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Interaction between Ethics and Narratology in Novel:
Ethical Narratology in Arundhati Roy’s The God of

Small Things
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Abstract

The present study aims to investigate the ethical values of the
narrative strategies in The God of Small Things, by the Indian author
Arundhati Roy. The theoretical framework includes narratology and
ethical philosophy and aims to illustrate how the ethics are
communicated by the narrative techniques and rhetorical devices. This
investigation relies primarily on James Phelan’s narrative theory and
Charles Taylor’s philosophy of ethics. Phelan considers the novel’s
ethical judgments through ‘ethics of the told’ and ‘ethics of the
telling.” Ethics of the told revolves around the ethical dimensions of
the characters’ choices and interactions, while ethics of the telling
considers ‘text-internal’ issues and the ethical significance of the
narrative techniques. The ethical issues are related to the concept of
authenticity and the necessity of recognition. Ethics of the told is
shown in Roy’s use of micro-narratives which reflect the absence of
the ethical issue, besides the linguistic creativities against the
monopoly of the standard language. On the other hand, the use of non-
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linear narration and focalization forms ethics of the telling, by which
the ethical discourse is conveyed to the readers aesthetically.

Keywords: rhetorical narratology, ethical philosophy, ethics of the
told, ethics of the telling, authenticity, recognition.

1. Introduction

This research investigates the representation of the ethics of the told
and the telling in The God of Small Things by Arundhati Roy. The
theoretical framework includes the rhetorical narrative theory and
ethical philosophy and indicates how Roy's narrative strategies
communicate certain ethical issues, through an inter-disciplinary
study, which relies primarily on James Phelan's rhetorical approach of
narratology and Charles Taylor's philosophy of ethics. The centers of
focus are ethics of the told, ethics of the characters and their relation,
recognition and authenticity. Finally, Roy's use of non-linear narration
and focalization is investigated.

Research Question(s)

1-How does Roy interprete the characters’ ethical positions through
ethics of the told and telling?

2-What are the ethical dimensions of Roy’s narrative techniques?

2. Literature Review

One of the essays in Ranjan Ghosh and Antonia Navarro-Tejero’s
edition, "Committed Writing, Committed Writer?" by Emilienne
Baneth-Nouailhetas, portrays Roy as a committed author. It proposes
that Roy's work is "a re-centering on the individual and on a
subjective, small-scale time, as opposed to the 'bigness' of history"
(2009, p. 97). Raoul Eshelman asserts that Roy's performative strategy
is to "produce narrative closure in double frames and ensure
obligatory reader identification with the subjects entrapped in those
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frames™ (2008, p. 39). Mohammad Ragheb has applied the features of
the rhetorical narratology to Taraghi’s story. He indicates that the
progression in this story creates ethical intricacies leading to a wide
range of ethical judgements.

3. Methodology

The present study applies an interdisciplinary approach integrating
narrative studies and ethical philosophy. Phelan believes narrative
components operate in a dialogic relation to the ethics of the author,
and make the narrative a layered ethical situation for showing the
narrative ethics of the telling and the told. Considering ethics of the
told, Taylor's emphasis on articulation of authenticity and recognition
of the others is essential for exploring ethical implications of narrative
dynamics in the novel. Based on Phelan's arguments, the study of the
ethics of the telling is carried out through an in-depth examination of
Roy’s narrative techniques to reconstruct the underlying ethical issues.
The non-linear structure and focalization in communicating the ethical
dimensions of her narrative are explained.

4. Results

Roy has employed various narrative techniques to communicate her
ethical stand through reconstruction and evaluation of those values.
Through non-linear narrative frame and neglecting the standard
chronology of events, Roy has intensified her ethics that authenticity
in an authoritative community can be achieved in suppressing the
imposed norms. The focalization of the charecters has also served as a
means to give voice to them so that they could articulate their
authentic perceptions of the world through its mis(non)-recognition of
the ethnic and social differences.
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