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Abstract: This paper explores the ecological consciousness in Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small Things 

(1997), focusing on how the novel intertwines nature and narrative to critique anthropocentric 

domination and environmental degradation. Through detailed depictions of rivers, forests, and non-

human life, Roy highlights the interdependence of humans and the natural world, illustrating how social 

injustices and ecological exploitation are interconnected. The narrative’s sensory-rich language, 

temporal fluidity, and symbolic imagery foster ecological empathy and an ethics of care, positioning the 

environment as both a moral and narrative force. By examining these elements through an ecocritical 

and postcolonial lens, this study underscores the novel’s role in promoting environmental awareness and 

ethical responsibility toward the more-than-human world. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small Things (1997) has been widely celebrated for its evocative portrayal of human 

relationships, caste hierarchies, and postcolonial trauma. Yet the novel also offers a powerful ecological narrative that 

intertwines nature with human experience, presenting the environment as an active force within its storyline rather than 

a mere backdrop. The lush description of the Kerala landscape especially the Meenachal River and the surrounding 

flora and fauna reveals Roy’s ecological consciousness and serves as a critique of anthropocentric attitudes, 

development paradigms, and environmental degradation. 

By engaging with nature as a narrative force, Roy invites readers to reflect on the inseparability of social and ecological 

systems, emphasizing the deep interconnectedness of life forms and environments. This introduction outlines the 

ecological themes present in the novel and situates them within critical and theoretical frameworks, demonstrating how 

The God of Small Things foregrounds environmental awareness, ecological memory, and the non-human in narrative 

form. 

The Meenachal River functions not merely as a scenic element, but as a living, breathing entity within the novel’s 

world. Roy’s narrative imagination animates the river as both witness and participant in human events, framing it as 

central to the emotional and cultural life of Ayemenem. This ecological presence reflects the idea that landscapes and 

waterways carry memory and history, shaping and reflecting the lives of the characters.  

According to ecocritical scholarship, such natural features can represent environmental memory, where the ecological 

and the human converge in acts of remembering and storytelling. In this context, the decay of the Meenachal due to 

encroaching pollution and changing land use symbolizes larger social and moral decay within the community, 

underscoring the material consequences of modernization and development without sustainable thought (Prithvi 

Narayan Campus study, 2023). 

Roy’s depiction of the non-human world extends beyond the river to encompass plants, animals, and insects that 

populate the narrative landscape. These elements are not decorative; rather, they perform semantic and symbolic 

functions that reflect ecological relationships and narrative affect. For instance, the presence of insects and seasonal 

shifts in weather articulate the rhythms of life that co-exist with human activity and underscore the mutual influence 

between non-humans and humans alike.  
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This aligns with the ecocritical perspective that literature can foreground non-human agency and environmental 

memory as integral parts of storytelling, thereby disrupting human-centered narratives and revealing ecological 

interdependencies (Chohan & Akram, 2023). Through such portrayals, Roy challenges Cartesian dualisms that 

segregate culture from nature, proposing instead a narrative wherein human and non-human existents co-constitute each 

other’s lived realities. 

The novel’s ecological consciousness also emerges through its critique of unbridled modernization and consumerism. 

The local transformation of Ayemenem’s natural environment manifested in pollution, deforestation, and shifting land 

use echoes the global tensions between economic ‘progress’ and ecological sustainability. Scholars have noted that 

Roy’s narrative critiques imperial and postcolonial development paradigms that prioritize capital accumulation and 

material growth over environmental equilibrium and community well-being. These forces often result in the “othering” 

of nature, where natural landscapes are treated as resources to exploit rather than partners in a shared ecological world, 

ultimately leading to ecological imbalance and loss of local livelihoods (Yasin, 2022). 

An eco-feminist reading further enriches the understanding of the novel’s environmental subtext by examining how 

patriarchal, caste, and economic hierarchies intersect with ecological exploitation. Scholars in eco-feminist literary 

criticism argue that both women and nature are frequently subjected to similar forms of domination and marginalization 

under patriarchal and capitalist systems. In The God of Small Things, the exploitation of the environment parallels the 

subjugation of Ammu and other marginalized characters, revealing a complex interplay between gendered violence and 

ecological harm. This perspective underscores how environmental degradation and social inequalities are interwoven, 

demonstrating that ecological consciousness cannot be disentangled from broader issues of justice and power (Saha, 

2022; Wali & Ullah, 2023). 

Moreover, the narrative’s ecological critique is not confined to physical landscapes but extends into the cultural and 

ethical realms. Roy’s storytelling often emphasizes the significance of relationality between human beings and the 

more-than-human world as integral to ethical life. This relational perspective resonates with broader ecological 

philosophies that emphasize interdependence, respect for life, and sustainable coexistence.  

Some ecocritical studies interpret Roy’s work as advocating for an ecological conscience, where an awareness of 

environmental harm and its ethical implications becomes essential for existing in an era of ecological crisis. The 

characters’ reflections on the river’s pollution and the disruption of natural habitats emphasize the consequences of 

ignoring environmental cues, thus encouraging readers to adopt a more holistic and caring attitude toward non-human 

worlds (Regmi, 2023). 

The narrative form itself contributes to the ecological themes, particularly through the non-linear structure and sensory 

richness of Roy’s prose. The shifting timelines, layered impressions, and vivid environmental descriptions evoke a 

sense of natural rhythms and cycles that mirror ecological processes. Such narrative strategies not only immerse readers 

in the sensory world of Ayemenem but also reinforce the notion that memory, identity, and environment are mutually 

constitutive. By embedding the natural world into the very form and texture of the novel’s language, Roy destabilizes 

dominant narrative conventions that often prioritize human perspectives to the exclusion of ecological contexts. 

The ecological consciousness in The God of Small Things emerges through the narrative’s intricate engagement with 

nature, memory, and human social structures. The novel’s depiction of rivers, landscapes, non-human beings, and 

environmental degradation offers a critique of anthropocentrism, colonial legacies, and modernization projects that 

disregard ecological balance. By foregrounding nature as both a narrative presence and ethical force, Roy invites 

readers to reconsider the ways in which literature can cultivate ecological awareness and responsibility. This ecological 

reading not only enriches the interpretation of the novel but also situates it within a broader conversation about 

environmental justice, narrative ecology, and the role of literature in addressing contemporary ecological crises. 

 

II. LITERATURE REVIEW 

Ecocritical scholarship has increasingly engaged with postcolonial literature, highlighting how imperial histories 

intersect with environmental exploitation (Buell, 2005; Nixon, 2011). Literature from the Global South often reveals 

ecological marginalization alongside human marginalization. For instance, scholars such as Chakrabarty (2009) and 
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Ferreira (2019) argue that postcolonial texts reveal “planetary” ecological disturbances that cannot be separated from 

historical injustices. 

In the Indian literary context, environmental degradation has been linked to caste hierarchies and economic extraction 

(Kumar, 2016). The God of Small Things has received limited but growing ecocritical attention; Roy’s use of rivers, 

flora, and fauna functions as more than setting it becomes part of the narrative’s moral universe (Singh, 2018; Patel, 

2021). This paper expands on such scholarship by demonstrating how Roy’s narrative destabilizes human-centered 

categories to reveal ecological interdependence. 

 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

This study is grounded in ecocriticism and postcolonial ecology. Ecocriticism examines literary texts as environmental 

discourse that shapes ecological values (Glotfelty & Fromm, 1996). Postcolonial ecology emphasizes the entanglement 

of environmental and social injustices, particularly in formerly colonized regions (Seth, 2009). Together, these 

frameworks allow for an analysis of how The God of Small Things critiques human domination of landscapes and 

non-human beings. 

 

III. NATURE AS A NARRATIVE FORCE 

Roy’s novel weaves the Kerala landscape into its narrative structure. The Meenachal River is not merely a backdrop; it 

is a character with emotional and symbolic resonance, shaping the lives of Rahel and Estha. River imagery reflects 

memories, loss, and the flow of time itself. The river’s ecological decline mirrors the social decay wrought by historical 

injustices, such as caste discrimination and political corruption. 

Through this narrative focus, Roy refuses the traditional literary hierarchy that marginalizes nature. Instead, she situates 

ecological experience as fundamental to human experience. As Biesecker (2020) notes, such narrative strategies reveal 

how landscapes become “sites of memory, trauma, and resistance,” thereby forging an environmental ethics grounded 

in relationality rather than domination. 

 

REPRESENTATION OF NON-HUMAN LIFE 

In The God of Small Things, Roy pays detailed attention to plants, animals, and insects, attributing agency and worth to 

their existence. For example, the Kingfisher, the coconut trees, and the forest surrounding Ayemenem function not only 

as symbols but as moral witnesses to human violence and tenderness. Roy’s attention to these elements interrupts 

anthropocentric storytelling by centering multispecies perspectives. 

The novel’s representation of non-human life echoes the concept of biocentric equality, which asserts that all living 

beings have intrinsic value (Naess, 1973). This ethical stance challenges utilitarian views of nature as a resource to 

exploit. By foregrounding the sensory and emotional worlds of non-human beings, Roy encourages ecological empathy 

and respect. 

 

HUMAN EXPLOITATION AND ENVIRONMENTAL DEGRADATION 

Roy intertwines human and ecologic violence, exposing how social systems of domination also wreak environmental 

harm. The exploitation of the poor and the marginalized coexists with the pollution of rivers, deforestation, and habitat 

destruction. These linked forms of exploitation reflect what Nixon (2011) describes as slow violence gradual, often 

invisible processes that damage both human communities and ecosystems. 

For instance, the Ayemenem environment deteriorates as local industries and political interests expand, illustrating how 

economic “progress” often entails ecological sacrifice. Roy’s narrative thus becomes a critique of development 

paradigms that privilege short-term human gains over long-term ecological well-being. 

 

IV. LANGUAGE, MEMORY, AND ENVIRONMENTAL ETHICS 

Roy’s linguistic style, rich in sensory detail and temporal fluidity, mimics natural rhythms, suggesting that language 

itself can be ecological. Memory in the narrative is tied to environmental elements: scents of the river, warmth of the 
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earth, and sounds of birdcalls evoke emotional depth and ecological belonging. This linguistic ecology counters 

colonial and capitalist discourse that fragments knowledge and devalues indigenous ways of knowing. 

By articulating a narrative shaped by sensory experiences of the natural world, Roy invites readers to reconsider their 

own ethical relation to the environment. This aligns with Buell’s (2005) claim that literature can foster ecological 

imagination an essential step toward environmental responsibility. 

 

V. CONCLUSION 

Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small Things offers a profound meditation on the interwoven relationship between nature 

and narrative, foregrounding ecological consciousness as central to both its thematic structure and aesthetic form. The 

novel does not treat nature as a passive backdrop to human drama; instead, it presents the environment particularly the 

Meenachal River, the monsoon-soaked landscape of Ayemenem, and the intricate world of plants, insects, and animals 

as an active, living presence that shapes and reflects human experience. Through richly sensory descriptions and a non-

linear narrative structure, Roy constructs a literary ecology in which memory, trauma, love, and loss are inseparable 

from the rhythms and transformations of the natural world. The environment becomes a silent witness to social 

injustices, caste oppression, and personal suffering, while also embodying the possibility of renewal and continuity. 

The ecological consciousness embedded in the novel challenges anthropocentric assumptions that place humans at the 

center of moral and narrative concern. By attributing agency and significance to non-human life forms, Roy destabilizes 

hierarchical distinctions between human and non-human, culture and nature, self and environment. The deterioration of 

the river and the encroachment of modern development mirror the moral and social decay within the community, 

suggesting that ecological degradation is inseparable from ethical and political crises. In this way, the novel articulates 

an implicit critique of exploitative development models and consumerist ideologies that prioritize profit and power over 

ecological balance and collective well-being. 

Furthermore, Roy’s narrative reveals how environmental harm is deeply entangled with structures of caste, gender, and 

class oppression. The marginalization of vulnerable human communities parallels the exploitation of the natural 

environment, reinforcing the idea that ecological justice and social justice are mutually constitutive. The suffering of 

characters such as Ammu and Velutha unfolds within a landscape that is itself wounded and altered, emphasizing that 

domination whether of people or of nature operates through similar mechanisms of control, exclusion, and silencing. By 

drawing attention to these parallels, the novel broadens the scope of ecological inquiry beyond conservation to include 

questions of power, ethics, and historical responsibility. 

The narrative form itself reinforces this ecological vision. Roy’s fragmented chronology, cyclical movement of 

memory, and poetic language evoke natural processes tides, seasons, growth, and decay suggesting that storytelling can 

mirror ecological patterns. This stylistic choice fosters an immersive awareness of place and interconnection, 

encouraging readers to perceive the environment not as an external setting but as an integral component of identity and 

history. The “small things” of the title minor gestures, fleeting moments, subtle details become emblematic of an 

ecological ethic that values fragility, attention, and care. In emphasizing these small, often overlooked elements, Roy 

resists grand narratives of progress and dominance, instead affirming the significance of the delicate bonds that sustain 

life. 

The God of Small Things stands as a powerful literary intervention in contemporary environmental discourse. It 

demonstrates that ecological consciousness in literature is not confined to overt environmental activism; rather, it can 

emerge through narrative texture, symbolic resonance, and ethical imagination. By interlacing human stories with the 

vitality and vulnerability of the natural world, Roy invites readers to reconsider their own relationship to the 

environment and to recognize the profound interconnectedness that underlies existence. The novel thus contributes 

meaningfully to ecocritical studies and postcolonial environmental thought, affirming that narrative itself can become a 

site of ecological awareness, resistance, and hope. 
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