
Pappachi would not allow Paravans into the house. Nobody would. They were not allowed 

to touch anything that Touchables touched. Caste Hindus and Caste Christians. 

Mammachi told Estha and Rahel that she could remember a time, in her girlhood, when 

Paravans were expected to crawl backwards with a broom, sweeping away their footprints 

so that Brahmins or Syrian Christians would not defile themselves by accidentally stepping

into a Paravan’s footprint. In Mammachi’s time, Paravans, like other Untouchables, were 

not allowed to walk on public roads, not allowed to cover their upper bodies, not allowed to

carry umbrellas. They had to put their hands over their mouths when they spoke, to divert 

their polluted breath away from those whom they addressed.

When the British came to Malabar, a number of Paravans, Pelayas and Pulayas (among 

them Velutha’s grandfather, Kelan) converted to Christianity and joined the Anglican 

Church to escape the scourge of Untouchability. As added incentive they were given a little

food and money. They were known as the Rice Christians. It didn’t take them long to 

realize that they had jumped from the frying pan into the fire. They were made to have 

separate churches, with separate services, and separate priests. As a special favor they 

were even given their own separate Pariah Bishop. After Independence they found they 

were not entitled to any government benefits like job reservations or bank loans at low 

interest rates, because officially, on paper, they were Christians, and therefore casteless. It

was a little like having to sweep away your footprints without a broom. Or worse, not being 

allowed to leave footprints at all.

Arundhati Roy, The God of Small Things, 1997. 
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