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Abstract

This paper examines the representation of gender, power, and social resistance in The Ministry
of Utmost Happiness by Arundhati Roy*. The novel portrays the complex realities of
marginalized individuals who struggle against rigid social structures, political authority, and
patriarchal norms in contemporary Indian society. Through characters such as Anjum and Tilo,
the narrative highlights the experiences of those positioned outside dominant gender and social
hierarchies, including members of the hijra community, women, and other socially excluded
groups. The study explores how Roy critiques institutional power, including state control,
religious authority, and socio-cultural traditions that reinforce inequality and discrimination. At
the same time, the novel illustrates various forms of resistance, ranging from personal acts of
defiance to the creation of alternative communities that challenge dominant social norms. By
analyzing the intersections of gender identity, power relations, and social resistance, this study
demonstrates how Roy’s narrative contributes to broader discussions on marginalization,
identity, and social justice in contemporary literature.

Keywords: Gender Identity, Power Structures, Social Resistance, Marginalization,
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Introduction

Contemporary Indian literature increasingly engages with questions of identity, marginalization,
and resistance, particularly in relation to gender and power structures embedded within society.
Arundhati Roy’s novel The Ministry of Utmost Happiness (2017) offers a profound exploration
of these themes by presenting the lives of characters who exist on the fringes of mainstream
social and political systems. The novel moves beyond conventional storytelling and adopts a
multi-layered narrative that reflects the complex realities of modern India, including issues of
gender inequality, political conflict, caste discrimination, and social injustice. Through the
experiences of marginalized individuals such as Anjum, Tilo, and other socially excluded
figures, Roy illustrates how rigid power hierarchies shape personal identities and social
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relationships. Gender in the novel is portrayed not merely as a biological category but as a
socially constructed identity that interacts with other axes of power such as class, religion, and
caste. In particular, the character of Anjum, who belongs to the hijra community, challenges
traditional gender binaries and exposes the deep-rooted prejudices that exist within patriarchal
society. By highlighting such experiences, the narrative reveals how marginalized groups resist
exclusion and assert their agency despite systemic oppression. The novel also critiques
institutional structures of power, including the state, the military, and religious authorities, which
often reinforce inequality and suppress dissent. Roy’s portrayal of political unrest in regions such
as Kashmir further demonstrates how state power and ideological conflicts impact ordinary lives,
particularly those of women and marginalized communities. Social resistance in the novel
manifests in various forms, ranging from personal acts of defiance to collective solidarity among
oppressed groups. The graveyard guesthouse established by Anjum symbolically represents a
space of refuge and alternative community where individuals rejected by society can rebuild
their identities and dignity. Through such narrative elements, Roy emphasizes that resistance
does not always occur through overt political rebellion but can also emerge through everyday
acts of survival, empathy, and solidarity. Therefore, The Ministry of Utmost Happiness serves as
an important literary text that interrogates the intersections of gender, power, and social
resistance, highlighting the resilience of marginalized voices while critiquing the structures that
perpetuate inequality in contemporary society.

Background of the Study

The novel The Ministry of Utmost Happiness by Arundhati Roy presents a complex portrayal of
contemporary Indian society, focusing on marginalized communities and the structures of power
that shape their lives. Published in 2017, the novel reflects the socio-political realities of modern
India, including issues of gender inequality, caste discrimination, political violence, and religious
conflict. Roy constructs a narrative that interweaves multiple storylines, revealing how
individuals positioned outside dominant social systems struggle for recognition and dignity.
Characters such as Anjum, a member of the hijra community, and Tilo, an independent woman
navigating political turmoil, highlight the diverse experiences of those confronting rigid gender
norms and institutional power. The novel also explores the impact of state authority, military
conflict, and ideological divisions on everyday life, particularly in regions affected by political
unrest such as Kashmir. Through these narrative layers, Roy illustrates how power operates
within social institutions and how marginalized individuals develop strategies of survival and
resistance. Consequently, the text provides a rich literary framework for examining the
intersections of gender, power, and social resistance in contemporary Indian literature.

Volume 14 Issue 03(July-September 2024) 227



International Journal of Engineering,
Science and Humanities

An international peer reviewed, refereed, open-access journal

Impact Factor 8.3 www.ijesh.com ISSN: 2250-3552

Significance of the Study

The study of gender, power, and social resistance in The Ministry of Utmost Happiness is
significant because it contributes to a deeper understanding of how literature reflects and
critiques social inequalities. Through her narrative, Arundhati Roy brings attention to voices that
are often excluded from mainstream discourse, including women, gender-nonconforming
individuals, and other marginalized groups. Analyzing the novel from the perspective of gender
and power relations allows scholars to explore how patriarchal structures and institutional
authorities influence identity formation and social exclusion. The novel also demonstrates how
marginalized characters resist oppression and create alternative spaces of belonging, thereby
challenging dominant social norms. This study is important in the field of literary and cultural
studies because it highlights the role of fiction in raising awareness about social injustice and
promoting critical engagement with issues such as gender discrimination, political violence, and
inequality. By examining the intersection of gender, power, and resistance, the research
contributes to broader discussions about social transformation and the representation of
marginalized identities in contemporary literature.

Arundhati Roy’s Feminist Vision in The Ministry of Utmost Happiness

In The Ministry of Utmost Happiness, Arundhati Roy develops and transforms the feminist
concerns that were first evident in her earlier novel The God of Small Things. Both works focus
on characters who live on the margins of social power, revealing how systems such as patriarchy,
caste, religion, and class intersect to shape experiences of inequality. However, while Roy’s
earlier novel largely situates feminist resistance within the private sphere of family relationships,
emotional struggles, and domestic restrictions, The Ministry of Utmost Happiness broadens this
perspective by situating feminist resistance within wider political and social contexts. The later
novel directly addresses issues such as militarization, communal conflict, displacement, and state
surveillance, thereby presenting feminism as a response not only to gender oppression but also to
broader structures of political power.

Another important development in Roy’s feminist vision is the expansion of representation
beyond the experiences of cisgender women. The novel includes transgender, queer, and non-
binary identities, challenging traditional gender categories and expanding the scope of feminist
discourse. The character of Anjum, who belongs to the hijra community, symbolizes resilience
and resistance, demonstrating how marginalized individuals create spaces of belonging and
dignity despite social exclusion. Roy’s feminist approach is therefore intersectional,
acknowledging that gender discrimination is closely connected with issues of caste hierarchy,
religious marginalization, and political violence.

In terms of narrative technique, Roy also moves away from the lyrical and intimate storytelling
style seen in The God of Small Things and adopts a fragmented, multi-voiced narrative structure.
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This polyphonic form allows multiple marginalized perspectives to be represented and reflects
the complexity of contemporary social realities. Through this approach, Roy’s feminism
becomes not merely a thematic concern but also a narrative strategy that resists singular authority
and embraces diverse voices. Ultimately, The Ministry of Utmost Happiness presents feminism
as an evolving ethical and political practice that connects personal suffering with broader
struggles for justice, emphasizing solidarity and resistance across different forms of
marginalization.

Women’s Bodies as Sites of Control and Protest

In The Ministry of Utmost Happiness, Arundhati Roy portrays women’s bodies as crucial spaces
where power, domination, and resistance intersect within contemporary Indian society. The
novel illustrates how social institutions and cultural norms attempt to regulate and control bodies
that challenge dominant expectations of gender, sexuality, religion, and national identity. Roy
depicts numerous instances where women’s bodies are subjected to surveillance, discrimination,
and violence, including harassment, sexual assault, and custodial abuse. These acts reveal that
bodily control often functions as a mechanism for maintaining patriarchal authority and
enforcing social conformity. In politically sensitive regions and militarized environments,
women’s bodies are frequently used as symbolic battlegrounds where political power and
ideological conflicts are expressed. Roy also highlights how institutions such as the state, legal
systems, and medical establishments contribute to this control by reducing women’s experiences
of violence to bureaucratic procedures, medical reports, or legal formalities. Instead of offering
protection and care, these institutional systems often silence women’s voices and undermine
their agency, transforming personal suffering into impersonal administrative processes.

Despite these oppressive conditions, Roy presents the female body not merely as a victimized
object but also as a powerful site of resistance and self-assertion. Women in the novel challenge
systems of control through acts of survival, solidarity, and self-definition. Characters such as
Anjum and Tilo resist attempts to regulate their identities by asserting autonomy over their
bodies and lives. Anjum’s decision to live openly according to her chosen gender identity
directly challenges both social prejudice and institutional attempts to categorize or marginalize
transgender bodies. Similarly, other female characters reclaim agency by refusing to internalize
shame and by supporting one another through networks of care and empathy. Roy thus redefines
the body as an active space of political meaning, where endurance, visibility, and self-expression
become forms of protest. In this perspective, healing and empowerment emerge not from state
authority but from community support, memory, and ethical relationships. By portraying bodily
autonomy as central to resistance, Roy emphasizes that even in environments shaped by violence
and control, the body can become a powerful instrument for challenging systems of domination
and affirming human dignity.
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Significance of the Novel in Contemporary Feminist Discourse

The Ministry of Utmost Happiness by Arundhati Roy occupies an important place in
contemporary feminist discourse because it expands the boundaries of feminist literature in both
thematic scope and representation. The novel challenges traditional feminist narratives that often
focus mainly on the experiences of middle-class, cisgender women. Instead, Roy foregrounds the
lives of individuals who are frequently marginalized within both society and mainstream feminist
discussions, including transgender communities, religious minorities, Dalits, political activists,
and people displaced by conflict or development projects. By presenting these diverse
experiences, the novel adopts an intersectional approach that shows how gender inequality is
closely connected with caste discrimination, religious marginalization, economic exploitation,
and political oppression. Roy’s narrative structure also contributes to the novel’s feminist
significance. Rather than following a single linear storyline, the text uses a fragmented and
multi-voiced narrative style that allows multiple perspectives to coexist. This narrative strategy
reflects the complexity of lived experiences and challenges dominant literary conventions that
prioritize coherence and singular authority. In doing so, Roy validates stories that emerge from
trauma, displacement, and marginality, highlighting them as meaningful forms of expression
rather than narrative irregularities.

Beyond its literary contribution, the novel also functions as a powerful cultural and political
commentary. Roy situates feminist resistance within broader critiques of nationalism,
militarization, and institutional power, revealing how women and marginalized communities are
often disproportionately affected by political violence and state control. The narrative explores
how surveillance, legal restrictions, and social expectations are used to regulate bodies and
silence dissenting voices. By portraying these realities, the novel emphasizes that feminism is not
only a social movement concerned with gender equality but also a political practice that
challenges wider systems of domination. At the same time, Roy highlights the importance of
compassion, solidarity, and alternative communities as forms of resistance against oppression.
The relationships formed among marginalized characters demonstrate how care and mutual
support can create spaces of belonging outside dominant social structures. Through this
combination of literary experimentation and political engagement, The Ministry of Utmost
Happiness contributes significantly to contemporary feminist thought by encouraging readers to
reconsider issues of gender, power, and justice in a broader social and global context.

Gender Representation in The Ministry of Utmost Happiness

Gender representation in The Ministry of Utmost Happiness by Arundhati Roy plays a central
role in revealing the complexities of identity, power, and social exclusion in contemporary
Indian society. The novel challenges traditional portrayals of gender by presenting characters
whose identities and experiences fall outside dominant social norms. Roy explores how gender is
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not a fixed or purely biological category but a socially constructed identity shaped by cultural
expectations, religious beliefs, and political structures. Through a diverse group of characters, the
narrative illustrates how individuals negotiate their identities within systems that often
marginalize or suppress difference. By focusing on women, transgender individuals, and other
marginalized voices, Roy highlights the ways in which gender intersects with caste, religion,
class, and political authority. The novel therefore broadens the understanding of gender
representation by depicting both the vulnerabilities and the resilience of characters who struggle
against rigid social hierarchies. Through these portrayals, Roy emphasizes that gender identity is
closely linked with broader issues of marginalization and resistance, making the novel an
important text for examining the relationship between gender, identity, and power in
contemporary literature.
1. Representation of Women Characters
In The Ministry of Utmost Happiness, Arundhati Roy presents women characters who embody
diverse experiences of struggle, resilience, and self-determination within a patriarchal social
structure. Characters such as Anjum, Tilo, and other female figures challenge traditional
expectations placed upon women in society. Rather than depicting women solely as passive
victims of oppression, Roy portrays them as complex individuals who navigate restrictive social
norms while asserting their agency in different ways. Tilo, for example, represents intellectual
independence and emotional resilience as she negotiates personal relationships and political
turmoil. Similarly, other women characters reveal how personal experiences of love, loss, and
displacement intersect with broader social realities. Roy’s portrayal of women emphasizes their
capacity to endure and resist patriarchal pressures through subtle forms of defiance, solidarity,
and self-expression. By giving voice to women from different social and cultural backgrounds,
the novel demonstrates that female identity is multifaceted and cannot be reduced to a single
narrative of victimhood or empowerment.
2. Identity and Marginalization

The theme of identity and marginalization is central to the narrative structure of The Ministry of
Utmost Happiness. Roy portrays characters who exist on the margins of mainstream society due
to their gender, religion, caste, or political affiliations. These marginalized identities often place
individuals in positions of vulnerability where they face discrimination, social exclusion, and
institutional neglect. Through her storytelling, Roy reveals how dominant social systems define
what is considered “normal” and how those who deviate from these norms are often stigmatized.
Characters belonging to minority communities experience multiple layers of marginalization that
affect their social mobility, personal freedom, and sense of belonging. However, the novel also
shows how marginalized individuals create alternative spaces of community and support where
they can reclaim their identities and dignity. By highlighting these experiences, Roy critiques the
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structures of power that perpetuate exclusion while emphasizing the resilience of individuals
who continue to assert their identities despite systemic barriers.

3. Gender Nonconformity and Social Identity
One of the most distinctive aspects of gender representation in The Ministry of Utmost Happiness
is its exploration of gender nonconformity and its impact on social identity. The character of
Anjum, who belongs to the hijra community, serves as a powerful example of how individuals
challenge rigid gender binaries within society. Through Anjum’s life experiences, Roy examines
the struggles faced by those whose gender identities do not align with conventional male or
female categories. These individuals often encounter prejudice, social rejection, and institutional
discrimination. However, Roy also portrays the hijra community as a space of solidarity and
cultural identity that provides support and belonging. By depicting gender nonconforming
characters with empathy and depth, the novel questions the legitimacy of socially imposed
gender norms and highlights the diversity of human identity. Roy’s portrayal encourages readers
to reconsider traditional assumptions about gender and recognize the importance of inclusivity
and acceptance in contemporary society.
Power Structures in The Ministry of Utmost Happiness
Power structures play a significant role in shaping the narrative of The Ministry of Utmost
Happiness by Arundhati Roy. The novel explores how different forms of authority—social,
political, religious, and institutional—operate together to regulate individual lives and maintain
systems of inequality. Roy presents a complex portrayal of contemporary Indian society where
power is not limited to a single institution but is distributed across multiple structures such as
patriarchy, state authority, religious institutions, and caste hierarchies. These systems influence
personal identities, social relationships, and opportunities available to marginalized communities.
Through the experiences of diverse characters, the novel demonstrates how individuals are often
controlled or silenced by dominant power structures that privilege certain groups while excluding
others. At the same time, Roy highlights the tensions between authority and resistance, showing
how marginalized individuals challenge these structures through acts of survival, solidarity, and
dissent. By revealing the interconnected nature of different forms of power, the novel encourages
readers to critically examine how social hierarchies operate and how they shape experiences of
justice, identity, and belonging.

1. Patriarchy and Social Hierarchies
Patriarchy is one of the most dominant power structures depicted in The Ministry of Utmost
Happiness. Roy illustrates how patriarchal norms shape gender roles, social expectations, and the
distribution of power within families and communities. Women and gender-nonconforming
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individuals often face restrictions on their freedom, behavior, and identity due to deeply rooted
cultural traditions that prioritize male authority. These patriarchal values influence various
aspects of social life, including marriage, family relationships, and public participation. Roy also
shows how patriarchy intersects with other social hierarchies such as class and caste, further
reinforcing inequality. Female characters in the novel frequently struggle against these
expectations while seeking independence and dignity. Through their experiences, Roy exposes
the limitations imposed by patriarchal systems and emphasizes the resilience of those who
challenge these restrictions. The narrative thus reveals how patriarchal power operates both in
private spaces, such as households, and in broader social institutions.

2. Political and Institutional Power
Political and institutional power form another significant dimension of authority in the novel.
Roy portrays the state, legal systems, military institutions, and bureaucratic structures as
powerful forces that shape the lives of ordinary citizens. In several parts of the narrative,
particularly those set in politically sensitive regions, the presence of military authority and
surveillance highlights how political power can regulate social behavior and suppress dissent.
Government institutions and legal frameworks are often depicted as distant or indifferent to the
struggles of marginalized individuals. Instead of providing protection or justice, these systems
sometimes reinforce inequality by prioritizing control and stability over human rights. Through
such portrayals, Roy critiques the ways in which institutional authority can contribute to the
marginalization of vulnerable communities. At the same time, the novel also reveals the complex
relationship between citizens and the state, demonstrating how individuals negotiate, resist, or
adapt to institutional power in their everyday lives.

3. Religion, Caste, and Power Dynamics
Religion and caste are presented in the novel as influential social systems that shape power
relations and community identities. Roy highlights how religious divisions and caste hierarchies
continue to influence social interactions and opportunities within contemporary Indian society.
Characters belonging to minority religious groups or lower caste backgrounds often experience
discrimination, social exclusion, and political vulnerability. The narrative demonstrates how
religious ideologies and caste-based traditions are sometimes used to justify unequal treatment
and reinforce existing power structures. At the same time, Roy also shows how individuals and
communities challenge these rigid hierarchies by forming alternative networks of solidarity and
support. Through this exploration, the novel underscores the interconnected nature of religion,
caste, and social power, revealing how these systems influence both personal identities and
broader political realities. Roy’s portrayal ultimately encourages readers to reflect on the impact
of these enduring structures on social justice and equality.
Forms of Social Resistance in the Narrative
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Social resistance is a central theme in The Ministry of Utmost Happiness by Arundhati Roy. The
novel portrays how individuals and marginalized communities challenge systems of oppression
and authority in various ways. Roy presents resistance not only as direct political rebellion but
also as subtle acts of survival, solidarity, and self-expression. The characters in the narrative
often confront social structures that attempt to silence or marginalize them, including patriarchy,
state power, religious divisions, and rigid social hierarchies. Despite these challenges, many
characters refuse to accept imposed identities or limitations and instead create alternative spaces
of belonging and support. Roy illustrates that resistance can take multiple forms—personal
defiance, collective activism, and the rejection of restrictive social norms. Through these
portrayals, the novel emphasizes that acts of resistance are deeply connected to the struggle for
dignity, identity, and justice. By highlighting both individual and collective efforts to challenge
oppression, Roy presents resistance as an ongoing process that emerges from everyday
experiences and the determination of marginalized individuals to assert their agency.

1. Individual Resistance and Personal Agency
Individual resistance in The Ministry of Utmost Happiness is often expressed through personal
choices and acts of self-definition that challenge dominant social expectations. Roy’s characters
demonstrate personal agency by refusing to conform to restrictive norms imposed by society. For
example, characters such as Anjum and Tilo assert their identities despite facing discrimination,
exclusion, and social pressure. Their decisions to live according to their own values reflect a
quiet yet powerful form of resistance against patriarchal and institutional authority. Personal
agency in the novel is not always expressed through open confrontation; instead, it often appears
in subtle acts such as preserving dignity, maintaining emotional resilience, and refusing to
internalize societal judgment. Through these characters, Roy suggests that even small acts of
defiance can challenge systems of oppression and create opportunities for self-determination.

2. Collective Resistance and Social Movements
In addition to individual acts of defiance, the novel also portrays collective resistance as an
important strategy for confronting injustice. Roy illustrates how marginalized communities form
networks of solidarity that allow them to challenge dominant power structures together. These
collective efforts often emerge in response to political oppression, social discrimination, and
economic marginalization. The formation of alternative communities, such as the unconventional
space created by Anjum and others, symbolizes the possibility of building supportive
environments where individuals who are rejected by mainstream society can find acceptance and
protection. Collective resistance in the novel reflects broader social movements that seek justice,
equality, and recognition for marginalized groups. Through these representations, Roy highlights
the importance of unity and shared struggle in resisting systems of power that attempt to divide
or silence vulnerable communities.
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3. Resistance Against Gender and Social Norms

A significant form of resistance depicted in The Ministry of Utmost Happiness involves
challenging rigid gender roles and social expectations. Roy’s narrative questions traditional ideas
about gender identity, sexuality, and social behavior by presenting characters who exist outside
conventional categories. Through the experiences of gender-nonconforming individuals and
independent female characters, the novel demonstrates how social norms can restrict personal
freedom and reinforce inequality. However, these characters actively resist such limitations by
redefining their identities and rejecting societal pressures to conform. By portraying gender
diversity and the struggle for acceptance, Roy emphasizes the importance of inclusivity and
respect for different forms of identity. This resistance against restrictive norms ultimately
contributes to the novel’s broader critique of social systems that attempt to control individuality
and suppress diversity.

Conclusion

The Ministry of Utmost Happiness by Arundhati Roy offers a profound literary exploration of the
interconnected themes of gender, power, and social resistance within contemporary Indian
society. Through its complex narrative and diverse range of characters, the novel highlights how
social hierarchies and institutional structures shape the experiences of marginalized
communities. Roy reveals that systems such as patriarchy, political authority, religious divisions,
and caste hierarchies work together to maintain inequality and limit the freedoms of those who
exist outside dominant social norms. At the same time, the novel demonstrates that individuals
and communities continuously resist these systems through acts of resilience, solidarity, and self-
definition. Characters such as Anjum and Tilo represent different forms of resistance that
challenge traditional ideas about gender identity, social belonging, and political power. By
portraying transgender identities, independent women, and other marginalized voices with
empathy and depth, Roy expands the boundaries of feminist discourse and encourages readers to
reconsider rigid categories of identity and authority. The novel also emphasizes the importance
of alternative spaces of community and care, where individuals rejected by mainstream society
can rebuild their dignity and sense of belonging. Through its fragmented narrative structure and
multiple perspectives, the text reflects the complexity of contemporary social realities and
highlights the diverse experiences of those affected by injustice and exclusion. Ultimately, The
Ministry of Utmost Happiness demonstrates that resistance is not limited to large-scale political
movements but also emerges in everyday acts of survival, compassion, and solidarity. By linking
personal experiences with broader social and political struggles, Roy’s work underscores the role
of literature as a powerful medium for questioning dominant ideologies and advocating for social
justice. Therefore, the novel remains an important contribution to contemporary feminist and
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literary discourse, offering critical insights into the relationships between gender, power,
identity, and resistance in the modern world.
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