race and culture interact to create complex educational problems for 

students of minority backgrounds” (36). Another issue is discussed by Gillian Lazar who 

claims that students might assume that “a novel […] represents the totality of a society […]” 

(16). Furthermore, there is a risk that teachers might repeat the existing stereotypes about the 

target culture. How then, should we teach postcolonial literary texts? The practical issues of 

this approach shall be discussed further in the classroom section. 

             Using postcolonial literary texts in EFL classroom is important because, as Lazar 

points out, exposing students to literature in English means asking them to think about the 

cultures from which this literature is produced (16). Lazar also argues that reading literature in 

English might encourage students to become more aware of “the social, political and 

historical events which form the background to a particular play or novel” (17).  
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Johnston and Mangat draw attention to an interesting fact, namely that teachers are reluctant 

to approach teaching from a standpoint that includes awareness of race, gender and class 

because they are afraid of not being able to control the classroom (vii). Judith A. Langer 

(2000) also notes that “despite teachers’ intentions to use discussion for students’ self-

discovery and deeper analysis of the texts being read, in practice teachers maintain control of 

the topics discussed, the points focused on, and the pace as well as organization of the class 

meetings” (3). This suggests a fear of potential conflicts in the classroom. Because the 

classrooms are so culturally diverse, it is normal to look at the same thing from different 

perspectives. Instead of being afraid, teachers might consider this an opportunity to develop 

the students’ critical thinking. Instead of focusing on controlling the discussions the teachers 

might focus on keeping a civilized tone and making sure that everybody is heard and taken 

seriously. Literary analysis might be seen as a bridge between the curriculum and the cultural 

and historical context of the novel.  

          Johnston and Mangat also claim that “multicultural education has become the new 

metadiscipline […] a kind of normal science, which attempts to ‘discipline’ difference rather 

than be transformed by it” (ix). They claim that postcolonialism offers possibilities for 

teachers to challenge the existing discourse of containment and allow the tensions and 

contradictions to erupt in the classroom because “thinking in postcolonial terms about the 

topic of difference and multiplicity in education means thinking relationally and contextually” 

(ix -x). In other words, postcolonial literature can help teachers bring together literary 

analysis and historical, economic and cultural contexts in the classroom. This way, students 

can take into account the complex frame of the target text and pass over simplifications and 

discourses of power.  

              The God of Small Things can be a useful tool in the classroom when analysed from a 

different angle. While literary analysis is an important skill to acquire, analysing the novel’s 

context and popularity can also be useful. Why did it become so popular and in what context, 

are reasonable questions to ask. In Stories of women (2005) Elleke Boehmer discusses the 

way Roy’s novel was received by critics in the west. Boehmer claims that “there is a tacit 

understanding that this style in some ways suits, while also contrasting productively and 

provocatively, with her Indian subject matter” (163). One could argue that the west has a 

ready-made matrix about Indian writers and Roy fits right in. Analysing the novel might draw 

attention to the writer itself as a victim of stereotyping and ‘otherising’. Boehmer claims that 

the promotion of Roy’s novel was well-planed and strategic. In her opinion, the promoters 
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took advantage of Roy’s background as cross-caste, hybrid background, the fact that she is a 

woman, and the first woman writer in a predominantly male younger Indian novelist group 

(161). In this context, it is interesting to investigate which stereotypes and prejudice the 

promoters are exploiting in the west.  

 

Analysis 

              In this section I will focus on the female characters Ammu, Mamachi and Baby 

Kochamma. These three characters are incredibly strong and weak, at the same time. They all 

seem willing to walk within the boundaries of their gender and, at the same time escape them. 

Women’s position in the home and in society can be analysed from different perspectives. 

Judith Butler’s gender performativity theory is a proper starting point. Women in The God of 

Small Things struggle to escape the trap they are caught in, womanhood. Being a woman 

means to struggle for everything from legal status to being seen and treated as a human being. 

Another suitable analysis perspective is Gayatri Spivak’s subaltern theory. The female 

characters are clearly living their lives from subaltern positions. Even if they try to escape 

they are inevitably returned to the subaltern position, which only proves that for them, there is 

no escape from patriarchal rules.   

                 The women in The God of Small Things are clearly dominated by their male 

partners and there are clear examples of double standards of conduct for men and women. The 

two generations of women presented in the novel suffer more or less the same fate, at the 

hands of their husbands. Mammachi, the family’s matriarch, is cruelly and regularly beaten by 

Pappachi, the head of the family. The scars on her head bear witness to her suffering (Roy 

166). Ammu, Mammachi’s divorced daughter, is also beaten by her ex-husband after she 

refuses to sleep with his boss (42). To make matters worse, Ammu does not have the support 

of her family when she leaves her husband and returns unwelcomed to their house (42). Baby 

Kochamma, Ammu’s great aunt, is probably the one who opposes the idea the most since in 

her opinion “a married daughter had no position in her parents’ home […]. As for a divorced 

daughter […] she had no position anywhere at all” (45). In this regard Baby Kochamma is 

more than willing to respect the norms and openly shows her disapproval for Ammu’s return. 

These words are also a subtle reminder of the difficult position a divorced, single mother can 

find herself in due to the poor legal status. Ammu explains the reasons for leaving her ex-

husband but nobody believes her (42). Her own father rejects the idea that “an Englishman, 

any Englishman, would covet another man’s wife” (42, emphasis original). When Ammu 
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returns to her father’s house she is forced to face not only the family’s disapproval but the 

disapproval of the Ayemenem society as well (43).  

                  The double standards of conduct are revealed by the character Chacko, Ammu’s 

brother, who is engaging in sexual affairs with low caste women to satisfy his “needs” (Roy 

169), while Ammu is severely punished when she does the same with Velutha, an 

Untouchable who works for her family. She is locked in her room and later kicked out of the 

house by her brother Chacko (258, 302). Mammachi, their mother, makes sure that Chacko’s 

‘needs’ are taken care of and she pays them for their service, secretly slipping them money to 

keep them happy (169).  

 

“… life had been lived” - Ammu 

              Ammu’s story is sad and tragic. Her life is a long line of abuse and oppression. As a 

child and a young woman, she is at the mercy of an abusive father who has all the power. He 

was a distinguished Imperial Entomologist by day and an abusive monster by night. He 

worked hard to keep a clean public image while at home with his wife and children he was a 

monstrous bully (Roy 180). He was the product of colonial power, a tyrant as Loomba 

mentioned (167). A college education was considered an unnecessary expense for a woman 

and her father refused to send her to college because he expected Ammu to marry someone 

soon (38). However, since no proposal came her way she convinced her parents to let her visit 

a distant relative in Calcutta where she met her husband and married him shortly after that. 

She wrote home to her family to apprise them of the situation but they did not answer (39). It 

is already clear here that she is being punished for breaking the first rule: she married outside 

her community and worse, a Hindu. Upon reflecting on her life Ammu knows that this 

mistake cost her everything: “She was twenty-seven that year, and in the pit of her stomach 

she carried the cold knowledge that for her, life had been lived. She had had one chance. She 

made a mistake. She married the wrong man” (38). By marrying Baba she broke the rules of 

her community and afflicted the family’s honour and she is paying for it.  

                 A few years later, her marriage fell apart. Ammu’s husband was about to lose his 

job because of his drinking problems. However, his boss, Mr Hollick, suggests him to send 

Ammu to his house to “look after” her (Roy 42). To Ammu, that means to become a prostitute 

and when she refuses her husband starts to beat her repeatedly. When his abuse starts to 

include the two children, Ammu divorces him and takes the children with her back to her 

parents’ house (42). In this instance one can see how little she meant to her husband. To Baba, 
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she was an object of trade, a means to an end, sexual favours in exchange for his job. That 

was the deal he made with Mr. Hollick. When Ammu refuses to obey him, he beats her and 

badgers her constantly. Ammu strikes back the first time and her weapon of choice is quite 

symbolic, The Reader’s Digest World Atlas. It was the heaviest book she could find in the 

bookshelf and she hit her husband as hard as she could several times (42). This could be 

construed as her fighting back against patriarchy and colonial power at once. By using an 

English book she is arguably rejecting the power given to her husband and the powerlessness 

she is feeling.   

             If we read Ammu’s story through Butler’s gender performativity theory we can see 

how Ammu’s life is a long line of performances imposed by gender norms. She had 

internalized this behaviour and cannot escape it. Being a woman means to be in a subordinate 

position. Traditional caste values and patriarchal norms dictate her life. As a woman, she has 

little choices in life. The only way to escape her parents’ house and Ayemenem is to marry 

someone, anyone. But when no one shows any interest in her, Ammu starts to take the matter 

into her own hands. She is displaying the first sign of agency and although it looks like she 

succeeded, her endeavour ends with a divorce and two illegitimate children.  

             When Ammu returns to her parents’ home, she ends up in a subordinate position 

again. She is clearly marginalized by her family and the Ayemenem society. At Sophie Mol’s 

funeral,  Ammu and her children are placed aside. They do not get to sit with the rest of the 

family and nobody looks at them (Roy 5). The reason is revealed later in the novel but the 

reader can sense that something is not right. Spivak’s subaltern theory is relevant for Ammu 

since she is maintaining her subaltern position throughout the novel. She has no legal status 

because of the divorce and her children are considered illegitimate. They are tolerated by the 

family who waste no opportunity in reminding Ammu of her mistakes. Baby Kochamma is 

quick to point out every indiscretion and openly resents the idea of having Ammu and her 

children in the house (Roy 45). Because she is a woman Ammu has no right to any inheritance 

and her brother is going to inherit everything: “What’s yours is mine and what’s mine is also 

mine” Chacko likes to tell her occasionally (57).  

                Butler’s and Spivak’s perspectives are intertwined when it comes to Ammu. It is her 

gender and the norms imposed on women by patriarchy, caste rules and colonial power that 

create and maintain the subaltern position and force her into a constant and painful 

performance of gender. Ammu has no honest chance to escape these rules. In light of that, her 

meagre attempts to break free seem pathetic and futile. She is raging against “the smug, 
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ordered world” (Roy 176) that makes her so helpless. It is probably the reason why she starts 

her affair with Veutha. They both know the danger they are in from the beginning of the affair, 

yet neither of them is ready to let the other go. 

              In order to understand why their affair is considered shameful and wrong we must 

take a closer look at Velutha. He is an Untouchable and in a subordinate position by birth. The 

Untouchables are subject to different forms of discriminations, are ill-treated in schools and 

forced to take the degrading jobs, such as manual scavenging (Loomba 220). Velutha is low 

caste and his father has seen the days of walking backwards (Roy 255). Velutha is the unsafe 

Paravan because he crossed the borders of his condition. He was literate and managed to 

educate himself and get a job. He was a carpenter and was very capable with machines and he 

practically kept the Paradise Pickles and Preserves factory going (73-75). Because he was a 

Paravan, he was not supposed to do all this things. However, these transgressions are forgiven 

and accepted because he is capable. Mammachi even recognises that “if only he hadn’t been a 

Paravan, he might have become an engineer” (75), which says a great deal about his low 

status in society.  

                   There is, however, one transgression that nobody can forgive and that is his affair 

with Ammu. When the word of their affair gets out the family is in shock. Mammachi is 

blinded by rage when she finds out about Ammu and Velutha (Roy 258). In her eyes, Ammu 

“had defiled generations of breeding [...] and brought the family to its knees. For generations 

to come, for ever now, people would point at them at weddings and funerals” (258 original 

emphasis). Mammachi’s reaction shows how much she cares about the family’s honour and 

how important it is for her to follow the rules. It also shows how deeply ingrained these rules 

are in her conscience. She has no problems with her son’s sex life, which includes low caste 

women but when her daughter does it she shows no understanding and no mercy. She is not 

willing to understand Ammu’s loneliness and despair, her need for companionship. Ammu 

broke the rules and Mammachi, with the hidden encouragement of Baby Kochamma, has to 

set things right, to restore the existing social and moral order. In this instance Mammachi is 

policing gender norms. Arguably, in her eyes Ammu defiled not just generations of breeding 

but also caste and gender norms. She betrayed womanhood and she must be punished for it. 

Ammu and Mammachi are the opposites of each other because Ammu is fighting with all her 

strength to escape the norms while Mammachi seems to embrace and enforce them.  

                 Shaming is something that Ammu faces from both her family and society. When 

she goes to the police to explain that Velutha is innocent, she is treated with disrespect by the 
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police officer. He calls her a ‘veshya’, a hore, and taps her breasts with his baton “as though 

he was choosing mangoes from a basket” (Roy 8). He even calls her children illegitimate (8). 

The policeman knew that he could pick on her. His actions are intentional in order to terrorize 

her to show her that he has power over her (260). She broke the rules and he has the right and 

the power to punish her. Society gave him the power to cut the hair of the prostitutes who 

were caught in the bazaar, to brand them as veshyas “so that new policemen on the beat would 

have no trouble identifying whom to harass” (161). In his eyes, Ammu was a prostitute simply 

because she had an affair with an Untouchable. After all, she was a free woman and was not 

breaking any marriage wows, only gender norms. Terrorizing her was his way of restoring 

“order into a world gone wrong” (260).  

            Ammu’s death is probably the best way to observe her value as a person, as far as her 

family and society are concerned. She dies alone and ill in a filthy hotel room. Her brother 

Chacko and Rahel, her daughter, are the only ones present to claim the body. Since the church 

refuses to burry Ammu, on several grounds, Ammu is to be cremated. Chacko made no 

preparations for the funeral: “He had her wrapped in a dirty bedsheet and laid out on a 

stretcher” (Roy 162). They took her to a crematorium where “beggars, derelicts and the 

police-custody dead were cremated” (162). She is disposed of as one would dispose of daily 

garbage. Ammu’s tragic death shows how hard it is to forgive transgressions such as hers. The 

family has not forgiven her to fight the church for a decent burial. Society, in this case the 

church, has not forgiven her either, for the sin of marrying outside their community. Ammu’s 

life and death show that there is no forgiveness for those who break the rules.    

           

“Blind Mother Widow with a violin” – Mammachi  

Soshamma Ipe is Mammachi’s real name but it is rarely used in the novel. She is referred to as 

Mammachi, the family matriarch who runs the day to day operations at Paradise Pickles and 

Preserves. Mammachi is a very interesting character. As a young married woman, she has the 

chance to learn to play violin and she loves it. However, as soon as her husband, Pappachi, 

finds out how talented she is the lessons stop (Roy 50). We can see already here that he hates 

the idea of her success. Looking at this particular situation from a gender performative 

perspective, it is easy to see that Mammachi is stepping outside the lines of her gender. 

Arguably, playing an instrument in public was not respectable enough for a woman. As a 

government official, Pappachi embraced wholeheartedly Englishness. He was an Anglophile, 

or a ‘shit-wiper’, as his children liked to call him (Roy 51). To him, Mammachi’s success was 
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not conceivable, taking into account the patriarchal and caste rules legitimized by colonial 

power (Loomba 167), which gave him legitimacy over his wife’s occupation. 

            Mammachi’s married life is not an easy one. When her husband retires from his 

government position, she starts to make pickles. Although she is successful, she has to cope 

with her husband’s jealousy and cruelty. The attention she receives is not appreciated by her 

husband who starts to beat her every night with a brass vase (Roy 47). This situation shows 

Mammachi’s agency. She is appreciated for her work and is expanding her business but by 

doing that she is challenging the existing gender norms and patriarchy. On the other hand, she 

is still in a subaltern position and is still operating within the norms of her gender. She is, after 

all, working in her kitchen doing a woman’s work. Even so, her success drives her husband 

crazy and makes him feel out of control. He resents the fact that he is old while his wife is still 

in her prime (47). One night he became so mad that he broke the bow of Mammachi’s violin 

and threw it in the river (48). In an attempt to cast shadows on Mammachi’s success, he used 

to sit on the veranda, on the nights when visitors were expected, “and sew buttons that 

weren’t missing” (48) just to show that Mammachi is neglecting him. Ammu remembers that 

in some small way he did manage to corrode Ayemenem’s view of working wives (48). 

                 Looking at Mammachi’s life from a gender performance perspective we see that 

she is trying to escape gender norms. She has a passion for the violin and she is very talented. 

But by doing that she steps outside the womanly sphere and she is punished for it. She starts a 

business, which is also something more or less abnormal for a woman, and she is punished for 

that too. She may have society’s appreciation for that business but she is punished at home by 

her husband. She displays agency and tries to steer her life in the direction that she wants. 

However, when it comes to her family, she is more than willing to follow and uphold the 

norms imposed by society. Even though she tries at some point to be more than marriage and 

society permits, when it comes to her family, she has a very strong sense of honour and of 

doing the right thing to maintain the good name of the family.  

               Mammachi is aware of the existing social and gender norms and acts accordingly. 

She disapproves of Ammu’s marriage outside the community because she married a Hindu. 

Being a Christian is important to Mammachi and when her daughter breaks the rules and 

marries an outsider she fears for the family’s honour and position in society because, as 

Tickell argued, the Christian church has power and the family could be ostracised as a result 

(20). When she finds out about Ammu’s affair with Velutha, she accuses her of defiling 

generations of breeding (Roy 258). She loses control when she imagines how people will 
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whisper about them at funerals and weddings. Her world is ordered in a certain way. She 

considers herself upper caste and makes it a goal to show people at weddings and funerals her 

high status and family honour (168). What Ammu did, makes her act for the good name of the 

family, not for her daughter’s sake. Mammachi did what she had to do to protect the family 

name. They locked Ammu into her room and sent for Velutha. The plan was to send him away 

before Chacko came home (258). This episode shows Mammachi’s agency in policing gender. 

She enforces the norms and punishes those who broke them to restore the moral order of her 

world. A world where woman has a defined place and is not supposed to change it.  

                 Mammachi shows her concern for the family’s good name when it comes to her 

daughter’s actions. However, she has no problem with Chacko’s behaviour. She sees the 

women that Chacko takes home just as bodies, objects used to satisfy Chacko's needs. By 

paying them she feels that she had “clarified things. Disjuncted sex from love. Needs from 

feelings” (169). She has the same opinion about Chacko’s ex-wife Margaret Kochamma. 

Mammachi feels that Chacko married a woman who is beneath his status. ‘Shopkeeper’s 

daughter’ is how Mammachi referred to Margaret and she despised her (167). While Margaret 

was at Ayemenem, Mammachi used to slip money into her pockets too. However, Margaret 

never found the money because the laundry girl took them. By doing this Mammachi 

considered that Margaret’s service towards Chacko’s needs was paid. By doing this 

Mammachi had the satisfaction of considering Margaret just another whore (169). This 

behavior reaffirms Mammachi as a woman who wants to keep the existing social and moral 

norms in place.      

 

Living life backwards - Baby Kochamma  

              Navomi Ipe, also known as Baby Kochamma, is probably the most slippery character 

of the novel. She is direct in many ways, such as her blunt disapproval of Ammu’s return (Roy 

45) and covert in others, such as her envy for the twin’s emotional connection, which she 

eventually breaks (29). At first glance Baby Kochamma personifies the god of Mischief. Her 

actions show a bitter, cold-hearted spinster who takes advantage of people’s grief for her 

benefit alone. But a closer look at her life reveals something different. At the beginning of the 

novel, we are told that Baby Kochamma is living her life backwards: “As a young woman she 

had renounced the material world, and now, as an old one, she seemed to embrace it. She 

hugged it and it hugged her back” (22). When she was young, Baby Kochamma fell in love 

with Father Mulligan, a young Irish monk who visited her father. Determined to have him she 
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decided to become a nun, defied her father’s wishes and converted to Roman Catholicism. 

She believed that they will be together and have wonderful theological discussions together. 

That is all she ever wanted (24). When she realized that Father Mulligan was never going to 

be with her, in any way, she writes back to her family to come and take her home. When she 

returns from the convent, Baby’s father decides that she is not going to marry because she has 

a ‘reputation’ (26). What made him decide that is unclear however, Baby Kochamma had no 

choice in the matter. He decided that since her reputation diminished her chances of getting 

married, Baby should get an education instead. She is sent to America where she gets a degree 

in Ornamental Gardening. Upon her return to Ayemenem, she takes charge of the estate’s 

garden where she pours all her love and bitterness over Father Mulligan. People came from 

far away just to see her garden (26).   

               A closer look at Baby Kochamma’s youthful indiscretion reveals a strong young 

woman determined to live her life on her own terms. She does what needs to be done to make 

it work but, unfortunately, she fails in her endeavour. It is the first sign of agency from her 

part and she pays for it. When her father decides that she has a ‘reputation’, she accepts it. 

Freedom of choice was not an issue for discussion. That, together with her love for Father 

Mulligan, makes her accept the fact that she will never marry and have a family of her own. 

Baby Kochamma was regarded as a spinster and she accepted her situation. It is, perhaps, this 

acceptance that makes her hate Ammu so much. Instead of accepting that she has no man, 

with all that this implies, Ammu rages against the ordered world (176), which locked her in a 

place from where she cannot escape no matter how much she tries. Baby Kochamma, on the 

other hand, embraces her situation because she has nothing left. She fights so hard for the 

good of the family name because that is all she has. She never married because her father 

decided that, and she has no children of her own. The only thing she had was her fierce and 

bitter garden and the family name. And she does what needs to be done to protect that name 

even at the cost of innocent lives.  

                 Baby Kochamma is performing the norms of an unmarried woman and is so caught 

in them that she is identifying herself with these norms. She despises everybody who fights 

against the norms because to her that would mean to destroy the existing social and moral 

order of the world. That is why she goes to the police and accuses Velutha of kidnapping and 

rape. Baby Kochamma misrepresents “the relationship between Ammu and Velutha, not for 

Ammu’s sake, but to contain the scandal and salvage the family reputation in Inspector 

Thomas Mathew’s eyes” (259). She was counting on Ammu’s sense of duty, that she would 
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never tell the truth and embarrass the family, which Ammu did anyway (259). Baby 

Kochamma does not see Ammu’s gesture as a noble one, an attempt to save Velutha’s life, to 

clear his name. All she can see is the shame it brings to the family. Admittedly, Baby 

Kochamma is presented as an evil, vindictive woman, and she does things to save herself 

sometimes. But what choice does she have? Yes, she manipulates the twins to blame Velutha 

for kidnapping (317 - 319) because otherwise she would be in trouble with the police. But 

everything started because she wanted to protect the family. Together with Mammachi, “they 

did what they had to do” (258) and their actions set things in motion. Instead of seeing Baby 

Kochamma as an evil, bitter spinster perhaps she should be seen as a victim of patriarchy, 

traditional values and colonial power. Her life may not be as tragic as Ammu’s but she is still 

a victim of the same system. As an old woman, she lives in the family house in Ayemenem, a 

house which she inherited by outliving everyone, not because she had legal right to it. Baby 

Kochamma started her life in the shadows, as a silent subaltern and for a short time she fought 

her condition. However, in the end she accepted it and lived according to the norms of her 

gender. She identified herself with the norms and upheld them fiercely because it was all she 

had.  

 

The classroom 

              Analysing the lives of these three characters in the EFL classroom may open to many 

interesting discussions. The students might have the opportunity to analyse and place their 

lives in the proper historical context. They could compare Ammu’s life as a divorced woman 

to that of a divorced woman in Sweden. What obstacles could a divorced Swedish woman 

encounter? Could it be marginalization and economic problems, as Ammu faces? Why, why 

not? Mammachi’s long life of domestic violence and abuse offers different angles of analysis. 

Why did she stay with her husband? The students could be taught about the existing ‘safety 

nets’ that the Swedish system provides for women who are in situations such as Ammu’s and 

Mammachi’s. Baby Kochamma’s struggle to protect the family name can also be set in the 

proper context. How important is honour in the Swedish mentality? Is there an honour culture 

in Sweden? By analysing these characters the students might not only acquire literary skills 

but also an understanding of the existing structures of power and oppression that women in 

India have to struggle with while, at the same, time analyse the society they live in. Which 

structures of power exist in Sweden today, and what is women’s situation at home and in 

society, are also interesting discussion avenues. Using Butler’s and Spivak’s theories in the 
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classroom might offer new perspectives on gender and the restrictive norms that surround it.  

            As mentioned in the pedagogy section, the transformation approach suggested by 

Johnston and Mangat (37) implies transforming the literature curriculum by bringing 

postcolonial literary texts in the EFL classroom. In this context, literary analysis can act as a 

bridge between curriculum and the literary and historical context of the novel. The socio-

cultural componence of the classroom can be a great asset for the teachers since the students 

with different socio-cultural backgrounds can have different views on the same subject and, 

through open discussions, all students can benefit from it. However, as Johnston and Mangat 

(36) and Lazar (16) point out there is the risk of repeating stereotypes about the target culture 

and create problems for students with other ethnical backgrounds. How then, should teachers 

work in order to avoid stereotyping and otherising? One step could be to stress the importance 

of context and not generalize the situations described in the text since they do not represent 

the entire society. Although women in The God of Small Things are oppressed, this does not 

automatically apply to all Indian women. Another important aspect is maintaining a civilized 

tone in the classroom. Teachers should make sure that students treat each other with respect 

and understanding.  

 

Conclusion 

                To be a woman in The God of Small Things is not easy. The three characters 

analysed in this essay reveal different forms of oppression that women have to endure on a 

regular basis. They are beaten and humiliated and, in Ammu’s case, used as literal objects of 

trade. These three women are caught in the trap of womanhood and struggle with everyday 

life and the oppressive gender norms that work against them. Each, in her own way, performs 

the norms of her gender or struggles against them. They display agency and try to escape the 

norm trap but fail miserably and are punished for it. In Ammu’s case, it costs her dearly. She 

loses her children and dies alone in a filthy hotel room. These women start their lives in a 

subaltern position, they are silent ‘others’ who are never heard or taken into account. 

Traditional caste values, patriarchy and colonial power created a system that keeps women in 

the shadows with little chances of getting out. Those who try to fight against the system are 

punished through shame and marginalization.  

              From a pedagogical perspective, The God of Small Things has much to offer the EFL 

classroom. Teachers might use the novel to challenge the existing representations and 

discourses of cultural containment. They might give the students opportunities to deconstruct 
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the text in order to expose the oppressive power structures at work, to see the historical, 

cultural and economic context of the novel. It may also provide the students with a way of 

checking their own personal prejudice on issues such as, race or gender. For the language 

learner, it could be a way to increase language awareness and even word stock. As stated in 

the Swedish curriculum, the students should have the opportunity to compare their lives to 

those of people living in other English speaking countries and, most importantly, to use the 

novel as a space of cultural mediation.  
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