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You are not the sinners. You’re the sinned against, you were 
only children. You had no Control. You are the victims, not 
perpetrators. (Roy 95)

 This Paper attempts to represent children as an oppressed 
marginal category by exemplifying Arundhati Roy’s God of Small 
Things in subaltern perspectivism. It also emphasizes on the need of 
bringing in children into subaltern identity. A Booker winning novel 
God of Small Things serves as a platform to look at children through 
subaltern glass since the major events of the novel revolve around 
three children. A holistic understanding of the term ‘Subaltern’ 
would be helpful for the subject to be discussed further. 
 The term subaltern has denoted different group of people in 
different times. Day by day, the term includes different marginal 
communities into the fold. The term subaltern was first coined by 
Antonio Gramsci in his work on cultural hegemony. According to 
Gramsci, subaltern means the group of people excluded from the 
institutions of society who were denied their voice. It generalizes all 
the powerless subjects against the powerful state. Later the concept 
subaltern entered the postcolonial realm where the colonized are 
oppressed or subalterns against the colonizer-oppressor. In Marxist 
discourse the term was used as a variant for the word ‘proletariat’. 
In globalization arena subaltern means those who struggle against 
neoliberalism. At present, the term subaltern is inclusive of many 
marginal groups who are denied to voice their concerns such as 
women, Dalits, rural, tribal, immigrant workers and so on. So the 
term accommodates all sorts of fringe voices ignored by the society. 
This has been rightly put forth by Gramsci that subalterns are groups 
denied access to ‘hegemonic’ power. Admitting the contemporary 
utilization of the term children are considered to be of subaltern 
category. 
 All existing main stream disciplines have failed in airing the actual 
voices of children especially their voices against their oppressors of 
various kinds. Children’s literature is produced by adults to be read 
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by children which mostly teaches them morals through fables or stories. Cadden explains the same 
as, 

The analytical boundaries between child characters within adult literature and children’s 
literature or ill-defined and the genre of children’s literature itself is highly contested. (201)

 So there is a lack of space for the children to voice their problems along with other interrelated 
issues. Inclusion of children into subaltern category serves the above stated purpose. Treatment of 
children as subaltern is an emerging trend now in literature. 
 God of Small Things by Arundhati Roy portrays children as subalterns. Major part of the book 
illustrates Rahel’s childhood experience along with her twin brother Estha and cousin Sophie Mol. 
The story revolves around a family in the village Ayammenam in Kerala. Though there are many 
adult characters, the voice of the children has been highlighted in the novel. Rahel, as the child 
narrator voices about the physical and psychological abuses they are subjected to. The story centers 
on a Syrian orthodox Christian family. The matriarch of the family, Ammu’s mother Mammachi 
runs a small pickle factory. Ammu is the mother of the twins Rahel and Estha. Being the children 
of a single mother who is dependent on her family, the twins go through a difficult childhood. 
 For example, when the family visited Abilash Takies, a shopkeeper in the theatre who is called 
Orange-Lemon drink man sexually abuses Estha. Estha feels repulsive of his experience with 
Orange-Lemon drink man but is silent about the incident. Indifferent to her son’s fear, Ammu 
tells Estha to get sweets from the man who exploited him sexually. Ammu begins praising the 
shopkeeper, “sweet chap, that orange drink lemon drink fellow.” (55) In a momentary response, 
Rahel shows her resistance asking Ammu, “so why don’t you marry him then?” (55) When the 
adults fail to understand the real feelings of children, they just voice their frustration in a different 
way.
 Children’s psyche is entirely different from adults. What children think and express are not 
received correctly by the adults. Sophie advises the twins to abscond in order to gain the attention 
of the adults, “Sophie Mol had convinced the twins….that the absence of children, all children, 
would heighten the adult’s remorse.” (141) Children as weaker section (subaltern) always show 
passive resistance.
 One more advantage of subaltern identity to a marginal community is that the term offers 
an intersection of various problems interrelated to one another in the society. Theory of 
‘Intersectionality’ was introduced by Kimberle Crenshaw in 1989. Intersectionality is synthesis of all 
kinds of oppressions. According to Crenshaw, “Intersectionality lies in its recognition that multiple 
oppressions are not each suffered separately but rather as a single synthesized experience.”(par. 3) 
Intersectionality is used to analyze how oppressions work together in producing injustice.
 In this light subaltern identity serves to be an intersecting point for many oppressions such as 
racial, gender ,class ,caste and so on. All kinds of oppressions are interrelated since they are the 
products of the society. When all kinds of oppressions are discussed or many oppressed voices 
mingle in the same platform, more effective solutions to the problems can be achieved. Taking into 
consideration the recurring offences against children, children’s voice against their oppressors must 
be analyzed in association with other societal oppressions that constitute the concept subaltern.
 Arundhati Roy’s God of Small Things has recorded a collective voice of many marginal groups 
such as caste, class, gender, race and more importantly juvenile subaltern voice. It is noteworthy 
that all this intersecting subaltern voices are not offensive but defensive. 
 Generally fringe voices don’t avail the means of violence. Instead they only show there 
resistance to oppression. Marginal or infringe groups are not able to match up the mighty main 
stream in physical and material means. So they can only voice their emotions, trauma and struggle 
no matter if they overcome them. Earlier the weaker sections opted for rebellious or offensive ways 



29

SHANLAX
International Journal of English

http://www.shanlaxjournals.in

for recording their voices. It can be evident in Marxist discourse and other rebellious narratives of 
literature that represented fringe voices earlier. But now especially in post-colonial scenario, the 
trend of representation of such voices shifted to rather being defensive then offensive.
 Resistance is natural to all creatures. When an animal is slaughtered it is not being passive 
but it resists even if it dies at the end. When it is the practical reality that an oppressed is not able 
to conquer the mighty oppressor, the narratives just represents the reality as it is. Comparing to 
subaltern adults children are too feeble to oppose or fight their oppressors. So they only air their 
resistant voices. In God of Small Things the children who are ignored by their family decide to 
flee home to show their resistance. When Ammu tells the twins, “I should have dumped you in an 
orphanage the day you were born. You are millstones round my neck!” they didn’t talk back or 
were not rebellious but they exercise their resistance, weapon of the weak. Estha says, “What if 
Ammu finds us and begs us to come back…then we will. But only if she begs.” They acknowledge 
that this escape from home would turn the attention of adults towards them and so they would be 
loved in return for their absence. 
 All subaltern voices aim to be listened to by their mainstream counter parts. Even if the voice 
is unheard the marginal community is left with the satisfaction of voicing their struggle. So in 
subaltern narratives, mere voicing the thoughts gains significance than getting the wishes fulfilled.
 The twins in God of Small Things constantly voice how they have been discriminated inside the 
family. Being the children of an outcast mother, they are not recognized as the rightful heirs of the 
family. Sophie Mol, though the new arrival to the family, she is celebrated as a rightful daughter 
and grandchild. Rahel initially shows her jealous towards Sophie but later she becomes friends 
with her as what children do gradually. Estha’s silence after the abuse of Margret Kochamma 
following Sophie Mol’s death is a symbolic voice of resistance.
 Thus, children must be given space to express their actual emotions.Unlike children’s literature, 
treatment of children as subaltern in literary and political narratives opens up new perspectives and 
paves for the opportunities to get their voice aired. And with subaltern identity, children’s voice 
is accommodated in the intersection of oppressions and so seeks easy attention of the mainstream. 
Their voice of resistance captured in literary narratives gives thoughts to the adult society to think 
of it in different dimensions. Therefore with increasing incidents of exploitation of children in day 
to day life, categorizing children as subaltern is a need of the hour.
 “Children will do as they are told” (154)
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