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Abstract 

This article explores the historical, present, and future status of women in 

India, juxtaposed with the themes found in Arundhati Roy's The God of Small 

Things. The novel, set in a traditional Indian society, serves as a lens to 

critically examine the roles of women, reflecting on their struggles with 

patriarchy, social restrictions, and gender inequality. Historically, Indian 

women have experienced fluctuating roles, from the empowerment of the 

Vedic period to the oppression seen in later centuries, where practices like 

child marriage, purdah, and dowry became rampant. Despite legal reforms 

and increasing participation in education and the workforce, many women 

in India still face significant barriers rooted in patriarchal norms. Present-day 

India shows significant strides in women’s empowerment, as more women 

occupy leadership roles in politics, business, and social reform. However, 

many challenges remain, including gender-based violence, unequal access to 

education and healthcare, and the societal expectations placed on women to 

prioritize familial duties over personal aspirations. The article addresses 

these ongoing issues and reflects on how Roy's characters, particularly 

Ammu and Rahel, exemplify the consequences of these societal constraints. 

Both characters face deeply entrenched gender roles and societal judgments, 

resonating with the current realities faced by many Indian women. In 

addressing the path forward, the article discusses potential solutions, such as 

promoting gender equality through education, better enforcement of legal 

protections for women, and societal change through media representation 

and advocacy. Roy’s novel is a powerful narrative that brings to light the 

silenced voices of women and marginalized communities, offering a 

poignant reflection of the intersection of gender, class, and caste in Indian 

society. 
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Introduction.  

The status of women in India has evolved in a complex and multifaceted manner over the 

centuries, reflecting broader societal, cultural, and political shifts. In ancient India, particularly during 

the Vedic period, women held relatively high status in society. They were seen as wise and revered 

figures, often participating in intellectual and spiritual activities. Women were involved in scholarly 

pursuits, and some even composed hymns in the Rigveda. This period witnessed recognition of the 

importance of women's roles in both public and private spheres. However, as Indian society gradually 

shifted toward more rigid structures under the influence of patriarchal and feudal systems, women's 

autonomy began to be significantly constrained. The rise of the caste system and the consolidation of 

patriarchal norms over the centuries gradually relegated women to more domestic and subservient 

roles. With the establishment of strict caste hierarchies and a growing influence of religious orthodoxy, 

the social position of women began to deteriorate. Laws and customs that restricted women's rights to 

inheritance, education, and property began to solidify during this period. Practices such as child 

marriage, purdah (seclusion of women), and sati (the practice of a widow self-immolating on her 

husband's funeral pyre) were institutionalized, further entrenching the oppression of women. 

In colonial India, British rule further complicated the status of women. The British introduced 

some legal reforms, such as the abolition of sati and the promotion of education for women, but these 

reforms were often driven by colonial ideologies and served to highlight the contrast between the 

"civilized" British and the "uncivilized" Indians. Despite this, some important strides were made in 

women’s education and legal rights during this period, with social reformers like Raja Ram Mohan 

Roy, Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar, and others advocating for women's rights. The post-independence 

period in India marked significant improvements in women's legal status. The Indian Constitution, 

adopted in 1950, granted women equal rights and protections under the law, ensuring gender equality 

in areas such as employment, property ownership, and marriage. Over the years, women’s 

participation in the workforce, politics, and education has increased, and women have made strides in 

breaking barriers in fields like science, technology, literature, and entertainment. However, despite 

these legal advances, Indian women continue to face deep-rooted structural and societal challenges. 

Gender-based violence remains pervasive, with high rates of domestic violence, sexual harassment, and 

human trafficking. Patriarchal attitudes continue to dictate much of the social fabric, with women often 

being subjected to restrictive gender norms that emphasize their roles as caregivers and homemakers. 

Additionally, the caste system continues to compound these issues, particularly for Dalit women, who 

face not only gender-based oppression but also caste-based discrimination. 

The Historical Context of Women’s Status in India 

The role of women in India has undergone a profound transformation, marked by periods of 

empowerment and subjugation, with significant shifts occurring throughout the country's history. In 

the early Vedic period, women were not only respected but were integral to the social and religious 

fabric of society. Their participation in intellectual and spiritual domains was substantial and revered. 

The Vedic texts themselves attest to this, showcasing women as accomplished poets, philosophers, and 

spiritual leaders. Figures like Gargi and Maitreyi, who engaged in intellectual debates with male sages, 

are emblematic of the intellectual prominence women enjoyed during this time. Gargi, for instance, is 

known for her philosophical dialogues in the Upanishads, where she debated concepts of ultimate 

reality with the great sage Yajnavalkya. Similarly, Maitreyi, also featured in the Upanishads, is 

recognized for her deep philosophical insights into the nature of existence and the self. 

This period, often characterized by an egalitarian ethos, allowed women to participate freely in 

rituals, receive education, and engage in spiritual practices without the strictures that would later 

define their roles. Their influence extended beyond the household, with women actively involved in 

religious rituals and societal governance. The presence of female scholars and the recognition of their 
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intellectual capacities suggest a time when women's autonomy was not just accepted but celebrated as 

an integral part of the social order. 

However, the emergence of more patriarchal structures marked a gradual decline in the status 

of women, shifting their roles from active contributors to subjugated domestic figures. This shift began 

with the introduction of more rigid social structures, notably the development of the caste system, 

which increasingly confined women to the private sphere. As the social fabric of Indian society became 

more hierarchical, women's roles became more prescribed, and their freedom of movement and 

expression became restricted. 

The arrival of external influences, particularly with the onset of foreign invasions and the 

establishment of Islamic rule, further complicated the status of women. While the early Islamic period 

saw some women exercising political power—such as Razia Sultan, the female ruler of the Delhi 

Sultanate—many traditional patriarchal norms intensified under these new regimes. The concept of 

purdah (the seclusion of women) gained prominence, further restricting women's roles and mobility in 

both public and private life. This era also witnessed the increasing marginalization of women’s rights 

to inheritance and property, as feudalism and patriarchal rule solidified. 

The advent of colonialism brought yet another layer of complexity to the status of women in 

India. British colonial policies often reinforced traditional patriarchal structures, while simultaneously 

introducing new ideas about gender and social reform. On one hand, colonial rulers and missionaries 

sought to impose European ideas of women’s roles, which sometimes included advocating for the 

abolition of practices such as sati and child marriage. On the other hand, British colonial rule also 

exacerbated the social stratification of Indian society, often positioning women as symbols of cultural 

purity and moral superiority within the colonial discourse. The duality of these forces – the 

reinforcement of patriarchal customs alongside attempts at reform – created a complicated landscape 

for women, marked by both opportunity and oppression. 

As a result, by the time of India’s independence in 1947, women had been relegated to a primarily 

domestic role for centuries, despite their active participation in society during earlier periods. The post-

independence era brought about significant changes in legal frameworks, granting women the right to 

vote, access education, and participate in the workforce. However, these legal advancements did not 

immediately translate into a radical shift in societal attitudes. While the Indian Constitution granted 

equal rights to women, deeply ingrained patriarchal customs continued to limit women's freedom and 

opportunities, especially for those in rural areas or from marginalized communities. 

Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small Things captures the consequences of these societal transitions 

through the life of Ammu, a central figure in the novel. Ammu is a divorced mother, ostracized by her 

family and society for stepping outside the boundaries set by patriarchal norms. Her fate reflects the 

enduring consequences of centuries of patriarchal control over women’s lives in India. As critic Susan 

Bayly states, The God of Small Things “lays bare the consequences of a society steeped in tradition, where 

the rigid enforcement of caste, class, and gender hierarchies suffocates individual autonomy” (34). 

Ammu’s character reveals the expectations placed upon Indian women by a society that 

demands compliance with traditional norms. Ammu’s failure to conform—through her divorce, her 

rejection of a loveless marriage, and her relationship with Velutha, a man of lower caste—leads to her 

isolation and rejection. This reflects how women who deviate from their prescribed roles, even in the 

present day, are often marginalized and judged. As Ania Loomba writes, “Roy’s novel offers a scathing 

critique of the patriarchy, not only within the family unit but also within broader societal and legal 

structures that uphold these norms” (Loomba, 45). 
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Present-Day Status: Progress and Continued Struggles 

The status of women in contemporary India presents a paradox. On one hand, Indian women 

have made remarkable strides in education, politics, and social leadership. India has produced 

influential female figures, including politicians like Indira Gandhi and activists like Medha Patkar. 

Women are increasingly visible in public life, as professionals, entrepreneurs, and leaders. Legal 

reforms, such as the Protection of Women from Domestic Violence Act (2005) and the Criminal Law 

Amendment Act (2013), have been enacted to protect women’s rights and address gender-based 

violence. 

However, these advancements coexist with persistent struggles. The reality of gender inequality, 

domestic violence, and societal expectations continues to burden many Indian women, particularly 

those from marginalized communities. In The God of Small Things, Ammu and Rahel’s stories reflect 

these challenges. Ammu’s life is curtailed by her inability to conform to societal norms, and even 

though she is independent, her agency is constantly thwarted by a deeply entrenched patriarchy. Critic 

Katherine Frank argues that Roy uses Ammu as a metaphor for “the suffocation of female desire under 

the weight of patriarchal oppression” (Frank, 79). Similarly, Rahel, Ammu’s daughter, represents the 

next generation of women navigating a society that continues to police female behavior. Despite her 

education and relative freedom, Rahel remains haunted by the societal limitations placed on her 

mother. Ammu and Rahel’s relationship underscores how patriarchy perpetuates itself across 

generations, limiting women’s autonomy and confining them to predetermined roles within the family 

and society. 

In present-day India, many women face the dual burden of professional ambitions and familial 

responsibilities. They are expected to excel in their careers while also fulfilling traditional roles of 

caretakers within the household. Roy’s depiction of Rahel captures this internal struggle, showing how 

Rahel, even after returning from abroad, remains tied to the traumas and limitations imposed by her 

family’s past. As Nivedita Menon observes, “Roy’s novel powerfully conveys how social structures 

remain resilient, confining women within both material and psychological prisons” (Menon, 103). 

Challenges Facing Women Today 

(a) Patriarchy and Society Expectations 

One of the major challenges Indian women face today is the persistence of patriarchal norms that 

prioritize family honor and societal expectations over individual desires. The traditional notion that 

women are the custodians of family honor continues to dictate their actions, limiting their freedom. 

Even in cases where women achieve educational or professional success, they are still expected to 

conform to conservative gender roles. 

Ammu’s story in The God of Small Things reflects this societal double standard. Her choices—

leaving an abusive marriage and pursuing a relationship with Velutha—are seen as direct affronts to 

the social order. Instead of being supported or accepted, Ammu is punished for her defiance. This 

mirrors the experiences of many contemporary Indian women who, despite gaining independence, are 

often judged harshly for stepping outside prescribed roles. As one critic notes, “Ammu’s rebellion is 

not just against her family, but against a society that demands obedience and submission from its 

women” (Menon, 101). 

Gender-Based Violence and Marginalization: Despite legislative efforts to curb gender-based 

violence, Indian women continue to face alarming rates of domestic violence, sexual harassment, and 

honor killings. These acts of violence serve to reinforce patriarchal control, reminding women that any 

attempt to assert their independence may be met with force. In The God of Small Things, Ammu’s life is 

shaped by violence, first through her abusive marriage and later through societal rejection. Roy 
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portrays the deep connection between violence and patriarchy, showing how women are punished for 

challenging male dominance. 

This link between violence and social control remains prevalent today. According to a 2019 report 

by the National Family Health Survey (NFHS), nearly 30% of Indian women aged 15–49 have 

experienced some form of domestic violence. This is compounded by systemic issues such as weak law 

enforcement and societal indifference toward women’s suffering. Critics argue that Roy’s depiction of 

Ammu and Velutha’s tragic fate serves as a broader metaphor for the societal punishment meted out 

to those who defy caste, gender, and social norms (Loomba, 47).  

Class and Caste Intersections: One of the most important aspects of The God of Small Things is its 

exploration of the intersections between class, caste, and gender. Roy does not isolate women’s 

struggles from the broader systems of oppression in Indian society. Instead, she weaves these issues 

together, showing how caste and class inequalities exacerbate the challenges faced by women. 

Ammu’s relationship with Velutha, an Untouchable, illustrates how caste restrictions operate 

alongside patriarchal norms to control women’s bodies and choices. The relationship is not only taboo 

because of Ammu’s status as a woman but also because of the deeply entrenched caste hierarchy that 

forbids such unions. Roy refers to the “Love Laws” that dictate “who should be loved, and how. And 

how much” (Roy 33). These laws are emblematic of the rigid social structures that confine women 

within narrow boundaries. 

In modern India, these intersections of caste, class, and gender continue to play a crucial role in 

shaping women’s experiences. Dalit women, for instance, face additional layers of discrimination due 

to their caste, and their experiences of violence and marginalization are often overlooked or minimized. 

The caste system still exists in many parts of India, and its effects are often felt most acutely by women 

from lower-caste communities, who are subjected to both gender-based and caste-based oppression. 

Solutions: Education, Legal Reforms, and Social Change: Addressing the challenges faced by women 

in India requires a multifaceted approach that includes education, legal reform, and a broader cultural 

shift toward gender equality. Education is a key component in empowering women and breaking the 

cycle of poverty, dependence, and subordination. Increasing access to education for girls, particularly 

in rural areas, is essential to creating more opportunities for women to assert their independence. 

Legal reforms are also critical to addressing the issues of gender-based violence and 

discrimination. While significant legislation has been enacted to protect women, such as the Protection 

of Women from Domestic Violence Act and the Sexual Harassment of Women at Workplace Act, 

enforcement remains a challenge. Greater focus on implementation, along with raising awareness of 

women’s rights, is necessary to ensure that these legal protections are effective. 

Social change, however, is perhaps the most difficult but crucial element in improving the status 

of women. Patriarchal norms and cultural expectations regarding women’s roles must be challenged 

and redefined. As Menon notes, “The key to changing women’s status lies in dismantling the 

patriarchal ideologies that underpin social, political, and legal structures” (Menon, 102). This means 

fostering a society where women are not judged for their choices, and where their autonomy is 

respected. Roy’s portrayal of Ammu and Rahel serves as a powerful reminder that until these structures 

are dismantled, women’s freedom will remain constrained by societal expectations. 

Conclusion 

In The God of Small Things, Arundhati Roy provides a poignant exploration of the status of women 

in India through the intertwined struggles of gender, caste, and class. Ammu and Rahel’s stories, while 

set against the backdrop of a specific historical and cultural context, reflect the broader realities faced 

by Indian women today. Although there has been progress in terms of women’s rights and 

opportunities, the challenges of patriarchy, gender-based violence, and social expectations remain 
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formidable barriers. By understanding these issues through Roy’s novel, we can gain a deeper insight 

into the complexities of women’s status in India, while also recognizing the need for continued efforts 

toward gender equality. 
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