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Abstract:
The idea of sustainable development has increasingly been seen as a social and cultural process that needs fairness, justice, and inclusion rather than just being about the environment or the economy (Sen, 1999; United Nations, 2015). Literature is very much important in shaping social awareness because it gives a voice to those who are overlooked and questions the unfair systems that exist in society (Nayar, 2010). In this paper, the interaction between gender, caste, and social justice is explored through a literary analysis of The God of Small Things. The novel shows the strict social and cultural traditions of caste and patriarchy in the Indian context and demonstrates how these traditions lead to the marginalization of women and other socially disadvantaged groups. The story highlights social injustices and the consequences of breaking social norms by looking at the experiences of characters like Ammu and Velutha. The paper uses feminist and social cultural critical theories to argue that Roy's novel not only reflects current social injustices but also strongly criticizes the existing systems of oppression. Additionally, the paper connects the narrative to the broader discussion of sustainable development, showing how gender equality, social justice, and human dignity are essential for building sustainable societies. The God of Small Things can be viewed as a significant contribution to the modern conversation about inclusive development and cultural change, especially by highlighting the ethical and social effects of inequality. Finally, the study suggests that literature can help inspire critical thinking and social awareness, which can lead to more equal and sustainable futures.
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Introduction:
Sustainable development is now seen as a complex concept in academic discussions, going beyond just protecting the environment and promoting economic growth to include social equity and justice (Sen, 1999). The idea of sustainability means building a society where everyone has equal opportunities, respect, and well- being. Social inclusion and gender equality are therefore crucial parts of sustainable development because communities can't achieve long-term stability if the social system is based on discrimination and inequality (Nussbaum, 2000). As a form of culture and intellectual expression, literature plays an important role in analysing and questioning these differences by reflecting on social realities and encouraging critical thinking about social structures (Nayar, 2010). The connection between literature and social change isn't a new idea among scholars and critics. Literary stories help explain the experiences of marginalized communities and reveal the power dynamics that shape social relationships (Young, 2001). Literature is also important because storytelling provides a space to challenge existing ideas and imagine different social possibilities. Literary works have been especially valuable in gender studies for uncovering patriarchal standards and promoting greater gender equality. The God of Small Things (1997) by Arundhati Roy is one of the strongest literary works that tackles these challenges within the Indian socio-cultural setting. Set in Kerala, the novel reflects how caste, gender, and family relationships are deeply intertwined. with its non-linear narrative and emotionally impactful storytelling, the novel illustrates how strict social rules control people’s lives and take away their freedom. The narrative revolves around the lives of twins Estha and Rahel and their mother Ammu, whose existence is moulded by the constraining forces of patriarchy and caste system. The text also depicts the tragic outcomes of violating the so-called 'Love Laws,' which specify how individual should love and whom they should love. These regulations create the broader social structure that upholds disparities within society. The novel demonstrates the detrimental impacts of caste discrimination and gender oppression trough characters like Ammu and Velutha, highlighting their roles in sustaining social order. In gender studies, the character of Ammu represents the struggles of women in male dominated social order that does not accord them freedom and control. Her exclusion in her family shows the limited opportunities women had in traditional societies. On the other hand, the character of Velutha symbolises the structural oppression that people from lower castes face. It's vital to note that this is where caste and class intersect to create social order.
Thesis Statement
The paper argues that The God of Small Things is a critique of the systems of patriarchy and caste discrimination, which undermine gender equality and social justice. It suggests that literary works can contribute to a broader understanding of sustainable development and raise awareness about the importance of building inclusive and fair societies. By analysing the novel through feminist and socio-cultural perspectives, this research aims to demonstrate that literature not only reflects social inequalities but also encourages us to critically examine the values and practices necessary for creating sustainable and just societies.
Literature Review
The representation of caste, gender, and postcolonial identity has been a central theme in scholarly discussions of The God of Small Things. Notable critics and social thinkers have examined and claimed that the novel explores power dynamics and critiques social hierarchies in Indian society. The portrayal of woman under patriarchal structure is yet another vital area which feminist critics have focused on in their writings (Chakravarti, 2003). The portrayal of Ammu’s character is aimed at setting the tone of resistance against social norms that limit women's freedom (Dutta, 2016). Opponents argue that the story reveals how institutions like marriage, family, and societal reputation control women’s actions and reduce their freedom. Another major topic in academic discussions is caste discrimination. The character of Velutha, who belongs to the untouchable Paravan caste, exemplifies the rigid caste system that dictates social relations in the novel (Tickell, 2007). His friendship with Ammu is portrayed as a challenge to social boundaries, which leads to tragic consequences. Scholars interpret this relationship as a critique of caste-based exclusion and social injustice. The novel has also been analysed from a postcolonial perspective, emphasizing how colonialism’s lingering effects shape cultural and social structures in Indian society (Bhabha, 1994; Young, 2001). Debates around historical memory and cultural hybridity are frequently explored in postcolonial literary circles. Despite the existing research on gender and caste, there is a lack of studies linking The God of Small Things to the concept of sustainable development (Agarwal). Sustainability involves promoting social justice, equality, and inclusive growth. The themes discussed in the novel are highly relevant to contemporary debates on building sustainable societies. This paper aims to expand existing discussions by showing how literary analysis can be integrated into broader interdisciplinary conversations about social change, particularly through the lens of sustainable development.
Theoretical Framework
This study employs the concepts of social sustainability and feminist theory. Feminist theory examines gender relations and critiques patriarchal systems that sustain inequality (Beauvoir, 2011; Butler, 1990). It explores how cultural, political, and economic systems affect women's experiences and opportunities. In the context of the novel, feminist theory helps highlight how Ammu’s life is constrained by patriarchal norms. The structural barriers that limit women’s agency, such as economic dependence and lack of social support, are evident in the traditional society depicted in the novel. Social sustainability, on the other hand, emphasizes the importance of justice, equality, and inclusion in achieving sustainable development (Sen, 1999; United Nations, 2015). It acknowledges that societal stability requires the protection of human rights and the elimination of structural discrimination (Chakravarti, 2003). Integrating these frameworks allows the study to explore the interconnectedness of gender inequality, caste-based discrimination, and social exclusion.
Methodology
This study is a qualitative textual analysis that focuses on close reading and interpretative analysis of key passages in the novel. The paper examines narrative elements such as character development, symbolism, and thematic progression to understand how the text reflects gender and social inequalities. The analysis also incorporates feminist and socio-cultural criticism to explain the characters' lives and the society in which the story is set.
Analysis and Discussion
[bookmark: _Hlk223960769]This section explores how the interactions of gender, caste, and social power are portrayed through the narrative structure, characters, and themes in The God of Small Things. The novel offers a multi-layered critique of Indian society, exposing the entrenched structures of family, caste hierarchies, and patriarchal culture that govern people's lives. It shows how characters like Ammu and Velutha face severe consequences for crossing socially accepted boundaries. To examine the key aspects of gender and social inequality in the text, the discussion is divided into thematic subsections.
Patriarchy and Women Marginalization
The strong influence of patriarchy is a key topic in the novel. Patriarchy is a man made order wherein men control political, economic, and family matters, while women are expected to follow traditional roles (Walby, 1990). In the society shown in the novel, women often don’t have much choice and face pressures that limit their freedom and independence. Ammu is an example of how difficult it is for women to deal with patriarchal systems (Dutta, 2016). She married an abusive man at a young age, showing how few opportunities women have to live on their own. When her marriage ended, she went back to her parents with her twins, Estha and Rahel. Instead of getting support, she faced criticism and was treated as an outsider in her own family. Chacko, Ammu’s brother, is a failed and irresponsible person, yet he benefits from his masculinity. The contrast between Ammu and Chacko shows how patriarchal systems give power to men and take away the ability of women to make their own decisions. The fact that Ammu isn’t financially independent also shows her weak position in the family. Ammu’s marginalisation is aptly highlighted when the narrator observes, “She had no locusts standi. No Family. No position. No allowance for her daughter. No future (Roy, 1997). Additionally, the novel underscores how women’s sexuality is controlled by social norms. Ammu’s relationship with Velutha breaks the unwritten rules about love, which are deeply tied to both patriarchal and caste-based traditions. The novel explicitly refers to these rules as the “Love laws. That lay down who should be loved. And how. And how much.” (Roy, 1997) Breaking these rules leads to punishment, highlighting how oppressive and controlling these systems are. The novel uses Ammu’s story to reveal how patriarchy denies women dignity and freedom, and encourages readers to think about the unfairness in social norms.
Caste-based discrimination 
The caste system in India is a strict hierarchy that still determines social status (Chakravarti, 2003). Velutha is a character who represents the struggles of the Paravan caste, considered “untouchable.” The novel is explicit about deep seated marginalisation of Paravan caste as the narrator highlights, “they were not allowed to touch anything that touchables touch (Roy, 1997). Despite his intelligence, skills, and kindness, Velutha isn’t treated with dignity because of his caste. He is a skilled carpenter in the Ayemenem household, yet he is excluded from the dominant society (Tickell, 2003). His presence in the story shows how society limits people based on their caste, even if they are capable. The relationship between Ammu and Velutha challenges the rigid caste structure. Their emotional and physical connection goes against the social order, which is deeply rooted in both caste and gender. This kind of relationship threatens the existing power structures and shows how harsh caste-based prejudice can be. Velutha is wrongly accused, beaten by the police, and eventually killed. The narrator suggests that such punishment is the result of long-standing social hierarchies when she avers, “history’s fiend returned to claim them” (Roy, 1997). His death reflects the system’s brutal control over the oppressed. The novel highlights the cruelty of systems that value hierarchy over human dignity by showing the violence and discrimination caused by the caste system. The story also contributes to larger discussions about social justice and equality.
Intersection of Gender and Caste
The intersection of gender and caste is another important theme in the novel Spivak, (1988). Gender is a structural factor that affects women's position in society, and this is worse for women who belong to lower castes. The lives of Ammu and Velutha show how different forms of oppression—like gender and caste—work together to control people. The idea of intersectionality, often used in gender studies, refers to how different social identities, such as gender, caste, class, and ethnicity, overlap and create unique forms of discrimination. The weaknesses of Ammu as a woman and Velutha as a lower-caste man combine in the novel, leading to the punishment of both characters. Their love challenges the social order, but it also brings serious consequences. Ammu’s gender doesn’t allow her to reject the patriarchal system, while Velutha’s caste status prevents him from being seen as equal or protected. Their experiences show how different systems of power work together to maintain social inequality. The way society treats their relationship also highlights how the consequences of breaking rules vary. Ammu is humiliated, while Velutha is physically harmed. This difference shows the hierarchy within the caste system. Through these stories, the novel demonstrates that social inequality can’t be understood simply. It requires looking at how different social structures shape people’s lives.
Resistance and Agency
 Despite the heavy and oppressive environment depicted in the novel, there are moments where characters stand up against the strict rules of society. They break rules in both subtle and obvious ways, showing the human desire for freedom and respect. Ammu’s choice to be with Velutha is an act of rebellion against the rules set by the patriarchal and caste-based systems. By holding onto her emotional and physical freedom, she refuses to accept the roles and expectations forced upon her by society. Similarly, Velutha’s self-respect and confidence show that he refuses to accept the low status society has given him. His relationships with Estha and Rahel reflect a kind-hearted and non-discriminatory attitude, which is very different from the attitudes upheld by the dominant social structures. Even the way the novel is written can be seen as a form of protest. The use of fragmented memories and shifting perspectives upends traditional storytelling methods and makes readers question commonly accepted truths. These acts of defiance, even though often crushed by tragic outcomes, show how people can push back against oppressive systems.
Literature plays a vital role in raising awareness and making people think deeply about the values in their society (Nayar, 2010). The God of Small Things challenges readers to face the harsh realities of injustice in social institutions through its powerful narrative and emotional depth. By highlighting the effects of caste discrimination and gender inequality, the novel contributes to larger discussions about sustainable social structures. Sustainable communities require not only economic growth, but also justice, equality, and respect for human rights. The compassionate relationships and human connections portrayed in the novel inspire readers to question societal norms that promote inequality. In this way, literature helps spread ethical awareness and cultural change.
Conclusion
The analysis of the novel reveals several important insights into the connections between gender, caste, and social justice. First, it shows that even today, women are confined by patriarchal systems, often with very limited independence and choices (Chakravarti, 2003). Ammu’s experiences highlight the few options available to women who try to break free from traditional gender roles. Second, the novel illustrates how caste hierarchies have a lasting impact on social relationships, as seen in the tragic fate of Velutha, which represents the systematic violence faced by marginalized groups. Third, the research shows that gender and caste are two systems of oppression that reinforce each other. These forms of discrimination intersect in complex ways that can’t be understood through a single analysis. Lastly, the novel demonstrates how literature can raise awareness about social injustice and encourage people to think critically. It makes readers question the rules of society by showing the emotional pain of inequality and helps build a path toward more equal social systems.
The analysis of The God of Small Things shows how powerful literature can be in bringing attention to social realities and challenging unfair systems. By highlighting gender inequality and caste discrimination, the novel exposes the deep structures of power that shape most traditional societies. The lives of Ammu and Velutha symbolize the rigid rules of patriarchal ideals and the caste system, which together strip people of their freedom and maintain social order. Their sad story shows the consequences of defying these strict social rules. At the same time, the novel stresses the need to challenge and change these systems to build more inclusive and equal societies. Social justice and gender equality are key to long-term, sustainable development (Sen, 1999; United Nation, 2015). The novel also sparks wider discussions about a fair and sustainable future by encouraging readers to reflect on dignity, equality, and human rights. In this way, literature is not just a reflection of society—it's also a powerful call to action and a force for cultural change.
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