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ABSTRACT  

Human rights have become an important issue in the contemporary world. The growing power of capitalist forces 

has stifled the voice of ordinary people in 21st century. In a world which is being threatened by rising cases of domestic 

violence and dowry deaths, racism, casteism, oppression, exploitation, poverty, subjugation of women, appalling number 

of child laborers, torture and genocide, the issue of Human rights has become a major concern of activists. There are 

thousand human rights violation cases in India which need to be raised at National and International level. Literature 

always acts as a great promoter of human rights. Arundhati Roy, the 1997 Booker prize winner and a prominent                   

Indo-Anglian novelist, has forcefully raised the issue of human rights in her fictional and non-fictional writings. She has 

proved herself a great promoter of individual freedom and champion of this cause. The present paper purports to study 

Arundhati Roy’s debut novel The God of Small Things (1997) and her famous political essay Walking with the Comrades 

(2010) to explore human rights violation in the cases of women and children. Ms. Roy fiercely denounces the denial of 

basic rights of individuals and blatant violation of human rights by state power and the new capitalist forces. As a global 

citizen she has always advocated for a strong global campaign for the protection of human rights. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Democracy, development and respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms are  

interdependent and mutually reinforcing. 

-Vienna World Conference on Human Rights 1993 

Human rights have been well recognized by many world organizations as a legal binding principle for different 

countries. World organizations like United Nations, World Health Organization, UNICEF etc. stipulate on their member 

states to recognize these rights of human beings. The Universal Declaration of Human rights and other human rights 

treaties like the Convention on the Rights of the Child and the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 

Discrimination against Women have strongly advocated for these rights. Besides these, several national bodies like the 

National Human rights commission, civil societies, democratically elected institutes like Parliament and State Assemblies, 

professional institutes and media are also working towards safeguarding basic human rights. 

It is observed that women have been deprived from their basic rights whereas men enjoy those rights without any 

hindrance in different societies across the world. Women are mostly subjected to harassment, taunts, sexual abuses and 

rape, physical aggression, economic and emotional threats and molestation. Human rights violation is increasing in Indian 
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society in spite of the enactment of several laws. Most of this violence on women remains unreported. The human rights of 

women and children are inseparable, indivisible and integral part of human rights. The process of socialization of 

Individuals in Indian society makes the male dominating and the female quite submissive. Both are taught to behave 

according to this norm from very childhood. Thus a girl child in Indian society grows up with a sense of vulnerability. 

According Margaret Schuler there are four types of gender violence: (a) Overt physical abuse (battering sexual assault, at 

home and in the work place. (b) Psychological abuse (confinement, forced marriage. (c) Deprivation of resources for 

physical and psychological well being (health/nutrition, education, means of livelihood. (d) Commodification of women 

(trafficking, prostitution. (Qtd. by Saravana) 

Literature is a rich source of representation of human rights issues. Indian English literature has many writers like 

Mulkraj Anand, Kamala Markandaya, Anita Desai, Mahasweta Devi and Arundhati Roy, who have focused on the literary 

representation of violation of human rights of dalits and women in their novels. Keeping the above issues in mind the 

present paper purports to study Arundhati Roy’s novel The God of Small Things (1997) and her non-fictional essay 

Walking with the comrades (2010). I shall analyze them in some details, often with extensive quotations, to bring out the 

major human rights issues that need attention in the present days. Arundhati Roy is often considered an activist writer. It is 

very sad to see that Roy’s debut novel got extensive media coverage in India not for the issues she focused in her novel but 

for the huge amount of money that it fetched for the writer. In the glittering world of media the major issues of the novel 

were barely highlighted. 

India witnesses blatant violation of human rights every day in many forms. This violation is more severe in the 

case of woman and children. It includes attack on woman and children both outside and inside their circle, denial of social 

and political rights to them, targeting them on the ground of gender, caste and religion. It is more surprising when we see 

that the state itself or its agents play a major role in some cases in the process of this violation. Arundhati Roy (b.1961) is a 

famous Indian English novelist whose one and only novel fetched her great name and fame along with the coveted Booker 

award in 1997. She is superb both in fictional and nonfictional writings whose non-fictional essays have popularized her as 

a strong activist who raises voice against various issues like nuclear armament, war, neo-imperialism and blatant violation 

of human rights. She has strongly campaigned and extended her support to movements like Narmada Bachao Andholan, 

India’s nuclear weaponization, USA military action in Afghanistan and many other civil rights movements. Roy believes 

that both her fiction and non-fiction raise certain issues with a particular socio-political point of view. In spite of being 

charged for her activist writings, she has never remained silent. Rather she has become more vocal in her condemnation of 

human rights violation in different forms and worked as a voice for voiceless. She believes “fiction dances out” of her and 

“non-fiction is wrenched out by the aching, broken world”.  

The debut novel of Arundhati Roy has been translated to twenty one languages and the wealth of issues raised in 

the book made it a modern classic. It primarily tries to focus on the subject of violence against women vis-à-vis gender 

issues in the society. It raises some of the burning problems related to gender issues and the existing laws and rights of 

women. On reading the novel, one will definitely sympathize with almost all the female characters who are victims to some 

or other factors. It is a narration of the suffering of women seen through the eyes of a woman. Here we observe the account 

of unhappiness, humiliation and brutal treatment of Ammu, Mammachi, Baby Kochamma and Rahel. Over the last two 

decades, violence against woman has increased manifold. They are facing both physical and psychological violence and 

this novel is a testimony to this kind of suffering of women. The brilliant narration of Ammu’s struggle against the male 
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dominated society makes the main story of the book. She is the female protagonist of this tale. In her childhood Ammu 

witnessed her father Benaan John Ipe’s (Pappachi) merciless and violent temper. As a child this had a traumatic effect on 

her mind. Arundhati Roy recalls those days of Ammu in her novel in the following way. 

In her growing years, Ammu had watched her father weave a hideous web. He  

was charming and urbane with visitors, and stopped short of fawning on them if 

 they happened to be white. He donated money to orphanages and leprosy clinics.  

He worked hard on his public profile as a sophisticated, generous, moral man.  

But alone with his wife and children he turned into a monstrous, suspicious  

bully, with a streak of vicious cunning. They were beaten, humiliated and then 

 made to suffer the envy of friends and relations for having such a wonderful  

husband and father (180-181) 

His beast like behavior did not stop there. Ammu and her mother had often been driven out of their house in cold 

winter nights. After beating and driving his daughter and wife, Pappachi would not content having beaten his wife and 

daughter (Chacko was away at school),tore down curtains, kicked furniture and smashed a table lamp.(Roy,181) On one 

such night, when Ammu re-entered the house to rescue her new gumboots from the rage of his father, 

…..he caught her, he didn’t say a word. He flogged her with his ivory-handled  

riding crop (the one that he had held across his lap in his studio photograph).  

Ammu didn’t cry. When he finished beating her he made her bring him  

Mammachi’s pinking shears from her sewing cupboard. While Ammu watched, 

 the imperial Entomologist shred her new gumboots with her mother’s ping  

shears.(Roy,181) 

The International law on human rights always consider this a criminal offence and a violation of human rights. 

The Council of Europe’s European Court of Human Rights recognized domestic violence a gender based crime. Deputy 

Secretary General Maud de Boer-Buquicchio of Council of Europe reiterated that violence against women and children is 

not a private matter during the Conference of European Ministers of Justice in 2009.Other members agreed that this type of 

violence is a serious human rights violation. (Press release - Council of Europe) 

Ammu as a girl child was deprived of education where as her brother Chacko was sent to Oxford for higher 

studies. Her study came to an abrupt end with father’s retirement from his job. She was treated as a burden as a female.               

In fact her father considered a girl’s education an unnecessary expense. This is a typical male dominated chauvinistic 

attitude of Indian society towards woman education. This is prevalent in many parts of India and many girls are school 

dropouts before reaching their tenth class. This issue is a serious human rights violation who don’t get equal chance like 

the boys to study and grow. Women and girls are often relegated to our private sphere of home and family. Thus many 

atrocities that they face remain inside the four walls and they are not reported. The case of Ammu and her mother is a 
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burning example. Abuses done in the name of honour of the family are hidden inside this private sphere and nobody is 

accountable for this. Women suffer silently as many consider it’s a part of their life. Even other women in the family don’t 

take it seriously. 

Ammu married a young Bengali who was working in a tea estate in Assam. When she came to stay with her 

husband she became the easy target of the lustful male gaze of many men for her beauty. Her husband, turned out to be a 

severe alcoholic person and he offered Ammu to prostitute with his manager to protect his job. He even attacked his 

children Estha and Rahel. Ultimately Ammu decided to leave him and came back as a divorced woman to Ayemenem with 

her children. But she was not welcome in her parental house. Within the first few months of her return to her parents house, 

Ammu quickly learned to recognize and despise the ugly face of sympathy. (45) Even her mother Mammachi and her aunt 

Baby Kochamma didn’t treat her well. Another prominent issue that emerges here is the right of a woman on her parents’ 

property. Ammu’s brother, an Oxford educated person, never recognized her sister’s right on their parents’ property.               

He claimed everything in the Ayemenem house as his own. He used to say, What’s yours is mine, and what’s mine is also 

mine. (Roy, 57) Even he pushed his mother Mammachi to be a sleeping partner of Paradise Pickles and Preserves 

business, when he returned from England. In fact, Mammachi was the person who set up this business and popularized it in 

that area. So, we observe that women are deprived from their basic rights which is contrary to basic human rights.The basic 

human rights consider women equal before law and they should have freedom of expression and freedom from exploitation 

and torture. They must have equality under the law at home. The United Nations-sponsored women's conferences in 

Mexico City (1975) Copenhagen (1980) and Nairobi (1985) discussed these issues so that it would solve these kind of 

problems happening across the globe. In case of Ammu, her decision of marriage to a Bengali man and later her love 

relation with Velutha is taken as a violation of social norm and a shame for her family. Her falling in love with Velutha,            

a paraban, was considered as a sin. It was unimaginable for the orthodox society to accept it, as Ammu was a divorcee and 

Velutha was an untouchable. It is not only the individuals who are instrumental in the violation of human rights but the 

state machinery is also responsible for this. In The God of Small Things Ammu is a victim to the misuse of power by the 

police department. Velutha, the lover of Ammu, became an easy target of because of this. He was arrested for the death of 

Sophie Moll, Chacko’s daughter. This was clearly a fabricated case against him. Ammu was locked up in a room in the 

Ayemenem house. Keeping an individual against her will is a complete violation of her human rights which is reflected in 

the novel. After this when she went to free Velutha, the Kottayam police insulted her and called Ammu a Veshya                       

(a prostitute).The police, which safeguards our human rights, used foul language and touched her private parts. 

Inspector Thomas Mathew came around his desk and approached Ammu with baton. 

‘If I were you,’ he said, ‘I’d go home quietly.’ Then he tapped her breasts  

with his baton. Gently. Tap, tap. As though he was choosing mangoes from a basket.  

Pointing out the ones that he wanted packed and delivered. Inspector Thomas  

Mathew seemed to know whom he could pick on and whom he couldn’t.  

Policemen have that instinct. 

Behind him a red and blue board said: 

Politeness 



Human Rights, Women and Children: A Study of Arundhati Roy’s Selected Writings                                                                                                                                                             5 

 
www.tjprc.org                                                                                                                                                editor@tjprc.org 

Obedience 

Loyality 

Intelligence 

Courtesy 

Efficiency (Roy,8) 

294 of Indian Penal Code says “whoever, to the annoyance of others (a) does any obscene act in any public place, 

or (b) sings, recites or utters any obscene song, ballads or words in or near any public place shall be punished with 

imprisonment of either description for a term which may extend to three months, or with fine, or with both.” Police 

Inspector Thomas Mathew completely qualifies to be punished under this for his act. But it is quite known in our country 

that these acts are hardly used for the police personnel who themselves violate it in the name of questioning or 

interrogation. Velutha was brutally beaten in the lock up and finally, he died. Here the observation of Stevi Jackson and 

Jackie Jones is quiet apt to quote: 

We continue to live in a world where large scale inequalities still have a  

profound impact on women’s lives and the ways in which social structures are 

 both constraining and enabling cannot be ignored.(17) 

After Velutha’s death Ammu was both physically and emotionally exhausted. By loving a dalit, she broke the 

love-laws. Now she became a potential danger for the family according to Baby Kochamma and Ammu’s mood was 

considered as reckless rage of a suicide bomber. Thus Chacko compelled her to leave the house accusing that she had 

defiled herself and family tradition by loving a paravan. Ironically, Chacko had fulfilled his carnal desire with many 

working women in the factory but he was pure. Finally Ammu died in a lonely room in Bharat lodge in Alleppey unnoticed 

and uncared. Even the church refused to bury her, so Chacko had to hire a van to transport her body to an electric 

crematorium. Thus Ammu did not even receive a decent treatment after her death. She was humiliated, insulted and 

tortured both physically and psychologically throughout her life and it continued even after her death. 

The above story of Ammu reminds us the clear threats of various conservative scocio-religious forces towards the 

human rights of women in our society. Though many women like Ammu want to fight for the realization of their basic 

human rights they are defeated by some or other ultra-conservative society. Even progressive intellectuals like Comrade 

Pillai, Chacko don’t want to go against this system. They rather support to suppress the fight of a woman. In spite of 

various international treaties under the banner of United Nations Organization, women don’t get enough support in many 

parts of the world.  

Estha and Rahel as children were abused by others. Estha was even sexually abused by one man in Abhilash 

Talkies. As a child he was so much terrified that he could not tell this to anyone. Nobody considered both of them as 

children but some type of sinners in the world. After Ammu’s death Estha was sent to Baba and Rahel was shifted to a 

boarding school. Rahel led a life without any love and sympathy. She moved from school to school on trivial reasons. 

Being a girl, she was subjected to various restrictions. The trauma of her childhood compelled her to take more time to 

finish her degree and get married. Ultimately she married Larry Mcsalin and they moved to America. Here also, she could 

lead a normal life. The dark memories of her life haunted her and she came back as a divorced woman to Ayemenem. 
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Similary Estha also suffered without any parental guidance in his life. The novel raises many human rights issues like 

physical, psychological and sexual exploitation of children, the marginalization and victimization of women etc. These 

issues raised through the narration of this story clearly demand justice for women and children. The physical and sexual 

assault on Ammu and the subsequent psychological depression that led her to die a miserable death in a small dingy 

lodging room clearly tells us about the blatant violation of individual rights (in other words human rights) of a person.   

The second work is a non-fictional essay titled Walking with Comrades which was published in March 2010 in the 

Outlook magazine. In this essay Arundhati Roy narrates her experience with the Maoists when she stayed with them in 

their camps spread over the Bastar region of Chhattisgarh as some kind of visiting writer-activist. Though some people 

called this essay very controversial, it raised many serious human rights issues that should be answered both by the Govt. 

machinery and the fighting Maoists people and their sympathizers. The writer calls Dantewada, ‘the epicenter of this war’ 

and ‘an oxymoron’.  

Women who have been raped are in police custody. The rapists give speeches in  

the bazaar……Children who ought to be in school run wild. In the lovely forest  

villages, the concrete school buildings have either been blown up and lie in a  

heap, or they are full of policemen. The deadly war that is unfolding in the  

jungle is a war that the Government of India is both proud and shy of. (Roy, 26) 

Roy tells about a young boy named Mangtu in her essay who comes to receive her near Ma Danteshwari mandir. 

Mangtu is ironically referred in the essay by the author as ‘the small internal security threat’. This boy may be working as a 

courier for the Maoists in that area. It is very clear from this that many children like him in the conflict zone of Bastar don’t 

have access to education. They are either forced to do such work due to poverty or they have joined Maoists due to their 

ideological belief. Many of them belong to the Maoist controlled areas and they stay with their family. So they are forcibly 

recruited for this kind of work. Some of them are orphans as their parents are killed by the Govt. forces or the Maoists 

guerrillas. It is not a question who is right: the Govt. sponsored war on Maoists or the Maoist war of revolution. The most 

important question is why the tribals are the victims of this war. This needs immediate attention of the human rights 

activists. They must look into this situation of children and women who have no other option in this area. It is quite well 

known that they are the easy target of the Maoists or the Govt. forces for no fault of their own.  

Roy also mentions another young boy Chandu ‘a slightly older security threat’ who may be around twenty years 

of old, who meets her on the way to the main camp of the Maoists. This boy is very energetic and sportive who could have 

been a good athlete or some sort of successful man. But his conditions perhaps compelled him to work as a Maoists foot 

soldier. His case also raises the issue of basic human rights like right to life and livelihood, right to education etc.                   

Roy describes her night stay in a hut in a village on her way. Here she sees the lady of the house who takes her inside for 

dinner. There Roy finds her baby sleeping next to her whose silver anklets are gleaming in the firelight. This lady and her 

child are considered by the state as serious threat to our national security. But is it justified to consider them in such 

manner? We read or hear many such cases of encounter death of tribal women and children who are termed as helpers of 

Maoists, but are they really responsible for this? Nobody bothers about the compulsion that they face every day in their 

life. They are sandwiched in this war of Maoists and Government forces. When Roy asks Chandu about the village school 

building during their stay, the latter informs her that these schools are used both as barracks and bunkers by the govt. 
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forces. Chandu further tells her that the teachers of these schools don’t come to teach as they can easily get their salary by 

sitting at home. During her stay Roy finds many young children working for the Maoists. I’m surrounded by these strange, 

beautiful children with their curious arsenal. They’re all Maoists for sure. (Roy, 31) This, of course, is a serious human 

rights issue but the intention behind their joining the guerrillas is always due to their socio-economic compulsion. 

Sometimes they are compelled to do so as they are disillusioned by the slow mechanism of govt. processes. Roy’s meeting 

with Comrade Narmada, Comrade Saroja, Comrade Masse confirms the large scale presence of women in the Maoist force. 

This also informs us that there are many intelligent and well educated women among them. For example Maase can speak 

English and she appears to be a voracious reader. During the stay the writer regularly comes to know the death the Maoists 

cadres including women and children along with others in their fight against the govt. forces. For examples the death news 

of Santhu Pottai (25), Phool Vadde (22), Kande Pottai (22), Ramoli Vadde (20), Dalsai Koram (22) in one such incident is 

a proof of that. Similarly the arrest of Comrade Malti on 22 January, 2008 is a case of clear violation of basic human rights. 

She was arrested then on the ground that she mailed CDs containing video evidence to several Member of Parliament about 

the Salwa Judum atrocities on the tribals. Due to Malti’s arrest her two children were left alone at home and they were also 

interrogated by the police as their father was also a Maoist guerrilla. During her discussion with the women cadres 

Arundhati comes to know about great vision of the equality among them. 

Rupi and Maase have been urban activists in Andhra Pradesh and tell me about  

the long years of struggle by women within the party, not just for their rights, but  

also to make the party see that equality between men and women is seen as  

central to a dream of a just society. We talk about the ‘70s and the stories of  

women within the Naxalite movement who were disillusioned by male comrades  

who thought themselves great revolutionaries but were hobbled by the same old  

patriarchy, the same old chauvinism. Maase says things have changed a lot since  

then, though they still have a way to go. (The party’s central committee and  

politburo have no women yet.) (Roy 47) 

The above piece of information clearly confirms that there is definitely serious violation of human rights taking 

place inside the Maoist party, especially among the women and children. In spite of all high sounding rhetoric of 

revolution, they are also serious violator of basic human rights which needs the attention of the activists, intellectuals and 

other likeminded people.In this essay Roy also writes about the Maadiya women for whom it was customary to remove 

their blouses and remain bare breasted after they were married. This was prevalent during the 80’s and the Maoist party 

decided to campaign against this in those days. Besides these there are many other social taboos which the writer discusses 

here in this essay. For examples the women in the tribal villages are forced to stay outside the village during their 

menstruation period. Tribal women are not allowed to sow seeds in their lands. There are also issues like bigamy and 

domestic violence among them. Of course the party has been trying to counter these social evils but they have not 

succeeded in solving these issues. Therefore the human rights activist must focus on these and can even discuss this with 

the Government machinery and sometimes with the party so that it can be eradicated without adopting any violent method. 
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It seems from the narration that the writer also accuses the government counter insurgency method that helped the 

growth of disillusion among the tribal women. The atrocities undertaken under the banner of Salwa Judum forced many 

young women to join the Maoists. One of the woman Maoists recalls the horror of Salwa Judum. 

Comrade Sushila, a senior office-bearer of KAMS talks about the Salwa Judum’s rage against KAMS women. 

She says one of their slogans was Hum do bibi layenge! Layenge! (We will have two wives! We will!). A lot of the rape 

and bestial sexual mutilation was directed at members of KAMS. Many young women who witnessed the savagery then 

joined the PLGA and now women make up 45 per cent of its cadre. (Roy 48) 

The ghastly account of Salwa Judum was also witnessed by other women in the party. Comrade Rinki tells about 

the burning of village and gang rape of two young girls Lukki and Sukki by the Naga battalion. She says that the govt force 

always comes to the villages whenever they need women and chickens. Ajitha another woman cadre tells an incident when 

she saw the Salwa Judum members killing three men, raping six women and shooting a man in his throat in one such raid 

on their village Korseel. Like this the writer hears similar stories from other women cadres who joined the Maoists as they 

had no other options. The story of Somari Gawde, twenty years old, also tells the same horrific atrocity of armed forces. 

But the more pathetic one is of Chamari, an old lady, the mother of Comrade Dilip. Chamari’s son Dilip was shot on July 6 

2009.Arundhati Roy hears that story from Chamari during her conversation with her. 

She says that after they killed him, the police tied her son’s body to  

a pole, like an animal and carried it with them. (They need to produce bodies to 

 get their cash rewards, before someone else muscles in on the kill.) Chamri ran  

behind them all the way to the police station. By the time they reached, the body  

did not have a scrap of clothing on it. On the way, Chamri says, they left the  

body by the roadside while they stopped at a dhaba to have tea and biscuits.  

(Which they did not pay for.) Picture this mother for a moment, following her  

son’s corpse through the forest, stopping at a distance to wait for his murderers  

to finish their tea. They did not let her have her son’s body back so she could  

give him a proper funeral. They only let her throw a fistful of earth in the pit in  

which they buried the others they had killed that day. (Roy 56) 

Roy narrates the poor health condition of women and children of this area after witnessing this during her stay in 

such a camp. People here have very low hemoglobin count and they suffer from chronic TB. Young children suffer from 

Protein Energy Malnutrition Grade II. Besides these they also suffer from malaria, osteoporosis, tapeworm, severe ear and 

tooth infection and primary amenorrhea. They don’t have any doctor or medicine to treat them in this area. 

CONCLUSIONS 

The issues discussed in the novel and the essay are definitely a good effort by the writer to sensitize the basic 

human rights of women and children All of them discussed above are testimony to the large scale violation of human rights 

in India. This is more in the case of women and children as these two important groups of the society suffer indignity and 
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humiliation for various reasons. The perpetrators should be punished under various existing Indian law and International 

law. It should be applied to both the govt machinery and other private forces which carry on this in the name religion, 

politics, development etc. While discussing the atrocities on woman we come to know both in the novel and the essay that 

womanhood has been violated in all the cases. Roy’s narration of severe psychological and physical suffering of woman is 

a proof of victimization of women in our society. Through Ammu’s character, the writer tries to sensitize many issues 

related to women and their rights. Ammu’s subversive identity is a symbol for the Third world women who are raising 

their voice against the system and revolts for being confined by tradition and patriarchal regulations. The writer brings this 

burning issue with all her mighty expressions even in her essay. The narration of atrocities by the women Maoist cadres in 

the essay and the writers observation of the health and education in that area proves that basic human rights are definitely 

violated. 
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