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ABSTRACT

Women’s writings of Indian origin in English have consistently
acted as counter-narratives to dominant discourses of
patriarchy, colonialism, caste, and class. These writings are
not only testimonies of women’s experiences but also aesthetic
experiments that reshape literary traditions. Among these,
Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small Things (1997) stands out as a
landmark novel that intricately combines issues of gender, caste
oppression, sexuality, and ecological degradation within the
larger framework of postcolonial India. This paper examines
Roy’s novel alongside the works of other Indian women writers
such as Kamala Das, Anita Desai, Kiran Desai, and Chitra
Banerjee Divakaruni to show how women authors use literature
as a space of resistance and reclamation. Using ecofeminism
as a central theoretical framework, the paper argues that the
interconnectedness of women and nature provides a powerful
lens to critique systems of domination. By analyzing women’s
struggles with identity, trauma, and displacement, the study
highlights how Indian women writers not only narrate personal
histories but also rewrite national and cultural narratives.
Ultimately, these texts act as vehicles of both resistance and
reimagination, bridging the personal and the political, the
ecological and the existential.

KEYWORDS: Arundhati Roy, ecofeminism, women’s
writing, Indian English literature, resistance,
identity, postcolonial studies

INTRODUCTION

The history of Indian writing in English

marginalized. Indian women’s writing in English
has played a crucial role in disrupting this
silence by offering alternative perspectives on

is deeply entwined with colonial encounters,
nationalist struggles, and postcolonial identity
formation. Yet, within this grand narrative,
women’s voices often remained muted or
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culture, nation, and identity. From the pioneering
contributions of Toru Dutt and Sarojini Naidu in
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries to
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the post-independence explorations of Kamala
Das and Anita Desai, and finally to the global
recognition of writers like Arundhati Roy and
Jhumpa Lahiri, women authors of Indian origin
have carved a distinctive space for themselves.
Their writings are marked by an acute awareness
of gendered oppression but are never reducible
to gender alone; they negotiate the intersections
of caste, class, religion, diaspora, and ecology.

One of the most compelling features of
women’s writings in India is their ability to
transform the personal into the political. In a
society where women’s voices were historically
controlled and confined, literature becomes
an act of defiance and self-assertion. Writing,
for these women, is not merely a mode of self-
expression but also a means of resistance—against
patriarchal domination, colonial power structures,
and cultural silencing. These writers often weave
stories that interrogate normative structures of
family, marriage, sexuality, and nationhood,
thereby offering alternative models of existence.
They do so by creating complex female characters
who defy easy categorization, characters who
embody contradiction and resilience in the face
of systemic violence.

Among contemporary Indian women writers,
Arundhati Roy stands as a revolutionary voice.
Her debut novel The God of Small Things, which
won the Booker Prize in 1997, epitomizes the
interweaving of politics and poetics. The novel
is set in Kerala, a state with its unique history
of communism, caste politics, and colonial
encounters. At its core, it narrates the tragic story
of the twins Rahel and Estha, their mother Ammu,
and their forbidden connection with Velutha, a
man from the “untouchable” community. Roy’s
narrative is radical in both form and content.
It disrupts linear temporality, intermingles
the mundane with the mythic, and dismantles
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hierarchies of language. More importantly, it
exposes how the oppression of women and
marginalized castes is tied to the exploitation of
nature, creating a powerful ecofeminist vision.

Ecofeminism, as articulated by thinkers like
Vandana Shiva and Maria Mies, emphasizes
the interconnectedness of the domination of
women and the exploitation of nature under
patriarchal-capitalist structures. In Roy’s novel,
the river, the land, and the natural environment
are not passive backdrops but active presences
that interact with the human characters. The
“History House,” the Meenachal River, and the
monsoons become symbolic sites where social,
cultural, and ecological violence converge.
Through these metaphors, Roy not only critiques
caste and gender hierarchies but also points to
the ecological consequences of human greed and
exploitation.

However, Roy is not alone in mobilizing such
interconnections. Other women writers of Indian
origin also interrogate these themes in varied
ways. Kamala Das’s confessional poetry reclaims
the female body as a site of selfhood, challenging
patriarchal silencing. Anita Desai’s novels often
explore the psychological alienation of women
within middle-class families while also embedding
ecological concerns within domestic and urban
landscapes. Kiran Desai’s The Inheritance of Loss
juxtaposes the anxieties of globalization with
ecological vulnerability, while Chitra Banerjee
Divakaruni reimagines myth and migration to
foreground women’s resilience. Together, these
writers create a polyphonic chorus that critiques
patriarchal authority, revises nationalist narratives,
and foregrounds alternative epistemologies rooted
in women lived experiences.

This paper thus seeks to explore the ways in
which Arundhati Roy and her contemporaries
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rewrite the nation and reclaim the self through
their narratives. By employing ecofeminism and
postcolonial theory as its critical frameworks,
the study will show how Indian women writers
complicate binaries of nature and culture, self
and society, tradition, and modernity. Their texts
become spaces where memory, trauma, and
resistance are inscribed, challenging dominant
narratives while also proposing new ways of
imagining community and identity. In doing
so, these writings are not only significant
contributions to literature but also interventions
in socio-political discourse.

Historical and Theoretical Framework

Women’s writings of Indian origin cannot
be understood in isolation; they are deeply
embedded within the historical, cultural, and
political contexts of both colonial and postcolonial
India. The beginnings of Indian women’s English
literature can be traced to the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries when women like Toru
Dutt, Cornelia Sorabji, and Sarojini Naidu began
writing in English. Their works emerged at a time
when colonial education and reform movements
were opening new opportunities for women. Yet
these early pioneers were often constrained by
nationalist expectations that demanded women
serve as symbols of cultural purity and moral
guardianship. Writers like Naidu negotiated this
tension by composing poetry that combined
romantic lyricism with patriotic fervor, while Dutt
used mythology and translation to insert a female
voice into cultural history.

The post-independence period brought
significant shifts. With political freedom came
a new set of anxieties around gender roles,
modernity, and identity. Women writers of
this period, including Kamala Das, Anita
Desai, and Nayantara Sahgal, interrogated
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domestic life, psychological alienation, and
political participation. Kamala Das, in particular,
shocked readers with her confessional style that
foregrounded female desire and sexuality, thereby
challenging taboos around the female body.
Anita Desai, meanwhile, turned her attention to
the inner lives of women trapped in patriarchal
families, crafting narratives of quiet rebellion
and existential search. These writers marked
a transition from symbolic representations of
women to authentic articulations of female
subjectivity.

The emergence of diasporic and global
Indian women writers in the late twentieth
century further diversified the field. Writers like
Jhumpa Lahiri, Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni,
and Kiran Desai addressed the complexities of
migration, hybridity, and globalization. Their
works negotiate dual cultural belonging and
the tensions of displacement, often centring on
female protagonists who struggle with fractured
identities. These narratives highlight how women
navigate not only patriarchy but also the cultural
and racial hierarchies of host societies. Thus,
women’s writing of Indian origin expands beyond
the national frame to interrogate global systems
of power and belonging.

To analyse these varied texts, theoretical
frameworks like feminism, postcolonialism, and
ecofeminism are indispensable. Feminist literary
criticism challenges patriarchal assumptions in
literature and recovers women’s experiences as
legitimate subjects of art. In the Indian context,
feminism is complicated by caste, class, and
religious dynamics. Postcolonial theory, informed
by thinkers like Gayatri Spivak and Homi
Bhabha, highlights how women’s voices are
often doubly silenced—first by colonial power and
then by patriarchal nationalism. Spivak’s famous
question, “Can the subaltern speak?” resonates
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profoundly with the struggles of marginalized
Indian women characters, especially those who
confront caste oppression.

Ecofeminism provides another crucial lens for
this paper. Rooted in the works of Vandana Shiva,
Maria Mies, and Carolyn Merchant, ecofeminism
argues that the exploitation of women and
the domination of nature stem from the same
patriarchal-capitalist logic. It critiques dualisms
such as man/woman, culture/nature, and reason/
emotion, which have historically subordinated
both women and the environment. In the Indian
context, ecofeminism has a particular resonance
because women have often been at the forefront
of environmental movements such as the
Chipko Movement, where rural women resisted
deforestation by hugging trees. Ecofeminism
thus links literary representation with grassroots
activism, showing how women’s struggles are
inseparable from ecological survival.

Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small Things
becomes especially significant in this theoretical
framework because it stages the convergence
of gender, caste, and ecological degradation.
Roy’s text illustrates how social hierarchies
and environmental destruction are mutually
reinforcing. By connecting her novel to broader
ecofeminist discourses, as well as to feminist
and postcolonial critiques, we can understand
how Indian women’s writing operates as a site
of resistance, reclaiming silenced histories and
reimagining both the nation and the self.

Case Study: Arundhati Roy’s The God of
Small Things

Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small Things
(1997) has been hailed as one of the most
significant literary interventions by a woman
writer of Indian origin. It not only won the Booker
Prize but also redefined the possibilities of Indian
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English fiction through its stylistic innovation,
political sharpness, and feminist undertones.
Set in Kerala, the novel narrates the fractured
childhood of Rahel and Estha, twins whose
lives are shaped by family trauma, caste politics,
and the consequences of their mother Ammu’s
transgressive love for Velutha, a Dalit man. At
its core, the novel is about the violence of social
hierarchies—gender, caste, and class—and about
how these hierarchies are inscribed not only in
institutions but also in intimate relationships and
natural landscapes. Roy’s narrative therefore
becomes an exemplary text for analysing the
interconnection between resistance, identity, and
ecofeminism in Indian women’s writing.

Gender and Patriarchy
At the heart of The God of Small Things lies

Ammu, a woman whose struggle epitomizes the
condition of many Indian women caught between
patriarchal expectations and personal desire.
Ammu’s marriage to a man who turns abusive and
alcoholic reflects the limited choices available to
middle-class women. Her return to her parental
home, far from offering solace, subjects her to
humiliation, as divorced women are stigmatized
and stripped of agency. Ammu’s love affair
with Velutha becomes a radical act of resistance
against the twin oppressions of patriarchy and
caste hierarchy. Yet this act of love is punished
with brutality: Velutha is murdered by the police,
Ammu is socially ostracized, and her children are
left traumatized.

Through Ammu, Roy critiques how women
are denied the right to sexuality and autonomy.
Female desire, when it crosses prescribed social
boundaries, is framed as transgression and
punished accordingly. Ammu’s fate reflects the
deeply gendered nature of freedom in Indian
society: while men’s actions may be excused or
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forgotten, women who transgress are eternally
marked. The novel thus exposes how patriarchy
is sustained not only through overt violence but
also through everyday practices of shaming and
silencing.

Caste, Class, and Subaltern Identity

While the novel foregrounds gender
oppression, it does not treat it in isolation. Roy
insists that gender cannot be separated from
caste and class. Velutha, the Dalit carpenter,
embodies the “untouchable” whose humanity
is consistently denied by the dominant social
order. His relationship with Ammu represents
both a personal union and a political defiance,
as it collapses the rigid boundaries that separate
upper-caste women from lower-caste men.
The punishment meted out to Velutha—false
accusations, police brutality, and eventual death—
demonstrates how the caste system functions as a
mechanism of social control that intersects with
patriarchy to maintain hierarchies of power.

Roy’s depiction of Velutha also speaks to
Gayatri Spivak’s famous question, “Can the
subaltern speak?” Velutha is silenced not only
by his murder but also by the absence of his
own voice in the narrative; his story is mediated
through the perspectives of others. Yet his
presence haunts the text, disrupting the seeming
stability of caste norms. In this sense, Roy both
acknowledges the limits of representation and
insists on the necessity of addressing subaltern
lives within literature.

Ecofeminist Dimensions

One of the most remarkable aspects of The
God of Small Thingsis the way nature is woven into
the fabric of the narrative. The Meenachal River,
the lush Kerala landscape, and the monsoons
are not mere settings but active agents in the
story. The river, for instance, is at once a site of
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childhood play, illicit love, and death. Sophie Mol
drowns in its waters, Velutha’s body is abandoned
near its banks, and the twins’ trauma is inscribed
in its flow. The river becomes a metaphor for
history itself: beautiful yet violent, nurturing yet
destructive.

Ecofeminism provides a productive
framework for reading this intertwining of women,
caste, and nature. Just as Ammu and Velutha are
marginalized by social hierarchies, the river is
polluted and degraded by modern exploitation.
The novel repeatedly draws parallels between the
treatment of women and the treatment of nature.
Both are commodified, controlled, and violated
by patriarchal-capitalist forces. Yet both also
harbor subversive potential: Ammu’s love and
the river’s unpredictability symbolize possibilities
of resistance against oppressive systems.

Roy’s ecological vision also resonates with
the real-life environmental struggles of India,
where women have often been at the forefront
of movements against deforestation, dam
construction, and displacement. By linking
personal trauma with environmental imagery,
Roy universalizes the feminist insight that the
domination of women and the exploitation of
nature are structurally connected.

The Politics of “Small Things”

The title of the novel itself underscores
Roy’s feminist and ecofeminist ethos. The
“small things”—childhood memories, intimate
desires, marginalized lives, overlooked spaces—
are granted narrative significance. In contrast,
the “Big Things” of history, politics, and social
authority are shown to be oppressive and violent.
By privileging the small, Roy reorients the reader’s
attention from the monumental to the everyday,
from the dominant to the marginalized. This
inversion challenges patriarchal and nationalist
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discourses that glorify abstract ideals while erasing
individual suffering.

The novel’s focus on “small things” also
highlights the importance of personal narratives
as vehicles of resistance. The twins’ fragmented
memories, Ammu’s forbidden desires, Velutha’s
quiet craftsmanship—all resist erasure by insisting
on the value of lived experience. This politics
of the small aligns with women’s writing
more broadly, where domestic spaces, bodily
experiences, and ecological details become sites
of radical critique.

Global Reception and Impact

Finally, The God of Small Things must be
situated within the global reception of Indian
women’s writing. Roy’s success brought
unprecedented international attention to Indian
English fiction, particularly to women’s voices.
However, her work also sparked debates about
the commodification of postcolonial suffering for
Western audiences. Critics questioned whether
Roy’s detailed depictions of caste violence catered
to global expectations of “exotic” India. Yet such
criticisms often overlook the novel’s profound
political engagement within the Indian context,
where it sparked conversations about caste,
gender, and ecology.

Moreover, Roy herself has resisted the
commodification of her literary success by
becoming a vocal activist. Her non-fictional
works critique globalization, militarization,
and environmental destruction, demonstrating
continuity between her literary and political
commitments. Thus, The God of Small Things
not only exemplifies women’s writing of Indian
origin but also redefines the relationship between
literature and activism.

Comparative Insights: Other Women
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Writers

While Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small
Things is a landmark text that encapsulates the
interplay of gender, caste, and ecology, it is part
of a broader literary constellation shaped by other
Indian women writers who interrogate similar
themes in distinct ways. Writers like Kamala Das,
Anita Desai, Kiran Desai, and Chitra Banerjee
Divakaruni share with Roy the impulse to reclaim
silenced voices and challenge patriarchal norms,
but they employ different literary strategies
and thematic emphases. Examining their
works alongside Roy’s reveals the diversity and
richness of women’s writings of Indian origin
and underscores the continuities that bind them.

Kamala Das: The Body as Text

Kamala Das, often called the “mother of
modern Indian English poetry,” revolutionized
Indian literature with her unapologetic exploration
of female sexuality. Her autobiographical work
My Story (1976) shocked conservative readers by
narrating her experiences with love, marriage,
and desire in candid terms. Through poetry
and prose, Das reclaimed the female body as
a legitimate site of discourse, challenging the
cultural taboos that sought to silence women’s
sexual subjectivity.

Where Roy critiques the social structures that
punish female desire through Ammu’s tragic fate,
Das foregrounds female eroticism as a means
of asserting identity. Both writers insist on the
importance of female sexuality in the construction
of selfhood, but while Roy dramatizes the
catastrophic consequences of transgression, Das
transforms confession into resistance. Her work
resonates with feminist theories that view the
personal as political, and it paved the way for
later writers like Roy to explore themes of female
desire without apology.
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Anita Desai: Alienation and Ecology

Anita Desai’s fiction focuses on the inner
lives of women, often depicting psychological
alienation within middle-class Indian families.
Novels like Cry, the Peacock (1963) and Fire on
the Mountain (1977) portray women caught in
oppressive domestic environments that drive
them to despair or rebellion. Desai’s attention
to psychological detail aligns her with Western
modernists, yet her narratives are firmly rooted
in Indian social contexts.

Of particular interest is Desai’s sensitivity to
ecological settings. In Fire on the Mountain, the
protagonist Nanda Kaul withdraws to a house
in the Himalayas, where the natural landscape
mirrors her desire for solitude and escape from
patriarchal demands. Yet this retreat is unsettled
by the intrusion of family responsibilities and
social realities. Like Roy, Desai links the natural
environment with female experience, suggesting
that ecology and subjectivity are intertwined.
Her narratives anticipate ecofeminist concerns
by situating women’s struggles within broader
environmental contexts, though her approach is
more psychological than overtly political.

Kiran Desai: Globalization and
Dislocation

Kiran Desai, the Booker Prize-winning author
of The Inheritance of Loss (2006), represents a later
generation of women writers who grapple with
globalization, migration, and cultural dislocation.
Her novel explores the lives of characters
caught between India and the West, between
tradition and modernity, between belonging and
alienation. Sai, the young female protagonist,
navigates the complexities of love and identity
in a context shaped by colonial residues and
contemporary globalization.
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What connects Kiran Desai to Roy is the
shared concern with marginalized voices and
ecological vulnerability. In The Inheritance of Loss,
the Himalayan setting is threatened by political
unrest and environmental degradation, echoing
Roy’s depiction of Kerala’s polluted river and
disrupted landscape. Both writers expose how
global economic and political systems exacerbate
local inequalities, particularly for women and
marginalized groups. Yet Kiran Desai’s global
orientation reflects the diasporic condition of
many contemporary Indian women writers,
expanding the thematic scope beyond the
national to the transnational.

Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni: Myth,
Migration, and Feminist Revisions

Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s works, including
The Mistress of Spices (1997) and The Palace of
Hllusions (2008), combine myth, magic realism,
and migration narratives to foreground women’s
agency. In The Mistress of Spices, the protagonist
Tilo uses magical spices to aid immigrant women
in America who suffer from domestic abuse,
cultural alienation, and patriarchal violence.
Divakaruni thus links women’s struggles in
the diaspora to global patterns of gendered
oppression, highlighting resilience and solidarity.

Her feminist revision of the Mahabharata
in The Palace of Illusions retells the epic from the
perspective of Draupadi, giving voice to a woman
who has long been silenced in patriarchal myth-
making. This act of rewriting resonates strongly
with Roy’s commitment to privileging “small
things” and marginalized perspectives. Both
writers challenge canonical narratives—whether
religious epics or nationalist histories—by inserting
female voices that redefine collective memory.
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Conclusion

The exploration of women’s writings of
Indian origin reveals a literary tradition that is
both resistant and transformative. Beginning
with pioneers like Kamala Das, who shattered
taboos by writing openly about female sexuality,
and extending to contemporary voices like
Arundhati Roy, whose The God of Small Things
redefined the political and ecological possibilities
of fiction, Indian women writers have consistently
expanded the boundaries of literature. Their
works interrogate patriarchy, challenge caste
hierarchies, and expose the exploitative nexus of
capitalism and environmental destruction.

Arundhati Roy’s novel stands out as a
particularly powerful case study, not only for its
artistic brilliance but also for the way it embodies
the larger trajectory of women’s writing. By
privileging “small things,” Roy dramatizes
how individual lives, marginalized voices, and
ecological details carry political significance. Her
narrative exemplifies how women’s writing can
become an act of resistance—against patriarchal
silencing, caste oppression, and ecological
devastation.

Yet Roy is not alone. Writers such as
Anita Desai, Kiran Desai, and Chitra Banerjee
Divakaruni contribute equally valuable
perspectives, from psychological explorations
of alienation to feminist revisions of myth
and narratives of migration. Together, they
demonstrate that Indian women’s writing is not
a uniform category but a vibrant, multifaceted
body of work enriched by diversity of form,
theme, and cultural positioning.

At the same time, these writers share a
commitment to reclaiming voices erased by
dominant histories. Their works remind us that
literature is not merely a reflection of society but
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an active force that shapes consciousness and
inspires change. In highlighting marginalized
experiences, Indian women’s writings contribute
to global feminist discourses while remaining
deeply rooted in local contexts.

In conclusion, the women writers of Indian
origin examined here illustrate the extraordinary
power of literature to resist, remember, and
reimagine. By weaving together narratives of
desire, trauma, ecology, and displacement, they
offer a vision of writing as both survival and
resistance. Their works not only enrich Indian
literature but also make enduring contributions
to world literature, ensuring that the voices once
silenced are now impossible to ignore.
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