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Challenging the Love Laws in The God of Small Things 

 Postcolonial India is rife with restrictions for their citizens. Their ancient caste system 

separates citizens into touchables and untouchables.  The customs of this rigid system determine 

how people can interact, and even who to touch and who to love. Within postcolonial society 

there are cracks where the imposing system has weaknesses. Within those cracks, love grows. 

Like weeds through man-made pavement, sublime, destined, uncontrollable love happens. 

 Arundhati Roy’s novel The God of Small Things, challenges the love laws imposed by 

postcolonial India’s caste system. “The era was characterized by disorder and breaches of Love 

Laws: ‘They tampered with the laws that lay down who should be loved and how’” (Karttunen 

435). The caste system of India included “social exclusion, power and its exercise in society to 

engineer and control the marginality of outcasts and its maintenance: issues of control of 

mobility, dressing, language, education, customs and even religion and worship in addition to the 

more egalitarian practices and possibilities of inter-marriage, inter dining and egalitarian social 

interaction” (Sekhar 3448). Roy shows us sublime destined love in two forms, and in turn, 

challenges these strict love laws.  

 Roy’s two examples of love that challenge the love laws are the love affair between 

Ammu and Velutha and the sublime bond between Rahel and Estha. Ammu is a woman from a 
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wealthy family who falls in love with Velutha, an untouchable man. Rahel and Estha are female 

and male fraternal twins who share an inevitable and sublime reunion. Rahel and Estha’s 

connection “might seem to present a vision of incest, in which the sexual bond between sister 

and brother - paralleled to the bond between Ammu and Velutha - shows the possibilities for 

breaking the “love laws” as  useful rebellion against a repressive state” (Eldred 61).  

 The various acts of breaking the love laws in the novel are not just expressions of true 

love, but a rebellion against the oppressive caste system of India. “The novel’s “Love Laws” are 

the grammar structuring the interpenetration of global and local power, the regulations governing 

capitalist distribution, caste, and women” (Thormann 2). Ammu attempts to break the barriers 

created by the love laws as she acts on her love for Velutha. “Ammu’s refusal of the laws of caste 

and the restrictions on women is an ethical act that refuses to betray desire” (Thormann 7).  

 With Ammu and Velutha’s love “the buried ashes of caste oppression and history of 

reform struggles are subtly invoked and the fundamental unjust dichotomy of touchable and 

untouchable human beings is introduced into the fictional narrative from this moment 

onwards” (Sekher 3445). Ammu and Velutha’s love challenges a history of oppression by the 

caste system in India. It also bring up “the purity pollution core of caste psyche” (Sekher 

3446)with the oppressive attitudes some of the touchables display toward the untouchables. 

 “Feminine jouissance pulsing through Ammu threatens to explode the love laws 

governing women’s desire” (Thormann 7). Ammu refuses to succumb to the pressure from her 

culture and her family and deny her desire and love for Velutha. There is no rational reason for 
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Ammu not to love Velutha, a pure and beautiful being. “As she watched him she understood the 

quality of his beauty. How his labor had shaped him...given him his supple grace...(Roy 316). 

Velutha is a graceful, loving person. The only barrier preventing Ammu and Velutha from being 

together is the prejudices instilled against untouchables by the caste system.  

  “As she chooses to love Velutha, she rejects the paternal law governing the regulation of 

women and at the same time breaks the rigidity of caste stratification” (Thormann 7). Ammu 

struggles against the oppression she feels from her family and society, dictating her future and 

her opportunities because she is a divorced woman. “Ammu rebels against the association of 

lineage with identity as she contemplates walking down to the river to find Velutha...She shrugs 

off the disapproving gaze of her illustrious ancestors in pursuit of her desire and forces a gap in 

history” (Eldred 72). Instead of accepting her oppression and watching her youth disappear, she 

chooses Velutha and feels alive again. “Her own politics are embedded in her ‘rage’ against the 

various circumstances of her life, and it is through this sense of a shared raging that she finds it 

possible to desire the Untouchable Velutha...to touch the Untouchable” (Bose 6).  

  The sexual encounter between Velutha and Ammu “is both an escape from the traumatic 

events to come and the precipitating event. Yet the encounter itself is a beautiful one for the 

characters, fragile yet intimate, dangerous but satisfying in ways not seen in the rest of the work. 

It represents, in fact, the only moment in the novel of gentleness or understanding between two 

adults” (Outka 15). Contrary to the hateful prejudice inflicted on the untouchables - they are even 

criticized by some as having a particular unpleasant smell - Ammu and Velutha’s union is  
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beautiful. This sexual act, this conscious decision, implicates love and politics and is a challenge 

to rigid postcolonial society. “Ammu’s attraction to Velutha embraces his politics, and that there 

is a persuasive critical history of the “inherent politics’ of desire” (Outka 15).  

 Roy’s intent was not to show Ammu and Velutha’s love as wrong or negative. With 

Ammu and Velutha’s encounger, Roy means to give the reader “a novelistic warning not to see 

this sexual encounter as innately destrictive. It is mutual. It is pleasurable. It depicts kindness and 

communication” (Outka 16). But unfortunately, it is not seen this way by the rest of society as “it 

becomes subject to the definitions enforced by the family, by the police, and by the society, all 

forces that bring a range of historical prejudices to bear on the meeting to condemn it” (Outka 

16). 

  There is talk of the inevitable cracks that happen in postcolonial society, the things that 

are destined to be, and the breaking of the Love Laws is one of them. Roy conveys the 

inevitability of these events in postcolonial society: “It can be argued that it actually began 

thousands of years ago. Long before the Marxists came. Before the British took Malabar, before 

the Dutch Ascendency, before Vasco da Gama arrived, before Zamorin’s conquest of Calicut. 

Before three found floating in the sea, with coiled sea serpents riding on their chests and oysters 

knotted in their tangled beards. It could be argued that it began long before Christianity arrived in 

a boat and seeped into Kerala like tea from a teabag. That is really began in the days when the 

Love Laws were made. The laws that lay down who should be loved, and how. And how 

much” (Roy 33). 
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 Instead of controlling the uncontrollable, the ingrained beliefs and efforts in the caste 

systems create cracks in the system which allow for change, or in the least, efforts toward 

change. “If Madness is erotic desire, its slinking in through a chink in (Touchable-Untouchable, 

gendered), History is no momentary aberration. Even if it takes only a moment, these chinks 

abound in History and they are the sources of alternative revolutions” (Bose 7). Roy shows us 

what happens within these cracks. She makes us rethink the love laws and examine what they 

mean in postcolonial society and how they may echo in our own society.  

  “Intimacy  and the erotic feature prominently in Roy’s depictions of a variety of political 

projects, including resistance to the legacies of British colonialism and struggles for legal and 

social equality...Roy actually raises the stakes of these projects by demonstrating their profound 

personal, as well as political, significance. By suggesting that her characters’ problems stem from 

the breaking of “the Love Laws” - a phrase that in itself represents the intersection of the 

intimate and the juridicial - Roy points to the personal as a stage on which politicized forms of 

violence can be both carried out and, perhaps, resisted” (Freed 224). Seeing how Roy’s various 

characters view, uphold and challenge the love laws, the reader forms their own judgements. 

Where do these judgements come from? Roy prompts us to challenge these judgements and help 

us see these perhaps otherwise unacceptable loves as being wonderful and natural. 

 Roy brings us, as the readers, into these little private worlds of love. She helps us 

understand and feel them as if we are experiencing them directly, not outsiders looking in, 

judging, as the other characters are doing. As outsiders, these characters are prevented from 
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understanding because of their own, strict, solid judgements and personal issues. Baby 

Kochamma, Ammu’s aunt, is so steeped in her own bitterness, resentment and jealousy that she 

can form no understanding of Ammu and Velutha’s love.  

 Fueled by her celibacy and ridiculous devotion to her unrequited love for Father 

Mulligan, Baby Kochamma justifies her participation in the persecution of Ammu and Velutha. 

In her mind, only her kind of love is good love. “The Love Laws operate to shape the signifiers 

of the discourse of the Other and thereby give the conditions for subject formation in the novel, 

but at the same time, because they are inseparable from power relations, the laws that form  and 

structure desire privilege particular identities and desires while excluding or disenfranchising 

other possibilities” (Thormann 2). In this way, Baby Kochamma uses the love laws to dictate 

who deserves love.  

 Baby Kochamma has lusted after Father Mulligan for years. She converted to Christianity 

to be near him. She is consumed with him and even loves him even after his death. “She 

possessed him in death in a way that she never had while he was alive...In her memory of him, 

he embraced her. Just her. In the way a man embraces a woman. Once he was dead, Baby 

Kochamma...re-converted him into the high-stepping camel that came to lunch on 

Thursdays” (Roy 282).  In her self-righteous celibacy, she imposes her selfish judgements and 

bitterness and blocks others’ from happiness and love. She hurts and destroys others in attempts 

to make right their wrongs in her mind. She imposes ideas of who they should love and touch or 

not, upholding the ideas of the love laws.  
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 Ammu’s other family members impose their own hypocritical judgements and control 

over her and Velutha. Mammachi, the matriarch of the family, who previous accepted Velutha as 

a valued friend of the family but within the rules of how an untouchable was to be treated, is 

overpowered by her prejudices when she finds out her daughter and Velutha have been together. 

Chacko, Ammu’s brother, reinforces the hatred and vengeance of Mammachi and Baby 

Kochamma as he kicks Ammu out of the house, forcing her to leave her children. There is a 

double standard here that needs to be examined, a direct example of patrilineal postcolonial 

society. Ammu is shamed, locked in her room, and finally banished from the family household as 

punishment for her love for Velutha, while Chacko’s sexual endeavors are accepted, even catered 

to. 

 As a man, it’s acceptable for Chacko to interact with and actually have recreational sex 

with untouchable women. “See the sheer power of patriarchal world view in operation within the 

caste psyche. It is against the woman who is chained as per the love laws. The man has in 

instinctual, legitimate needs! The question of honor of a caste/community is again limited and 

ascribed to the female sexuality and more precisely her body. When Chacko has illicit relations 

with untouchable women it is natural, but a similar relationship between an untouchable man and 

touchable Christian woman is taboo and deadly dangerous” (Sekher 3447).  

 Mammachi overlooked Chacko’s behavior saying, “He can’t help having a Man’s 

Needs,” (Roy 160). She had a separate entrance build on the house for Chacko’s women to exit 

discretely, “so that the objects of his “Needs” wouldn’t have to go traipsing through the 
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house” (Roy 160). “They only worried about Naxalites, who had been known to force men from 

Good Families to marry servant girls whom they had made pregnant” (Roy 160).  

 Mammachi slipped these women money, payment them for fulfilling her son’s manly 

needs. In contrast Mammachi slaps Velutha and banishes him from the home, like an animal, 

even though his actions were out of pure love, not dirty sexual desires, for her daughter. 

“Mammachi...sets these events in motion when she learns of Ammu’s affair with Velutha. Her 

ingrained prejudice against untouchables raises the stakes of Velutha’s transgression, and her 

tolerance of her son Chacko’s dalliances with local women fuels her disgust at Ammu for 

“defil[ing] generations of breeding” (Freed 226). Mammachi and Baby Kochammi set off the 

series of events that eventually kill Velutha and destroy Ammu.  

 For some, their prejudices overpower love, for other’s their love challenges the love laws 

of the caste system. “The God of Small Things delineates a politics of desire that is vitally linked 

to the politics of voice” (Bose 9). Being an untouchable means being a subaltern, defined by 

Gayatri Chakrovaority Spivak as “the ‘true’ subaltern group, whose identity is its difference, 

there is no unrepresentable subaltern subject that can know and speak itself” (Spivak 27). There 

is no voice; there is no way to speak out for Velutha as well as Ammu.  

 Velutha, the untouchable, can not speak and Ammu, as a woman, can not be heard. 

“Within the effaced itinerary of the subaltern subject, the track of sexual difference is doubly 

effected. The question is not of female participation in insurgency, or the ground rules of the 

sexual division of labor, for both of which there is ‘evidence.’ It is, rather, that, both as object of 
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colonialist historiography and as subject of insurgency, the ideological construction of gender 

keeps the male dominant. If, in the context of colonial production, the subaltern has no history 

and cannot speak, the subaltern as female is even more deeply in shadow” (28 Spivak). Velutha 

and Ammu, both subalterns in their own way, can not speak out against the oppression of the 

love laws and therefore, have no power to change them.  

 Indian society enforces these love laws, with their postcolonial controlling presence over 

the people. The Police, as touchables, come to punish Velutha’s interaction with a touchable, 

upperclass woman. They beat him up severely and he eventually dies. “The God of Small Things 

has been read (erroneously) as an apolitical story of illicit love. By pointing to the conceptual 

backcloth or cultural frame of reference against which individual utterances can be understood, 

negatives urge the reader to go beyond the boundaries of the individual test. Rather than drawing 

attention to the fate of one particular untouchable, the disnarrated brings into focus all those 

other untouchables who have suffered at the hands of the police. Instances of the disnarrated 

encourage us to read metonymically rather thank metaphorically, to look for signs of the 

(postcolonial) context in the literary text” (Krattunen 439). Roy shows the political implications 

of the love laws and how they effect all subalterns through Velutha.  

 The second example of broken love laws in The God of Small Things is beautifully 

displayed in the close bond between Rahel and Estha. As brother and sister, “two-egg twins” 

with their shared childhood traumas, they inhabit a close, private sublime world - one soul in two 

bodies. They are Ammu’s children. “Perhaps...Estha and she were the worst transgressors...They 
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all broke the rules. They all crossed forbidden territory. They all tampered 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” (Roy 

31). Despite breaking love laws in an incestuous act, Roy helps the reader understand and accept 

their closeness, their one-ness, so their union seems as just a natural extension of it all. “The 

twin’s ‘single, Siamese soul,” for the two-egg twins Rahel and Estha share remarkable 

similarities; they participate in each other’s dreams and nightmares, they finish each other’s 

sentences, and finally commit incest together. Caught between the demands that family and 

history place on identity, the two depend on each other for comfort and relief, a moment of 

choice and identification, and affirmation of their oneness, their desires, and their potential 

strength” (Eldred 71).  

 Roy is able to convey a close, loving and healing bond between Estha and Rahel within 

their union. “This conclusion depicts a transgressive sexual encounter between the twins and 

embodies, literally, the violent temporal hybridity arising from the earlier traumas” (Outka 14). 

The twins’ childhood experiences and remarkable closeness make their sexual union seem 

natural, at least for them. “The sexual meeting is in part a return to the womb, where, as the 

narrator notes, the twins had ‘known each other before Life began’ (310); this earlier moment 

unites with the present one and then blends and shifts into infant recollections...The incest itself - 

with its troubled blend of siblings and lovers - becomes a further sign of disrupted 

identity” (Outka 14).  
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 Even though the incest between Estha and Rahel breaks the love laws and defies what 

many people define as right and natural, “crossing into forbidden eros, fed by their traumatic 

past” (Outka 14), Roy constructs Estha and Rahel as if they are two halves of one whole, 

destined to be reunited. “The scene offers a twisted, traumatic recovery, recovery in the sense of 

return, a relentless replay of previous moments and times without any expectation that these 

might be left behind or escaped. The twins do, in part reconnect with each other after twenty-

three years, but as the narrator notes, ‘what they shared that night was not happiness, but hideous 

grief’ (311)” (Outka 14). Although their sexual act is prompted by grief, it is not obscene. It is 

comforting, natural, and loving. 

 It would be extremely difficult to convince the rest of the characters in The God of Small 

Things that Estha and Rahel’s actions were natural for them and not a complete breach of the 

love laws. But if we, as readers, privately let go of these definitions in this one spectacular case, 

as Roy helps us do, we can see how loving and beautiful this occurrence really is. “They seem to 

share an identity; can their final incest not be seen as a powerful expression of that one-ness, as a 

moment of inevitable completion?” (Eldred 575).  

 “When Rahel returns to find Estha again living in the family home, incest is the only 

opening for their desire, a radical refusal of difference and time and a nostalgic return to their 

connection to love, childhood, and the mother before the devastating effects of perverse law. 

Incest is the violation of the basis of social exchange, of generational succession in time, and 

hence of history, but here it is represented to be fidelity to a betrayed desire. the incest of the 
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novel is then a radical challenge to Law, because it challenges the very possibility of social 

being” (Thormann 6). Not only does their sexual union signal a return to wholeness for them, but 

it also becomes a refusal of the devastating effects they’ve endured from their upbringing and a 

desire to undo the wrongs against them. It is a silent and private act that unites them and cuts off 

the rest of the family. It is also the fulfillment of their promise to their mother to always love 

each other.  

 Unlike Ammu and Velutha, Rahel and Estha’s union goes unnoticed. “There’s no 

spectacle, no one notices. Baby, within the house, remains unaware of their actions. They 

become a ‘pair of actors trapped in a recondite play with no hint of plot or narrative. Stumbling 

through their parts, nursing someone else’s sorrow. Grieving someone else’s grief’ (182) (Eldred 

76). Estha and Rahel’s love is not romantic, like Ammu and Velutha. “Estha and Rahel’s fraternal 

love does not seem tinged with passion; it rather evokes their nostalgia for the golden age: ‘They 

had known each other before Life began’ (327); it evokes their pre-lapsarian dream as well: ‘If 

they slept there, she and Estha, curled together like fetuses in a shallow steel womb’ (188) 

(Celerier-Vitasse 76).  

 Estha and Rahel seem to be a mirror image of each other.  They seem to switch female/

male roles and in doing so, complement each other - “the bisexual twin couple” (Celerier-Vitasse 

76). It’s as if they were meant to fit together all along but were separated at birth by family and 

society. “In this case, incest seems only to be the desire of reintegration, of being one and the 

same person since they seem to have a common identity...the reunion of the twins is of 
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paramount importance, on the brink of the supernatural, a single soul in a double 

body” (Celerier-Vitasse 78).  

 It’s hard to deny their extraordinary bond and not see something spiritual or destined in 

Estha and Rahel. “Their final embrace conjures up the image of the Mithuna, the image of a 

couple clasped in a fond embrace, a very recurrent theme in Hindu painting and sculpture which 

perhaps symbolizes the close union of the individual soul, jiva, with the Deity, atman, the 

Mithuna being the male-female symbol” (Celerier-Vitasse 79). With her imagery, Roy is able 

help the reader experience Estha and Rahel’s closeness first-hand and so it seems natural.  

 With these sexual transgressions between Ammu and Velutha and Estha and Rahel, Roy 

shows “readers, if not the characters, another possibility, a way that time might blend differently 

and then unfold, suggesting that the proscriptive Love Laws were not natural, that the traumas to 

come were not inevitable but only one possible iteration - and thus might have been 

prevented” (Outka 16). Roy helps the reader see and challenge the love laws that were so 

destructive in postcolonial India.  
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