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Power of the Small Things:  

Exploring Postcolonial Children’s Perspectives  

in Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small Things 
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The paper is framed within Gaile S. Cannella and 

Radhika Viruru’s notion of the adult-child relationship 

as a colonizing construct where the adult takes on the 

role of the powerful colonizer, while the child takes on 

the role of the powerless colonized subject. My paper 

argues that, by transforming the small and seemingly 

unreasonable perspectives of children into a significant 

impersonal force, Roy defies the embedded Western 

concept of child/adult constructions. This paper aims to 

call attention to the Roy’s novel’s representations of 

existing imperial dominance in controlling national 

history and imposing laws of transgression in 

postcolonial India through the expression of the children, 

emphasizing that the novel’s real power lies within the 

free universe of the children, not within the limited 

perspectives controlled by the social rules of adults. 

 

 

Within the universe where lives are governed by rules, reasons, 

and values, childhood innocence becomes a petty, insignificant 

matter. In the world of children, there are no governing means 

that limit the way they live and enjoy their lives, because 

innocence offers them complete freedom of actions and 
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thoughts. The preciousness of childhood moments starts to 

become less important when grown-ups‘ attitudes come into 

existence and social and cultural norms begins to shape 

children‘s lives. The loss of childhood innocence signifies the 

loss of ultimate freedom one has as an innocent child. Grown-up 

children perceive the world according to the views of society at 

large: they are instilled with ideas of what is good and what is 

bad, and what is important and what is insignificant. In short, an 

adult is subjected to the rules, reasons, and values of society. 

Therefore, grown-ups no longer have the freedom they had in 

their childhood, since they are governed by what the society 

thinks, by what they are told what to do, and might as well be 

told how to feel. In her 1997 novel, The God of Small Things, 

Arundhati Roy draws an image of late-20
th

 century postcolonial 

India with the innocence and the freedom of thoughts her 

children-characters possess. She engages with the theme of 

childhood innocence against the backdrop of Western supremacy 

in postcolonial India by telling the story through children‘s 

perspectives and imagination in which colonial and social 

injustices and cruelties, along with the possibility of colonial 

resistance, are represented. The innocence of the children offers 

Roy‘s protagonists an ability to perceive reality the way it 

actually is, not according to what the society believes it to be. In 

the novel, the children‘s point of view is free and is not limited 

by any of the social or cultural forces that are effective in the 

world of adults. With the boundless senses and curiosity that 

children possess, Roy‘s young characters make an ardent 

exploration of life that would simply reveal the truth of 

postcolonial India represented in the novel. In fact, the true 

power of the novel lies within the free universe of the children, 

not within the perspectives limited and controlled by the social 

rules of the adults. 
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ADULT/CHILD CONSTRUCTION 

The concept of adult/child construction in postcolonial 

discourse has presumably set the groundwork and the challenge 

for the narrative of Roy‘s novel. The status of the children in 

postcolonial worlds resembles that of their nations because, in 

the same sense in which most of the West‘s ex-colonies are 

subjected to the continuous control of imperialism, children are 

viewed as small subjects who need to be governed by those who 

are older and wiser. Gaile S. Canella and Radhika Viruru place 

the development of the concept of the child within Western 

Enlightenment and the more contemporary period of 

industrialization (86). The growth of Western philosophies and 

scientific knowledge have generated strong beliefs in the idea of 

progress in which human beings have been regarded as subjects 

capable of advancing towards civilization. This developed 

Western knowledge, according to Canella and Viruru, was 

―taken around the globe through imperialist and colonialist 

actions‖ and, as a result, created ―the discourse of progress that 

privileged white European male adults‖ and labeled those who 

were younger and colonized people as ―savage, incompetent, 

out of control, and incomplete‖ (87). The construction in which 

a child is in binary opposition to an adult is grounded in 

Western beliefs of progress; the belief that ―mankind [are] 

destined to advance‖ and ―particular groups‖ exist ―as more 

advanced than others‖ (Canella and Viruru 89). From this 

claim, Roy criticizes the embedded Western concept of 

child/adult construction by transforming the small and 

seemingly unreasonable perspectives of the children into a 

significant impersonal force. Anuradha Dingwaney Needham 

contends that Roy‘s use of children‘s perspectives is vital in her 

criticism of Imperial social and political arrangements: it creates 

the ―historical-political conjuncture‖ (370) that gives voices to 

the small people who have been ―hidden from history‖ (371). 

By paying attention to her child protagonists and allowing them 
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to occupy the most space in her narrative, Roy threatens 

Western knowledge of power hierarchy and defies imperial 

conventions that have placed both postcolonial children and 

their countries at the lowest rank of society.  

 Through the exploration of children‘s perspectives in 

postcolonial literature, this paper aims to call attention to The 

God of Small Things‘s representations of existing Imperial 

arrangements in defining national history and imposing laws of 

transgression in modern India. Focusing on the young 

protagonists‘ curiosity and imaginations, I analyze the idea of 

dominant Western imperialism in India‘s mode of history 

writing and the country‘s loss of identity through the children‘s 

creation of the History House. The paper further examines the 

Western idea of classification in Indian society and the potential 

that child protagonists possess to resist categorizations because 

of their inseparable nature and innocent minds. 

 

REALITY THROUGH CHILDREN’S PERSPECTIVES 

Estha and Rahel, the two protagonists of the novel, are the 

central figures whose lives and minds have a significant effect 

upon the narration of the story. The story primarily takes place 

in Ayemenem, a town located in Kerala, India, and revolves 

around the lives of the twins whose childhood and adulthood 

perspectives shift back and forth. Roy offers readers the story of 

her 7-year-old protagonists in 1969, and another story of the 

same protagonists when they are 31 years of age in 1993. This 

paper focuses chiefly on the lives of the twins in 1969 as it aims 

to examine the effects of perspectives of children in 

postcolonial India. The novel is written in a third-person point 

of view, and a majority of the narrative is significantly 

dominated by the imaginations and thoughts of 7-year-old Estha 

and Rahel, the child protagonists of the story. The twins were 

born from separately fertilized eggs and are sometimes referred 

to as dizygotic twins or two-egg twins. What alienate the twins 
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from most of their strictly traditional Christian family members 

is their mother‘s unconventional marriage, divorce, and 

relationship with an ―untouchable.‖ The children are pushed to 

the periphery of the family circle and the society, and are 

deprived of the love, care, and attention they deserved. Social 

marginalization, however, grants Estha and Rahel the complete 

freedom of imaginations and thoughts: since they are not at the 

center of conventional practice, they are not subjected to follow 

values, rules, and reasons that society has invented. Because the 

twins are marginalized, according to Needham, they have the 

capacity to reveal ―the emancipatory potentialities of their 

location‖ (374). Innocence and the complete freedom of mind 

guide them to experience life in every detail. The twins never 

fail to recognize the importance, the injustice, or the cruelty of 

things, no matter how small.  

 Roy presents the reality of postcolonial India through new 

visions of small and often unrecognizable details of life that are 

picked up and digested by the twins. One of the primary images 

of small things that imply the existence of Western imperialism 

in modern India is Estha and Rahel‘s History House. The 

children‘s History House works to represent the loss of India‘s 

past and national identity and, at the same time, reveals the 

West‘s dominant historical narratives of India. Through the 

concrete image of the History House, Roy emphasizes the fact 

that the past of India is uncontrollable and lost by creating it as 

something haunting and inaccessible. In this case, the twins 

could be perceived as representatives of Indians who are 

exposed to the mysterious past of their own nation. It is the past 

that haunts and troubles their understanding of history. Estha 

and Rahel are introduced to the concept of history by their 

uncle, Chacko. He tells the twins that history is like ―an old 

house at night, with all the lamps lit, and ancestors whispering 

inside‖ (Roy 52). Their imagination leaves them with little 

doubt that the mysterious abandoned house across the river 
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from where they live is the actual History House that Chacko 

described. The old house used to belong to Kari Saipu, an 

English man who had gone native and committed suicide after 

his lover‘s parents had taken his child away. The house 

becomes a neglected property that people hardly notice, but for 

Estha and Rahel, it is the concrete version of Chacko‘s History 

House and comes to represent India‘s past. In order to imply the 

uncontrollable and threatening condition of the past, Roy paints 

the house with gothic qualities that appear haunting to the 

children. The house is old, abandoned, structured with ―cool 

stone floors, dim walls and billowing ship-shaped shadows,‖ 

and inhabited by ―plump, translucent lizards‖ and ―waxy, 

crumbling ancestors with tough toe-nails‖ (Roy 53). Moreover, 

the late owner of the house committed suicide and left behind 

the haunting story of his miserable fate. Of Roy‘s gothic 

creation of the History House, Michelle Giles writes that 

elements of the Gothic have become ―a fitting literary form to 

challenge dominant historical narratives and illustrate the 

anxieties of a country struggling for a postcolonial identity‖ (1). 

The twins are threatened by the haunting imagination of the 

History House and are troubled by the struggle to understand 

their own past. The history of India, therefore, becomes 

something Indians cannot control, hold on to, and understand. 

 Besides being displayed as the image of India‘s haunting 

past, the inaccessibility of the History House also mirrors the 

tragic loss of national history. In his description of history, 

Chacko emphasizes that in order to understand history they 

must go inside history, listen to the ancestors, and absorb every 

historical trace of the house. However, the truth is that the twins 

are locked out from the house and all they can hear from outside 

is a whispering of the olds that they will never understand. At 

this point, history is not only an old, haunting past to Estha and 

Rahel, but it is also closed off to them. This isolation from their 

own history leaves the twins confused about their identity. As 
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Chacko pointed out, a loss of history is a loss of identity. 

According to their uncle, this loss was a result of their status as 

―Anglophiles,‖ which he defines as ‗[possessing a] mind [that 

has] been brought into a state which made [them] like the 

English‖ (Roy 52). Despite Chacko‘s attachment to British 

culture, he seems to be the only one who recognizes that his 

family members are ―Anglophiles. Pointed in the wrong 

direction, trapped outside their own history and unable to 

retrace their steps because their footsteps had been swept away‖ 

(Roy 51). The twins‘ ―family of Anglophiles‖ could be seen as 

representatives of other Indian families whose identity and 

culture have also been shattered or shaped by colonial 

ideologies.  

 National history has an integral function of describing 

national heritage and granting people of a nation with a unique 

identity. In Roy‘s representation of postcolonial India, the loss 

of history seems to have left people struggling to form an 

identity. In the process of postcolonial India‘s historiography, 

Henry Schwarz says that the wide range of historical from India 

seemed to ―reproduce . . . the basic assumptions of European 

historiography‖ to such an extent that ―Indian historians… even 

[concurred] that modern Indian civilization was immature and 

that its progress was inextricably linked to it increasing 

Westernization‖ (3). India‘s history created under the dominant 

forms of Western mode of writing, according to Schwards, is 

Indian‘s false reality and proof that Indian historians had fallen 

into the trap of colonization ―by reproducing the very narratives 

and ideologies that had stolen their past‖ (3-4). The children‘s 

perception of history, thus, reflects the hierarchal system of 

historiography in which there is a dominating version of history 

created by the British authority and the ignored local histories 

of India.  

 Struggling within the invasion of European colonization, 

the History House also represents Western dominant historical 
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narratives of India by appearing as the living authority over 

smaller people. In the twins‘ point of view, History appears as a 

dominating power-in-chief who has policemen as their 

associates. Therefore, the House does not only represent India‘s 

past, but it is turned into the living History House that, in turn, 

represents the living authority and their controlling power over 

smaller people and their histories. As Needham puts it, Roy 

projects history through the twins‘ point of view by using the 

capital H as a way to suggest ―a dominating, oppressive force‖ 

(372). The living authority of the West, which takes shape as 

the History House, mirrors the dominant power of British 

history making in India.  

 Pointing to the correlation between colonization and the 

creation of history, Frantz Fanon states that ―colonizers ‗make 

history‘ and they are ‗conscious of making it‘ for the advantage 

of their mother country, not the country they are exploiting‖ 

(Nazari 200). Roy‘s novel can be viewed within the context 

provided by Fanon where India‘s history and its people are 

being re-made by the dominant power of Western colonizers for 

the benefit of the Western colonizers themselves. In the novel, 

Roy writes that the stories in the shape of hopes and dreams of 

Indian people are taken away and re-dreamed for them by a 

war:  

 

[Our] minds have been invaded by a war. A war that we 

have won and lost. The very worst sort of war. A war that 

captures dreams and re-dreams them. A war that has made 

us adore our conquerors and despise ourselves. (53) 

 

 She emphasizes the effects of colonialism by defining it as 

a war in order to suggest the disturbed minds of postcolonial 

Indian people. Giles explains this frustrated state of mind as 

―the anxiety in the confusion between a culturally oppressive 

past and a modern national identity‖ (10). The confusion is 
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shown through the perspectives of the twins who see the 

History House as a place that is both alive and violent; 

consequently, the children cannot find a way to understand such 

brutality and they drift in between the darkness of their past and 

present. Velutha, a man from an untouchable caste, is punished 

violently by policemen under the roof the History House 

because he has violated cultural norms of castes by getting 

sexually involved with the twins‘ mother, a woman from an 

upper caste. As a result from such violation, the House becomes 

a powerful figure, which is able to ―negotiate its terms and 

collect its dues from those who break its laws‖ (Roy 55). Those 

laws, as Roy writes, ―lay down who should be loved and how… 

and how much‖ (31). These Love Laws which govern all of the 

characters‘ lives in the story can, in fact, be taken as the laws of 

classification between castes
2
 since Love Laws become one of 

the most powerful tools used to control the distribution of love 

among people between castes. As Needham describes it, 

discrimination among castes in the novel can be seen as one 

form of ―history‘s domination‖ (372). With its capability to 

punish Velutha for breaking the Love Laws, the History House, 

as the imperial version of history, holds the authority to 

perpetuate the socially oppressive custom of castes, and 

enforcing it on the conflicting nature of postcolonial India for 

the benefit of those in authority and not the people. In some 

ways, the twins‘ shock from the killing in the History House 

reflects the confusion of Indians who cannot find a way to come 

to terms with the fact that their own history is recreated into a 

new version manifested with violence.  

                                                           
2
 For more information on the issue of the Indian caste system 

in The God of Small Things, please see Fahimeh Nazari‘s 

―Revisiting Colonial Legacy in Arundhati Roy‘s The God of 

Small Things.‖ 
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 Apart from calling attention to the issue of loss of history 

and identity, the perspectives of children in the novel also 

challenge Western established knowledge and rules of 

classification in Postcolonial India. In the novel, Roy effectively 

engages the problems and confusion Indians face with strict 

classifications through Estha‘s and Rahel‘s point of view. The 

governing logic of classification is a byproduct of Western 

knowledge where reasons and the demand of progress set the 

firm ground for disciplinary social arrangements that classify 

people‘s lives. As mentioned earlier in the paper, Western 

notions of progress have not only grouped people into classes 

but also generated the belief that one group is more progressive 

than others (Canella and Viruru 89). Alex Tickell sees this logic 

of classification as beneficial to Western conquerors and calls it 

―an ingrained structural ethnocentricism in Western thought 

after the Enlightenment‖ (81). In the process of giving voices to 

the children, Roy creates Estha and Rahel as the most effective 

transgressors of strict social boundaries and uses them to 

comment on the problem of classification in Indian society. In 

doing so, the author presents the inseparable nature of the twins 

and their act of river crossing as the means to empower the 

small people and encourage possible resistances against 

Western dominance.  

 The connection that the children have with each other does 

not allow an easy separation or classification of the twins. Their 

relationship goes beyond biographical and familial connections, 

or as Roy puts it, their bond ―lies in a deeper, more secret 

place‖ (Roy 2). Both of them think of themselves as we or us: 

Rahel remembers how she used to wake up at night because of 

Estha‘s dream, and how she could feel the taste of tomato 

sandwiches that Estha ate on the train (Roy 2-3). Moreover, the 

fact that they have a Hindu father makes them half-Hindu half-

Christian. Consequently, they do not belong to any religious 

group, and are placed in an unclassifiable status. Rahel thinks 
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that she is not normal like other people because she is half-

Hindu and assumes that Estha, as her connected self, is also 

―abnormal:‖ ―Rahel had two bumps on her forehead that Estha 

said would grow into horns. At least one of them would because 

she was half-Hindu. She hadn‘t been quick enough to ask him 

about his horns. Because whatever She was, He was too‖ (Roy 

86). Because of the unclassified identity that they have, the 

twins are easily threatened by the idea of classification that 

starts to enter their life when they get older. Roy writes that 

―Edges, Borders, Boundaries, Brinks and Limits have appeared 

like a team of trolls on their separate horizons‖ (3). Tickell 

points out that the twins are the ―examples of a kind of 

biological anomaly‖ and that the idea of classification ―becomes 

an imposing force which threatens their hybrid existence‖ (78). 

Additionally, the connection that has almost no boundaries 

between the twins also reflects the problem of classification 

their family faces. Mammachi, Estha and Rahel‘s maternal 

grandmother, owns a pickle factory that makes banana products 

illegally. According to the Food Products Organization (FPO), 

banana products from a pickle factory are regarded illegal 

because the product is too thin to be jelly and too thick to be 

jam and, thus, is impossible to classify (Roy 30). The issue with 

the FPO, according to Tickell, mirrors the threat of 

classification on ―the unclassifiable‖ (78) and, therefore, affirms 

Roy‘s idea that the West‘s implemented knowledge of 

classification is problematic and foreign. The fact that the twins 

and their family do not adjust themselves into the classifying 

culture of the West suggests the potential resistance they have 

against imperialism. 

 Besides igniting Estha‘s and Rahel‘s imaginations to 

illustrate the postcolonial reality of India, the History House 

also challenges the children‘s curiosity, which has the potential 

power to resist authority. In order to discover the mystery of the 

History House, the twins decide to cross the Meenachal River to 
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the rubber estate where the house is located. The twins‘ act of 

border-crossing defies the rigid rules of classification, reflected 

in the embedded Love Laws, in which everything belongs in a 

certain category, and never crosses boundaries. When Chacko 

tells the twins of the History House, they are filled with 

curiosity to find out more about the house across the river. The 

History House fascinates the twins and they often think about it. 

As a result, they symbolically break the law of classification by 

crossing the Meenachal River to enter the History House. 

According to Yu-Ru Chu, the Meenachal River implies ―the 

potential danger of transgression‖ (66) as it works as the center 

of the tragic events that happen to most of the characters in the 

novel. The river offers the place for Velutha and Ammu to cross 

and re-cross the forbidden boundary of love. These crossings, in 

turn, offer the twins the boat to cross the river. The twins‘ 

crossing results in the deaths of Sophie Mol and Velutha and 

brings an end to the crossings and re-crossings of Velutha and 

Ammu. These crossing incidents are one of the most serious 

acts of transgression and can be also be seen as valiant attempts 

to defy rigid rules of Western implemented knowledge in Indian 

society.  

 Sophie Mol, Chacko‘s daughter with his English wife, 

assumes the role of the British conqueror whose place is at the 

highest rank of social hierarchy. The fact that everyone makes a 

fuss about the arrival of Sophie Mol in India implies that she 

receives the most attention from the twins‘ family members. 

Therefore, by bringing her down to the bottom of the river and 

forcing her to share the same fatal fate with Velutha—the 

Untouchable man who is not even allowed in the house—the 

twins take the big leap in disturbing the whole system of 

classification. Despite the miserable conclusion of the river-

crossing, Chu points out that ―it is through the act of 

transgression that [the twins] articulate their voices . . . 

announce their ‗achievement‘ [and offer] new ‗possibilities‘‖ to 
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changing society (74). The voices of Estha and Rahel can only 

be heard through the boundless curiosity of the children, 

because only with the quality of innocence can they transcend 

the sphere of dominant authority and achieve the possible 

power of resistance. Without the innocence they possess, the 

twins would have never been able to step into the dark river, 

risk their fortune, and disclose the brutal nature of Western 

imperialism. As Rahel herself puts it, the twins are ―the worst 

transgressors‖ (31) because their violation appears to be most 

dangerous and causes the most destructive effect. Estha and 

Rahel can be seen as the ―worst‖ in a society that has strict rules 

of classification, but, in a new society free from foreign control, 

they can be regarded as the ―best‖ challengers of all. 

  

CONCLUSION 

Roy‘s strategy to tell a story from the point of view of children 

in The God of Small Things serves to highlight the power of 

innocence that postcolonial children have in the suppressed 

hierarchical construction of society in which small people 

almost have no place and are oppressed and controlled by the 

bigger people, or the adults. In the novel, adults symbolize the 

imperial West or the dominant authority, and the children 

symbolize postcolonial India or people with little power. 

Innocence, imagination, and curiosity work as the tropes, which 

are used by Roy to create the protagonists, who are both 

powerful and powerless in her novel. In the political and social 

critiques that are made in the novel, the issues of India‘s 

historiography and its loss of identity, as well as the threatening 

problem of Western knowledge of social classification, are 

explicitly disclosed. Through the children‘s creation of the 

History House, Roy establishes the reality of Western imperial 

dominance in creating and presenting the history and the 

identity of modern India. People of India, represented by the 

twins, face the bitter truth that they are locked outside their 
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History House and that all of their dreams are lost. What they 

are left with is the frustration of trying to understand the cruel 

nature of the new version of history that has taken control over 

their lives. In the brutal killing of Velutha, a man whom the 

twins love, Roy calls attention to the problem of brutal authority 

in the form of the policemen, as well as the problem of class, 

caste, and hierarchical classifications. The children‘s curiosity 

takes the story to the point when violation against rules of 

classification is possible. The twins‘ river-crossing in order to 

get to the History House works as a symbol of the act of border 

crossing which defies the strict idea of 

boundaries/classification. Despite the fatalities that result from 

the children‘s journey, the crossing signifies the possibility of 

destroying classified social constructions that disturb and pose 

dangers to the lives of the people of India. Even though Roy 

illustrates the potential act of resistance through Estha and 

Rahel, she makes a clear statement that everyone in the twins‘ 

family are, in fact, potential transgressors:  

 

They all [cross] into forbidden territory. They all [tamper] 

with the laws that lay down who should be loved and how. 

And how much. The laws that make grandmothers 

grandmothers, uncles uncles, mothers mothers, cousins 

cousins, jam jam, and jelly jelly (31).  

 

These transgressions offer hope and promise at the end of the 

novel. Although the lives of the twins are tragic and seem 

hopeless, they also represent the possibility of resisting injustice 

and imperialism. 
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