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Historical Presentation of Transgenders in Indian Mythology 

 

Ever since the genesis of life, man started to define Universe in terms of binaries:  

Good/ bad, presence/ absence, handsome/ ugly, male/ female, light/ dark and so on. Each 

 term is defined in reciprocal determination with the other term. Those things which stood in 

 between lacked proper space and importance. Rather we are forced to believe in such a  

manner. 

The concept of hijras and other transgenders is not a new one. They have got a strong 

 historical presence in India in the Hindu mythology and other religious texts. Though they 

 were recognized and given importance in the ancient custom and practices, the conditions 

 have been deteriorating generation by generation. We are not aware of the fact that, a 

 community has been disdained due to our inferior perspectives- sometimes we label them 

 with the sole word transgenders or we contempt them with our eyebrows frowned. But they 

 are not just a community which holds similar features or gender fluids. Each individual 

 differs in his/her gender incongruence. There are agenders (not having a gender or gender  

neutral persons), bigenders (persons who fluctuate between male and female gender based  

behaviours and identities), gender fluids (a mix of male and female, but may feel more man  

some days, and more woman other days), intersex persons (persons born with a reproductive  

or sexual anatomy that does not seem to fit the typical definitions of female or male),  

abrosexuals (individuals that have a fluid and/or rapidly changing sexuality that fluctuates  
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between different sexualities), androgynes (persons whose appearances or clothing have  

elements of both femininity and masculinity), hermaphrodite (a person having both male and  

female sex organs or other sexual characteristics, either abnormally or as the neutral  

condition) and so on. We just designate them as transgenders or persons. A community which  

should be disdained, scorned, and excommunicated. 

 The term transgender or hijra is usually translated as eunuch. The word has its roots in  

Greek and means keeper of the bed. The archetypal hijra is raised as a person and undergoes  

ritual removal of the genitals to become a hijra. They call this operation mukti since this act  

suggests a transition of the person from one life to another. The act is given the tone of a  

spiritual ritual just like the acceptance of sanyasa or dheeksha. In contemporary usage,  

transgender has become an umbrella term that is used to describe a wide range of identities  

including pre- operative, post- operative and non-operative transsexual people. It refers to  

those people who strongly identify with the gender opposite to their biological sex. 

 We have come across so many queer persons who sell insignificant things in traffic  

signals and toll gates. We fear that or the belief is that if they get hurt or infuriated, they will 

shower people with curse. A group of abnormal- normally abnormal- persons who should be  

avoided by giving money. A group who makes their bread by doing down grade jobs, mainly 

as sex workers. A group who is unwarrantedly looked askance just because they are unique.  

But can we imagine this group of people from whom we shun away were considered as god  

or god- like persons in ancient times?  
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 Indian mythology is well known for its uniqueness and relevance in all ages. Now and  

then it showcases our country’s traditions and rituals. And what makes us striking is that, the 

community which we find as offensive, downgraded, and inferior has given a vital role in 

Indian mythology. In ancient times transgenders were given a prior place in auspicious 

ceremonies like wedding or a child’s birth. They were treated as a god- like person. Their  

stature, the combination of male and female, made people believe that they are god- sent 

persons. In Hindu religion it is forbidden to abuse a transgender for the fear of incurring the 

wrath of God. So, they were given hefty amounts of money and ceremonial gifts that they 

will be pleased and bless the occasion. 

 Sanskrit, one of the oldest languages in the world, uses three terms to indicate gender:  

Male, female and gender neutral. That means it was common to address transgenders in  

ancient times. In addition, Indian literature which trace its roots back to four thousand years,  

had many mythologies. These mythologies are the study of people’s experiences expressed in  

stories and rituals. If we glance through our epics like the Ramayana and the Mahabharata,  

which are considered to be holy, we come across numerous instances of transgenders holding  

an essential part of the story. Characters who determine the flaw of the epic itself. Most of the  

Hindu deities’ or heroes’ behaviour can be interpreted as having elements of gender variance. 

Sometimes they change sex or reborn as an avatar of the opposite sex. In some cases, non-  

divine beings also undergo sex- changes as the result of curses or blessings of gods. 

 In Ramayana, when Lord Rama leaves Ayodhya for his fourteen years of exile, his 
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subjects follow him into the forest. He tells his subjects that all the men and women should 

return to their places. After fourteen years of exile, when he returns to Ayodhya, he finds that 

the hijras, being neither men nor women, have not moved the place. Lord Rama who was  

impressed by their loyalty grants hijras the boon to confer blessings on people during 

auspicious functions like weddings and childbirth. 

 The Vedas and Manusmriti tell about gender identity which reveal the presence of  

queerness in Indian contexts before many centuries. The Puranas displays a wide range of  

characters like Mohini, Aravan, Brihannala, Shikhandi and so on. Mohini, an enchantress, is  

the female avatar of Lord Vishnu. The Mahabharata describes the first appearance of Mohini  

when the devas and asuras had churned the ocean with the assistance of Vishnu as the  

Kurma(tortoise) avatar to acquire Amrit (the elixir of immortality). Using her charm, she had  

to split up the fight between devas and asuras and provide the Amrit to the devas. Mohini  

makes a reappearance in the Vishnupurana when she used guile to save Lord Shiva who had  

just given a boon to Bhasmasura that would burn up anyone whose head he touches.  The  

origins of Shankara Narayan in the Lingapurana is attributed to the association of Lord Shiva  

and Mohini (Lord Vishnu). This story is also associated with the procreation of Lord Shiva  

and Lord Vishnu resulting in the creation of Ayyappa. 

 In Mahabharata, Aravan, the son of Arjuna and Ulupi (a snake princess) was offered  

to be killed for Goddess Kali to ensure the victory of Pandavas in Kurukshetra war. The only 

condition was that Aravan should spend the last night of his life as a married man. No woman 
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would marry Aravan in the fear of being his widow for the rest of the life. Lord Krishna took 

the form of Mohini and married him. This is the reason why the hijras of Tamil Nadu call 

themselves Aravanis. In Koovagam, Tamil Nadu, there is an eighteen-day festival every year,  

where the village trans- women dress up as his wives and then mourn for Aravan’s death. 

 In Mahabharata, after being seized by Bhishma for his step brother and rejected by  

him in marriage, Princess Amba took her life and swore to take her revenge on Bhishma. 

Amba was reborn to King Drupada and named Shikhandini. As the story went, she performed  

austerities and changed her sex to become Shikhandi. In the battle of Kurukshetra, Bhishma  

recognized him as Shikhandini and he did not want to fight with a woman. On the tenth day  

of the war, Bhishma, the biggest challenge for Pandavas, was forced to lower his weapons as  

Shikhandini rode in Arjuna’s chariot. Arjuna hid behind Shikhandi and attacked Bhishma  

with his arrows. Thus, Shikhandi was instrumental in Bhishma’s death in the Kurukshetra  

and the victory of Pandavas. 

 Another persona who possesses the transness in Mahabharata is Arjuna. He got cursed  

by Urvasi that he would lose his masculinity when he rejected her advances stating that she  

was like his mother. The curse was reduced by Indra to a period of one year of Arjuna’s  

choice. This turned out to be a boon for Arjuna because he stayed in disguise as a dance  

teacher- Brihannala- during the last one year of exile for the Pandavas. He taught dance and  

music to the daughter of King Virata and her friends. King Virata when came to know the  

real identity of Arjuna, he offered his daugher’s hand to Arjuna to marry her. King Arjuna  
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rejected this offer as he had been a teacher to her and considered her a daughter. 

 Ila features in one of the rare cases of female to male transformation in Hindu  

mythology. She was born to Vivasvata Manu and his wife Shraddha who wished for a male  

offspring. They prayed and the gods changed Ila to a man called Sudyumna. The story goes  

on to Sudyumna going into a forest where he is cursed to become a female. Lord Shiva  

mitigates this curse and allows him to be a male every alternate month. Ila ultimately marries  

Budha, producing the offspring Pururavas during one of the months when anatomy allowed,  

thus, producing a lunar dynasty. In the Vishnu Purana, it is said that Ila’s manhood was  

ultimately made permanent, upon which he took the name Sudyumna. He is famous in Hindu  

mythology as the progenitor of the Lunar dynasty or Chandravamsa to which Pandavas and  

Kauravas belong. 

 In folk Ramayana, we hear stories of Riksha, a monkey king, who falls into a lake and  

becomes a woman. She marries the sun- god Surya and the rain- god Indra, and gives birth to  

Sugriva and Bali. In another tale, the mother of Sugriva and Bali is Aruni, the charioteer of  

the sun- god, who takes a female form to attend the dance of apsaras in Indraloka. Siva  

Purana tells stories of Lord Siva merging with Parvati or Shakti to become ardhanarishvara,  

an androgynous composite. The form originated when Parvati, desiring to share Lord Siva’s  

experiences, asked for their forms to literally be joined. Most often, the Ardhanarishvara is  

depicted with the female form of Parvati on the left and the masculine attributes of Lord Siva  

on the right. A similar union between Lakshmi, the goddess of wealth and prosperity and  
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Lord Vishnu, her husband forms the androgynous Lakshmi- Narayana. 

 In Skanda Purana, there is a story of Samavan who became the wife of his male  

friend. Sumedhas and Samavan are two poor brahmins who remained unmarried. They came  

to know about the Queen Simantini, who welcomed poor brahmin couples on every Monday.  

She served them rich food and sent them away with gifts. As she was a great devotee of Lord  

Siva, she considered the poor couple to be Siva and Parvati. Sumedhas and Samavan wanted  

to remove their poverty so they decided to get the gifts by falsity. Samavan disguised himself  

as the wife of Sumedhas and appeared before Simantini. Although she guessed them as the  

men who pretend to be couples, she considered them as the divine couples. But soon after her  

worship, Samavan lost his manhood and became a woman.  

 Hindu astrology provides a pivotal role specifically for planet Mercury or Budh Graha  

which represents a huge blow to the paradigm of gender roles. Budha was raised as the child  

of Sage Brihaspati and Tara. But actually, he was the product of adultery between Tara and  

the moon- god Chandra. Sage Brihaspati, being furious at this revelation during Tara’s  

pregnancy, cursed that the child would be born neither male nor female. Another sage who  

came across such a metamorphosis is Narada. He once boasted that he was above being a  

victim of maya. Vishnu encouraged Narada then to take a bath in a pool which erased the  

sage’s memories and turned him into a woman. In that state, Narada would marry a king and  

produce several sons and grandsons doomed to die in war. While Narada was in mourning,  

the sage’s gender was restored to male, and he had a greater understanding of the power of  
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maya. 

 One of the twelve alvar saints of Tamil Nadu, Nammallvar is often expreesed as  

female and wrote as many as thousand devotional songs in persona of a woman pining for her  

lover, Lord Vishnu. At an annual festival, an icon of him is brought into a sanctum of Vishnu  

to unite to the literary lover with her lord. Another deity, Bhagavati devi, is considered to be  

the goddess of cross- dressing. Every year male worshippers dress as women for the ritual  

Chamayavilakku festival in Kollam. To mention Bahuchara Mata is significant as she is  

believed to be the originator of transgenders. The story is that while she was travelling with  

her sisters, she was threatened by the marauder Bapiya. After she and her sisters self-  

immolated their own breasts, Bapiya was cursed with impotence until he began to dress and  

act as a woman. Today, she is worshipped as the originator and patron of the hijras, trans  

intersex persons. 

 Jain monks differentiated between dravya shareer (physical body) and bhaav shareer  

(psychological body). They say that even if you are a male person, you could be attracted to a  

man, and not just a woman. That means the physical body and the psychological body do not  

always align with each other. These are explained in the Jain chronicles almost 1,500 years  

ago. However, these were not explained to celebrate queer sexuality but to keep queers out of  

the monastic order. Similar ideas are found in the Buddhist scriptures also where queer  

people were kept out of monastic orders. On the temple walls across India such as in  

Kanchipuram, Trivandrum and Konark and cave paintings in Ajanta and Ellora exposes the  
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images of the third gender. The medieval temples in Khajuraho include depictions of people  

in sexual congress, thereby giving a demonstration of the importance of sexual interaction  

within the Hindu faith. 

 Each of these tales depict the ethos and attitude of the people of ancient India.  

Transgenders were considered as an inseparable community. They played a famous role in  

the royal courts of the Islamic world, particularly in the Ottoman empires and the Mughal  

rule in the Medieval India. They rose to well- known positions as political advisors,  

administrators, generals as well as guardians of the harems. Hijras were considered clever,  

trustworthy and fiercely loyal and had free access to all spaces and sections of population,  

thereby playing a crucial role in the politics of empire building in Mughal era. The work of  

hijras was diverse. They used to guard the palaces, work as messengers. They used to  

entertain the royal ladies with their music, dance, and jokes. Thus, they used to create comic  

interlude daily routine.  

The women of the palace had no threat from them. So, they were entrusted with the  

responsibility of looking after the queens while the men were away, on wars. The transgender  

people were among the people who the kings trusted the most. They had normal  

responsibilities and lived among laymen.  There was a separate department headed by top  

eunuch official. This post was known as khawjasara.  The hijras also occupied high positions  

in the Islamic religious institutions, especially in guarding the holy places of Mecca and  

Medina. They influenced state decisions and also received large amount of money for being  
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closest to kings and queens. 

 We have many such instances in our chronicles. If we trace further, this outlook can  

rattle the patriarchal beliefs. India and its culture before the British invasion were much more  

liberal. Indian mythology in general and Hindu mythology in particular is less conservative.  

Hindu scriptures always speak of the third gender. And they are an integral part of  

mythology. Though they are not mainstreamed, they are accepted in the society. Either as  

part of the community of entertainers, or as servants in the temple collective. 
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Transgender Issues and the Origin of Queer Theory  

 

Mughal Empire marked the golden age of transgenders. They wielded enormous  

power, respect and some managed to amass large amount of wealth. They were usually  

appointed as custodians of harem and some rose to the ranks of army generals, royal teachers  

and court advisors. With the decline of the Mughal Empire and the advent of British rule,  

their influence waned. In the beginning transgenders were received protections and benefits  

from the provinces. These included the provision of land, right of food and smaller amount of  

money. But these were ultimately removed through British legislation as because the land  

was not inherited through blood relations. The colonisers viewed hijras as a threat to colonial  

authority, as a community that was anarchic and unmanageable. The sole reason was they  

challenged the colonial legal system, which was based on heterosexual, reproductive  

sexuality and the family. In the colonial view, transgenders were considered as a public  

nuisance that undermined the very concept of society. Hijras were labelled as wandering  

people due to their short distance travels to nearby villages to collect donations at births and  

wedding ceremonies. The British administrators associated this mobility with criminality and  

eventually labelled them as a criminal community. In addition, they claimed that hijras were  

kidnappers and castrators of children, especially boys. 

 The invaders wanted to erase the transgender community since it rattled the socio-  

norms of British India. Though they did not succeed in doing so, many religious leaders  
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adopted the notion. The administrators deprived hijras of their primary sources of income and  

any kind of rights. It pushed them into poverty and social exclusion. In addition, many rules  

were introduced to criminalise the hijra community and to deny them the rights. According to  

Michelraj, “the Criminal Tribes Act, 1871, this included all hijra who were concerned in  

kidnapping and castrating children and dressed like women to dance in public places. The  

punishment for such activities was up to two years’ imprisonment and a fine or both”. 

In 1857, the official incorporation replacing the East India Company signalled  

the violent end of medieval India. For same sex love, that end was signalled by  

the 1861 law that criminalised homosexuality which resulted in legal  

execution. . . . The British anti- sodomy law of 1860 was progressive in  

Britain in so far as it reduced the punishment for sodomy from execution to  

ten years’ imprisonment. In 1861 as Section 377 of the Indian Penal Code, it  

was a retrogressive step. This law remains in India today, even though  

homosexuality between consenting adults was decriminalised in England in  

1967 (Alisha 158- 59). 

 Section 377 of the Indian Penal Code is a section introduced during the British rule of  

India. It was modelled on the Buggery Act of 1533, which makes unnatural sexual activities  

illegal. They could punish those who committed sodomy or another homosexual act with  

lifetime imprisonment. India’s gender fluid and sexual norms did not fit into Britain’s  

conceptions of sexual behaviour. As the empire grew more powerful, they tried to impose  
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their ideas about culture, society and law. They observed the local notions of sexuality as  

barbaric. So, under the disguise of Whiteman’s burden to civilise the uncivilised, they  

introduced criminal Tribes Act (CTA) in 1871. By this law some communities were labelled  

as criminal tribes because of their nomadic lifestyle. The citizens were supposed to live as a  

part of the society and make productive use of land and forests. In a way it targeted  

transgenders who made short distance travels to collect money from nearby villages. The  

second part of the law criminalised people with non- confirming gender as eunuchs who were  

suspected of sodomy and castration. In addition, those who wore women’s clothing were  

suspected as eunuchs.  

 The law affected all hijras because all cultural practices of hijras were defined as  

evidence that an individual could be suspected of kidnapping and castration and under  

Section 377 offences should be registered by police. The real end of these laws was to bring  

gradual extinction of hijra community from India. Individuals were prohibited to wear  

feminine dress and performing in the public, thereby outlawing hijras’ gender expression and  

reducing their livelihood options. There was a case reported in 1874 that several transgenders  

complained to district officials in Ghazipur that they were starving. This pre- partition history  

influenced the vulnerable condition of transgenders in this contemporary world.  

 The policy of the British government was uneven. In some places we find strict  

enforcement of the law and in some other places the law was not strict. So, there was a huge  

migration of hijras to other provinces or Indian- ruled states. They continued to wear  
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feminine clothing and expressed their gender identities. When it was risky to publicly wear  

feminine clothing, hijras sometimes mixed male and female forms of dress. They also  

persisted to collect gift money form villagers questioning CTA and Section 377. Telangana 

Eunuchs Act, 1919 proceeded to empower and engage the state to target and aggrieve the 

Transgender people group exclusively on the premise of their sex personality. This draconian 

arrangement lopsidedly condemned the Transgender network as it additionally engaged the 

state and police to keep up a register of eunuchs in the state and further capture them based 

on cross dressing or singing or moving in the general population space.  

 The post- independent India shaped the legal system according to these contexts of  

colonial rule. The educated men of high caste communities, who were influenced by these  

legal systems and British morality stood against transgenders. For them transgenders should  

be inhabited in a particular place like a mountain or island, so that their communication with  

people and towns or villages can be prohibited. This notion soon went wide spread to other  

categories of the society also. Gradually the transgender community became marginalised.  

They were driven apart from public places and from ceremonies that once waited for their  

divine blessings. But in 1977 Shakuntala Devi, the famous mathematician who was known as  

the human computer of India, wrote a book titled The World of Homosexuals when the sense  

of alienation was in the air. It was the first Indian study of homosexuality and contained  

interviews with Indian homosexual man. The book was a result of her marriage and divorce  

with a homosexual man. 

The World of Homosexuals emboldened the maltreated transgender community. The  
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All India Hijra Conference was called in 1981 as its aftermath. Around 50,000 members of  

the community travelled to Agra to attend it. By 1986, the closed doors started to swing open  

for queer men. They started to pen articles in magazines and even went far to publish  

magazines like BombayDost, which is still in circulation. Queer psychologist Rakesh Ratti  

put together the first ever anthology of South Asian gay and lesbian experiences. It was  

published as Lotus of Another Colour in 1993. And the 1990s also saw the emergence of  

lesbian in India.  

India was witnessing a hike in the cases of violence against homosexuals and  

transgenders. Living under the archaic anti- sodomy law and the immense pressure of social  

norms, activists led to the birth of various movements against transphobia in India. This  

resulted in the initiation of the queer movements. In 1994 the Humsafar Trust was founded in  

Bombay by Ashok Row Kavi. It is one of the oldest LGBTQ organisations which started out  

doing HIV prevention advocacy and today does various outreach programmes for the entire  

LGBTQ spectrum. 

 LGBTQ is an acronym for lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and queer. The term  

was in use in the 1990s and used to describe a person’s sexual orientation or gender identity.  

Until then queer persons were referred as homosexuals or gay. But it could not express the  

seriousness or the gravity of gender incongruence. Moreover, a marginalisation was felt by  

other queer persons than homosexuals. The need for equality and justice brought together  

these communities under the hood. Shortly after this, short films, movies and literary  
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compositions on transgenders and queer persons began to appear. At first these were seen as  

irrational and unsound but, perceived reluctantly. 

 2001 marked a serious event for the LGBTQ community. In 2001 Naz Foundation  

and The Lawyer’s Collective filed the first petition against Section 377. They claimed that it  

was discriminatory to queer people and it also hampered HIV/ AIDS intervention  

programmes. Later, LGBTQ people in Mumbai staged a silent protest against Section 377  

indicating a new phase in public demonstrations for LGBTQ rights. In 2002 a hijra stood for  

the first time for elections in Bihar. She was elected as ward councillor to the Patna  

Municipal Corporation. In 2003 Voices Against 377, a multi- organisation group, was  

formed. The community began to grow, increasingly organised and flourished to full swing.  

In 2010, the Delhi High court passed a landmark judgement by reading down Section 377 of  

the Indian Penal Code. It granted equal rights to those who seen as sexual minorities, and was  

one of the affirming moments for LGBTQ Indians. 

 Since the late 1980’s theories of gender and sexuality have redefined how we think  

about culture and society. At the foundation of most theories gender and sexuality is a  

socially constructed norm. Some theorists considered identity as a fixed quality or essence  

and for some it is an ongoing process of construction or imitation. Michel Foucault’s theories  

of sexuality, known as Social Constructionism, set the idea that subjectivity and identity are  

not natural categories or essential features of human existence. These are the effects of the  

discourses and images that surround an individual.  
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 In 1990, a new term, Queer Theory, was coined in literary theory to deconstruct the  

traditional gender binaries. Queer theory considered sexuality as social constructed identity.  

The Italian- American feminist theorist Teresa de Lauretis, coined the term queer theory in  

1991 in her work Queer Theory: Lesbian and Gay Sexualities. For her, the representation of  

gender is its construction. According to Jagose, “Queer theory focuses on the ‘mismatches’  

between sex, gender, and desire which prominently associates with Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual  

and Transgender (LGBT). Unknown to many, Queer is in association with more than ‘LGBT’  

like Cross- dressing, Inter- sex, Hermaphrodites, gender ambiguity and gender- corrective  

surgery” (56). Earlier studies considered only homosexuals and their marginalisation in the  

society. But the other queer persons were not only marginalised but also alienated or even  

excommunicated from the society. For them it was not just a marginalisation from the  

mainstream; they were kept apart from the privileged feminists since they were not  

considered one among them; from the alienated blacks or dalit circle because they were not  

included with them too. In a sense they were triple marginalised.  

 Queer theorists claim that identities are not fixed because identities consist of varied  

components and to categorise an individual on the basis of just one characteristic is wrong.  

They focus on the problem of classifying individuals on the basis of gender; therefore, queer  

is a critique of identity. It challenges the idea that gender is part of the essential self. The  

theory is heavily influenced by the works of Lauren Berlant, Leo Bersani, Judith Butler, Lee  

Edelman, Jack Halberstam, David Halperin, Jose Esteban Munoz, and Eve Kosofsky  
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Sedgewick.  

 Judith Butler is perhaps the most influential theorist to explore the idea of sexual and  

gender identity as a social performance. “To what extent,” she asks, “do regulatory practices  

of gender formation and division constitute identity, the internal coherence of the subject,  

indeed, the self- identical status of the person?” (Gender Trouble 16). As an alternative to  

such naturalised regulatory practices, she developed a model of performativity, which she  

distinguished from a normative model of performance: 

[performance] presumes a subject, but [performativity] contests the very  

notion of the subject. . . . What I’m trying to do is think about performativity  

as that aspect of discourse that has the capacity to produce what it names.  

Then I take a further step, through the Derridean rewriting of Austin, and  

suggest that this production actually always happens through a certain kind of  

repetition and recitation. So if you want the ontology of this, I guess  

performativity is the vehicle through which ontological effects are established.  

Performativity is the discursive mode by which ontological effects are  

installed (“Gender as Performance” 111-12). 

 According to Butler, gender and sexual identity has always been a matter of  

performance in agreement with social norms and myths about gender and sexuality is derived  

from philosophy, religion, medicine, and culture. Michel Foucault in his History of Sexuality  

(1976) claimed that sexuality became part of a discourse that sought to identify and regulate  
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all forms of sexual behaviour. “Under the authority of a language that had been carefully  

expurgated so that it was no longer directly named, sex was taken charge of, tracked down as  

it were, by a discourse that aimed to allow it no obscurity, no respite” (20). Foucault’s  

concept of sexuality exposed the ideological mechanisms by which sexual identities are  

maintained and regulated by institutional authorities. 

 Queer theory seeks to describe the ways in which homosexual desire manifests itself  

in literary and cultural texts. It strongly depends on psychoanalytical categories and concepts  

since most of the literary compositions display the plight of the queer persons. Earlier some  

of the theorists gave privilege to gay male experiences due to the strong influence of the gay  

male theorists. But now the scenario has been changed. Another misconception of the theory  

was it having the potential to undermine the base structure on which any identity relies on.  

The theory has been understood to be just about questions of sexuality. However, new  

theorists consider queer theory as trying to understand different kinds of sexual desire and  

how the culture defines them. Queer theorists reject the traditional definitions of sex and  

gender. For them, there is no strict demarcation between male and female. 

 Gender studies and queer theory explore issues of sexuality, power, and marginalised  

populations in literature and culture. Much of the work in gender studies and queer theory is  

influenced by feminist criticism. Critics working with gender and queer theory are interested  

in the breakdown of binaries such as male and female. They explain that cultural definitions 

of sexuality and gender is always subject to change. Queer theory occupies a significant place  
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in the realm of literary criticism since it deconstructs and reconstructs the gender theories. It  

would also include themes the contents and forms of lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender  

perspectives. Due to these diversities, it is difficult to define queer theory precisely. To be  

precise it questions the established social, economic, and political power relations- and  

critically interrogates notions of security. 
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Binary Opposition and Social Acceptance of Transgenders in Arundhati Roy’s       

                            Ministry of Utmost Happiness 

 

The history of literature dates back to the dawn of civilization. The societies were  

formed by the human beings with objectives of fulfilling the human needs and aspirations.  

And from the beginning itself literature twined with society. Before the invention of letters  

and alphabets literature was transmitted through the medium of speech. That means oral  

literature is handed down orally through the word of mouth from one generation to another.  

Sometimes the term folklore is widely used instead of oral literature. It refers to the collection  

of traditional stories, customs, beliefs, and culture of a particular area. It is any of the beliefs,  

customs, and traditions that people pass on from one generation to the next. The main forms  

of this genre include folktales, fables, fairy tales, trickster tales, parables, legends, myths,  

anecdotes, epics, tall tales, ballads, riddles, sayings and idioms. 

 One of the reasons that the society hold on to the oral form of literature was their  

nomadic way of life. It might have difficult for them to travel with massive books of  

literature. But when they started to settle down, they introduced a systematic way of lifestyle.  

It became inevitable to point down the orally communicated narratives. With the invention of  

letters people wrote down the folklores, the first account of literature. The search for  

something new and unique ended up in looking to themselves. Slowly they started to write on  

themselves; the culture and tradition followed by each society. 
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 Literature and society can be viewed as two sides of a coin. One is real and the other  

is just a mirror image or reflection of it. What happens in a society is reflected in literary 

works in one form or another. A literary composition is a painting. It brings forth a  

cross section of society. There is plenty of cultural elements, myths, tradition, and lifestyle 

followed by a society which is presented in a literary work. A work reflects both actual 

events and the culture of a society. It also illustrates the attitude, mindset, and prejudices of 

the society. 

 The initial literary compositions were on religious themes, especially Christian or  

Jewish. The church, which experienced the supreme authority, used the medium of literature  

to instruct its members. So, literature was meant for religious purposes. Its ultimate end was  

to instruct, rather than delight. Although we trace elements of fiction in the later works, these  

were also focused on moral endings. Heroes who are good at heart fall to misery because of  

accidental mistakes or follies; wicked persons falling from happiness to misery; perfect  

persons moving from misery to happiness. All these intended to claim that only a morally  

good person lives happily in the society.    

 When licentious elements began to appear in literature the readers or spectators  

perceived it with a questioning mind. They envisaged it as bad or substandard literature  

which deluded the young minds. But, in reality, they represented only that was happening in  

the society. The society failed to notice the changes happening in its realm; both its culture  

and norms, which considered to be consistent, was subjected to change. Unethical things  

were happening in every nook and cranny. It was unbearable to balance with this system or  
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changes. Traditional forces of the society questioned and offended these modifications.  

Everything that contradicted the solid tradition was seen as obscene. 

 When the patriarchal society began to march on reluctantly with the novelties, they 

were not ready to accept woman writers. They were seen as unprivileged and were not 

supposed to scribble their emotions and feelings. So, when movements like feminism 

launched into the realm of literature it was indigestible for a male oriented society. They took 

every measure to keep them under control. However, to place a limit on them was impossible. 

The caged birds were waiting to sing and fly across the sky. Along with feminist writers a 

string of oppressed writers also came to the light. Dalits, aboriginals, blacks and the so-called 

others of society started to pen down their traumatic experiences. To include the excluded 

was a tedious task for the patriarchal society. It meant to reconstruct the norms and traditions. 

Society, the constant, unalterable, immutable and unquestioned authority, was not ready to 

drag itself from its outdated theories. Consequently, it started to summon the literary 

compositions of the marginalized and suppressed without imparting authorization to it.  

 Just as any other marginalized groups who had to struggle with resisting categories to 

battle against the patriarchal norms of society, queer persons also had to fight with the 

heterosexual and binary concept of the society. Queer persons or the sexual minorities were 

located outside of the privileged mainstream. To be referred as a queer meant a person was a 

symbol of perversion, sickness and absurdity. They were defined against what is considered 

normal in social practices and identity and antithetical to the traditional concept of sexuality 

and gender. Although they were part of the society from the dawn of life, they have been kept 

away from the mainstream. Just as any other marginalized circle queer persons also tried to 

present the forbearance through their literary compositions. 
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 Shakuntala Devi’s The World of Homosexuals (1977) marked the dawn of Queer 

literature in Indian English Literature. It contained interviews with homosexual men, set 

against the backdrop of the Emergency years. In 1986, journalist Ashok Row Kavi penned an 

article about himself which became the first of its kind. Later in 1990 he founded India’s first 

magazine for queer men- Bombay Dost, which is still under circulation. Rakesh Ratti, a queer 

psychologist, put together the first ever anthology of South Asian gay and lesbian 

experiences. It was published as Lotus of Another Colour in 1993. Gita Thadani’s Sakhiyani: 

Lesbian Desire in Ancient India (1996) explores female sexuality in contemporary times. But 

it was Facing the Mirror: Lesbian Writing from India (1999) edited by Ashwini Suktankar 

became an important bit of literature that increased visibility of queer women in the country. 

 India’s first gay novel was published in 2003 by R. Raj Rao, titled The Boyfriend. By 

2010 Queer- Ink publishing house was launched by Shobhna S. Kumar. Apart from 

publishing queer fiction, it also provides educational resources and crisis intervention 

services for LGBTQ Indians. Slowly but confidently works of queer persons began to appear, 

and widely accepted by the readers. Autobiographies of A. Revathi, Vidhya, Manabi and 

Laxmi Narayan Tripathi were widely read and accepted. These works illustrate the traumatic 

experiences they have gone through in their life. It outlines the marginalization and social 

negligence that they have encountered. Apart from transgender writers, mainstream writers 

like Amruta Patil, Neel Mukherjee, Arundhati Roy, Manju Kapur, and Kunal Mukherjee also 

ventured their hands in transgender fiction.  

The voice of dissent present in queer literature breaks the structural social 

hegemony. As it disintegrates, the religious and the state’s control over 

sexuality withers away. However, queer literature does not present a ready- 

made solution to the problems faced by these sexual subalterns but it becomes 

their space to thrive and celebrate their identities (Chakraborty, 386). 
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 Suzanna Arundhati Roy, Indian author and political activist is best known for her 

Booker prize winning novel The God of Small Things (1997) and for her involvement in 

environmental and human right causes. Though trained as an architect, Roy had little interest 

in design; she dreamed instead of a writing career. After a series of odd jobs, she wrote and 

costarred in the film In Which Annie Gives It to Those Ones (1989) and later penned scripts 

for the film Electric Moon (1992). In 1995 she wrote two newspaper articles claiming that 

Shekhar Kapur’s film Bandit Queen exploited Phoolan Devi, one of India’s most wanted 

criminals in the early 1980s and a heroine of the oppressed. The columns caused an uproar, 

including a court case, and Roy retreated from the public and returned to the novel she had 

begun to write. 

 In 1997 Roy published her novel, The God of Small Things to wide acclaim. The 

semiautobiographical work departed from the conventional plots and the novel became the 

biggest- selling book and won the 1998 Man Booker Prize for Fiction. Roy’s subsequent 

literary output largely consisted of politically oriented nonfiction, much of it aimed at 

addressing the problems faced by her homeland in the age of global capitalism. Among her 

publications were Power Politics (2001), The Algebra of Infinite Justice (2002), War Talk 

(2003), Public Power in the Age of Empire (2004), Field Notes on Democracy: Listening to 

Grasshoppers (2009), Broken Republic: Three Essays (2011), and Capitalism: A Ghost Story 

(2014). Arundhati Roy published The Ministry of Utmost Happiness in 2017, her first novel 

in twenty years. 

 Roy is a social activist who involved in various environmental and human rights 

issues, sometimes putting herself in trouble. She drew criticism for her vocal support of 

Maoist- Naxalite groups which she elaborated in her Walking with the Comrades (2011). To 

stand by her environmental empathy she led efforts to prevent the construction of dams in 

Narmada. But supporters of the project accused her of attacking them at a protest in 2001. 
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Though the charges were dropped, she was convicted of contempt of court the next year after 

her petition for dismissal of the charges offended the Supreme Court judges. She was fined 

and sentenced to a day of imprisonment. The documentary DAM/AGE (2002) is based on 

this incident.  

 In 2010, she narrowly avoided agitation charges for making remarks in support of 

Kashmiri independence. In December 2015 she was issued a contempt of court notice for an 

article in which she defended a professor who had been arrested for alleged Maoist links. 

Two years later the Supreme Court issued a stay, which temporarily stopped the proceedings. 

In 2019, she cosigned an open letter that called for Afghan women to be involved in peace 

talks between the United States and the Taliban. In recognition of her outspoken advocacy of 

human rights, Roy was awarded the Lannan Cultural Freedom Award in 2002, the Sydney 

Peace Prize in 2004, and the Sahitya Akademi Award from the Indian Academy of Letters in 

2006. 

 Roy’s The Ministry of Utmost Happiness blends personal stories with social issues as 

it uses a large cast of characters, including a transgender woman and a resistance fighter in 

Kashmir. The novel tries to unwrap the life of these two in the background of modern India. 

The novel opens with Aftab, a hermaphrodite born in Delhi. When he decides that he wants 

to become a woman, he joins the community of hijra called the Khwabgah or the House of 

Dreams, where a group of transgender people live together and strengthen their community 

through a historical narrative. Although the House of Dreams seems to be an ideal place for 

them, hijras suffer from their social position as outsiders and insiders at the same time. 

Moreover, hijras have suffered from people’s negative view of them, the unethical treatment 

of the surgeon in sex reassignment surgery, and the power struggle and conflict between the 

old and new generation hijras in the House of Dreams. Later Anjum, initially Aftab, leaves 

the House of Dreams to live in the graveyard where she sets up the Jannat Guest House, or 
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Paradise. The Jannat Guest House becomes the place where Anjum welcomes other Hijras 

who leave the rigid structural power of the established Hijra Gharanas. 

 One day, a baby is found at an observatory in Jantar Mandir, Delhi where a various 

activist gather. Anjum falls in love with the child, and when she disappears, tracks the baby 

to the house of the woman who has taken her. The narrative then shifts towards focusing on 

this woman, whose name is S. Tilottama or Tilo for short. Two of the men who loved her 

during her college days provides their account of the impression she made. But from the 

accounts it is clear that, she was close with an architecture student, Musa Yeswi from 

Kashmir. 

 As the story unravels, the reader learns that Musa and Tilo are reunited after the death 

of Musa’s wife Arifa and their daughter, Miss Jebeen. Musa becomes involved with the 

Kashmiri separatist movement that calls for the Muslim majority region to be break from 

Hindu majority India. Musa and his friend Gulrez draw attention of the Indian bureaucrats, 

including Major Amrik Singh who is known for his ruthless torture tactics. Although Musa 

escapes, Tilo witnesses the murder of Gulrez. Upon her release, a shaken Tilo marries Naga 

for protection and security. 

 Fourteen years later, Tilo divorces Naga and rents an apartment from the old 

university friend whom she calls as Garson Hobart. Initially excited by her reappearance in 

his life, he is dismayed to see that she has disappeared once again. It is revealed that Tilo is 

the woman who stole the baby from the observatory. She gives the baby the name, Miss 

Jebeen the Second, in honour of Musa’s slain daughter. However, Tilo is invited and agreed 

to go live with Anjum at the Jannat Guest House. 

 The Ministry of Utmost Happiness is a case study of queer lives within a particular 

sociopolitical locality of Delhi. The novel expands the definition of queerness to include 
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those who are marginalized by global capitalism and expanding the boundaries of human 

rights considerations. These people’s traumas are continually neglected by the society which 

further marginalizes them through lack of employment, healthcare, and shelter. Sometimes 

queer definitions are commonly overlooked and invalidated by present human rights 

discourses in favour of homonormative people. So, a marked resistance in these communities 

by creating their own worlds tied to their stories of resilience and creative survival. 

 Such an escapist world is mentioned in the novel The Ministry of Utmost Happiness. 

Aftab, a hermaphrodite, was supposed to pose and disguise as a male identity in order to 

survive in the world which offers no place for his mixed identity. He closed himself in the 

house as other children used to tease him as “He’s a She. He’s not a He or a She. He’s a He 

and a She. She- He, He- She Hee! Hee! Hee!” (12). When Aftab desired to join with the hijra 

community he started to follow other hijras. Once he noticed a fascinating creature: 

. . . a tall, slim- hipped woman wearing bright lipstick, gold high heels 

and a shiny, green satin salwar kameez buying bangles. . . . He rushed 

down the steep stairs into the street and followed her discreetly while 

she bought goats’ trotters, hairclips, guavas, and had the strap of her 

sandals fixed. He wanted to be her (18).  

Aftab was fascinated by the dressing and the boldness she took to dress in such a way; 

as other women of the society “wore burqas or at least covered their heads and every part of 

their body except their hands and feet” (19). Moreover, he wanted to be liberated from the so- 

called social norms and custom. At first, he was afraid to break through these notions but 

deep inside he craved to liberate himself from the masculinity. 

The woman Aftab followed could dress as she was dressed and walk 

the way she did only because she wasn’t a woman. Whatever she was, 
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Aftab wanted to be her. He wanted to be her even more than he wanted 

to be Borte Khatun. Like her he wanted to shimmer past the meat 

shops. . . . He wanted to put out a hand with painted nails and a wrist 

full of bangles. . . . He wanted to lift his salwar just a little as he 

stepped over a puddle- just enough to show off his silver anklets (19). 

 His quest for liberation and identity ends up in the Khwabgah or the House of 

Dreams, where a group of transgender people live together and strengthen their community. 

“It was the only place in his world where he felt the air made way for him” (19). Until then 

Aftab was scared about ANJUM, his inner self or the truth. He himself has seen how these 

hijras are shooed away by the common people; how they are kept away from the mainstream 

ceremonies and functions. The reality that a hijra or transgender person like him is not 

accepted in the cultural norm was a bloodcurdling truth for Aftab. Even then he is ready to 

face that challenge. 

 The inmates of Khwabgah were not living in the reality. As the name suggests it was 

a house of dreams: dreams of being oneself; dreams of expressing the desired gender; dreams 

of being independent; dreams of earning a job other than sexual labour. 

The Khwabgah was called Khwabgah, Ustad Kulsoom Bi said, 

because it was where special people, blessed people, came with their 

dreams that could not be realized in the Duniya. In the Kwabgah, Holy 

Souls trapped in the wrong bodies were liberated. (The question of 

what would happen if the Holy Soul were a man trapped in a woman’s 

body was not addressed.) (53) 

The novel is set in the backdrop of India- Pak riot. Both the countries claimed 

Kashmir was a part of them. India wanted to retain Kashmir while Pakistan tried to alienate it 
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from India. A deeper level consideration suggests the riot that is within transgenders. They 

really wanted to project their actual identity but the patriarchal society bewildered them. The 

hijra community was fearful of the social discrimination they have to face in the post- 

operative period. They were repudiated by the mainstream. So, the mental dilemma whether 

to seize the real identity or to endure with the asserted identity was very decisive for the 

community. For most people the Indo- Pak riot was something usual that happened in the 

world, but for hijras the conflict illustrated an internal condition, something ceaseless.  

The riot is inside us. The war is inside us. Indo- Pak is inside us. It will 

never settle down. It can’t (23). 

The construction of Kwabgah or the formation of a community shows the members’ 

desire to liberate themselves from the heteronormative society. The social discrimination 

suffered by the transgenders is well portrayed in the novel. The irony is that they were well 

aware of the discrimination that, they accepted the reality of discrimination. Rather than to 

fight the discrimination they plumped for coping up with the fact. Arundhati Roy had 

presented the hijra community who still goes on to attend the ceremonies. They danced, sang, 

and offered their blessings on the blissful occasion. Sometimes they threatened to embarrass 

the hosts by exposing their mutilated private parts and ruin the occasion with curses. To quote 

Nimmo Gorakhpuri, “ ‘We’re jackals who feed off other people’s happiness, we’re 

Happiness Hunters’. Khushi- khor was the phrase she used” (24). 

Whenever Anjum travelled she made sure that some accompany her for she was 

afraid of the embarrassment towards transgenders. They were harassed, illtreated and 

sometimes sexually abused. But rather than these physical tortures she was afraid of the 

mental humiliation “of being seen as well as of being unseen” (43). She may be treated as 

someone invisible; someone who is not existing at all. 
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Ustad Kulsoom Bi, one of the older members of the Kwabgah, was very proud of 

being a hijra. He always recited stories from the ancient history of India to make the younger 

generation aware about the positions they held before the colonial rule. He held a sense of 

honour to be a hijra, and wanted other hijras to be proud also. But when Gudiya told him 

about the story from Ramayana which glorifies the loyalty and honesty of the hijras. He 

merely passes a comment: “So we are remembered as the forgotten ones?” (51) This shadows 

the concealed internal struggle of Ustad Kulsoom Bi. Although he attempted to convince 

himself and others that they are unique and superior to other commons, deep in his heart he 

was anxious about the discrimination faced by his community. 

The struggle and surgical difficulties endured by the transgenders made them feel that 

they are complete (not in the eyes of society). The feminine outlook, removal of masculine 

body parts and injection of hormones was a sign of confidence. That is why Anjum uses the 

pronoun we to indicate both herself and rest of the women in Jantar Mandir. But “The 

solidarity of her ‘We’ was an embrace. Predictably, it was met with an immediate insult” 

(119). This is a clear indication that whatever attempts they made to attain the femininity (a 

complete woman in every sense) is just a slap stick for the mainstream society. Even the so- 

called marginalized women who fought for gender equality marginalizes this category. Not 

only women but also others who were victims of racism, caste and colour keep their eyes 

closed to them. 

 The notion is that the transgender or the LGBTQ community is not even 

worthy for a discussion. Even the novel does not present an accomplishment of Anjum’s 

dreams. It just picturizes how Anjum goes through each moment of her life. Or Roy depicts 

the life of the famous hijra of Delhi. Although Anjum was a famous activist she was never 

consoled. She still worried about the binary opposition and social discrimination faced by the 
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LGBTQ community. In the beginning of the novel when Ziauddin told that her name written 

backwards in English spelled Majnu she became Hilarious: 

I’m all of them, I’m Romi and Juli, I’m Laila and Majnu. And Mujna, 

why not? Who says my name is Anjum? I’m not Anjum, I’m Anjuman. 

I’m a mehfil, I’m a gathering. Of everybody and nobody, of everything 

and nothing. Is there anyone else you would like to invite? Everyone’s 

invited (4). 

During her first days in Khwabgah, when her friend makes a comment that god 

created hijra as a creature that is incapable of love, she refrains from accepting it. But the 

words seemed to be a prophecy of her future struggles where even though she transforms into 

a woman with ease; her physical attributes always stood as a constraint in her being a woman. 

Her coarse voice and facial hair irritate her; even her body begins to rebel against her wishes- 

she grows hairy, tall, muscular and she develops Adam’s apple. She stopped singing. No 

amount of persuasion, not even from Ustad Hameed himself, could make him sing again. A 

strong sense of unhappiness is developed in her due to her inability to align with her internal 

sense of identity with the outer one.  

The trapping of sex into two divisions as female and male made her confused about 

her identity. Although in the beginning, she wanted to become a woman, eventually she 

realizes she can never become one as per the standards of the society. Questions regarding 

her identity and existence started tormenting her. The fact that she could never fit into the 

normal society hurt her deeply. In spite of all this, she becomes Delhi’s most famous hijra. 

She even mothers a daughter named Zainab who suddenly subdues her internal battle. 

Although the entry of the little girl in her life made it all cheerful and lively, it was for a short 

time. Her getting caught up in the Gujarat riots alters her personality altogether which 
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frightens even Zainab afraid to be around her. In the end, all she is gifted with is loneliness. 

But she does not kneel down to the adversities in her life. Instead with a strong heart sets out 

to live alone in the abandoned graveyard. This can be seen as a quest of her journey towards 

self- realization. Eventually she grows comfortable in her own body and starts to accept her 

differences; even though people still despise her.   

The identity of Aftab as a third gender is concealed right from his birth by his own 

mother owing to the fear of society. The main reason behind this is his physical body. The 

existence of an incomplete girl part underneath his boy parts triggers fear in the mind of his 

mother who hides it from her own husband. His mother experiences trauma after observing 

his body as she clearly knows that every single thing, living and non-living thing, has a 

gender. However, in the case of her baby it is a dilemma as there is no other word to express 

the gender of her baby other than hijra: 

In Urdu, the only language she knew, all things, not just living things 

but all things – carpets, clothes, books, pens, musical instruments – 

had a gender. Everything was either masculine or feminine, man or 

woman. Everything except her baby. Yes of course she knew there was 

a word for those like him – Hijra. Two words actually, Hijra and 

Kinnar. But two words do not make a language. (8) 

For a moment the mother faces a kind of aversion to the incomplete baby on her hands. Thus, 

Aftab gets the name of hijra right from his birth owing to his body.  

Typically, the Indian society gave “utmost” importance to the concept 

and ideology of gender. Even in this century, there lies strong 

undertones of how any person can only be classified as Male/Female 

and where most of the Indians do not understand what the terms 
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“transgender”, “transsexual” etc… mean. Our society is one where 

even language is polarized in to two. (3082) 

 Roy severely criticizes through her novel how bodily norms constructed by the 

society creates rift in the life of an infant. The physical indifference of Aftab even restricted 

the motherly love as his mother Jahanara Begum prays to god to teach her how to love a baby 

who will never be accepted in the society. She always tried to keep Aftab close to her and 

prayed for the girl part to heal. The awareness of the boundaries of society forced his mother 

to restrict the childhood pleasures of Aftab. He was restricted from going school and other 

pleasures of life owing to his physical incompleteness in the eyes of the society. Even the 

voice of Aftab became a source of indifference in society. He had a sweet, true singing voice 

of a girl. Initially the people appreciated him for his voice but later other children in his music 

class started teasing and snickering him for his voice. 

 The parents of Aftab took him to a doctor, a sexologist to determine his sex. 

According to the doctor, he was not a hijra yet for practical purposes can be called one. On 

the other hand, he was instilled with both male and female characteristic features. The doctor 

called him a Hermaphrodite and suggested that the female parts be removed surgically. On 

the other hand, it was made clear that even though his male parts were dominant, he might 

always have female tendencies throughout his life. His parents tried to forcefully implant 

masculine tendencies by dressing him up in male clothes and telling him the stories of 

warriors and heroes. All these instances from the novel are indicative of how Aftab’s family 

is scared of the social norms that will alienate him owing to the incompleteness in his body. 

 Anjum lived in the Kwabgah with her patched together body and her partially realized 

dreams for more than thirty years. At the age of forty- six, she left the Kwabgah. Her father 

had died and her mother was bed- ridden. She found her dwelling place in a graveyard. Even 
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though it marked a ne turning in her life the worries and perturbation of the parents’ follow 

Anjum throughout her life. In chapter three, The Nativity, Roy gives a testimony for this 

where Anjum compares the lives and dreams of Mr. Aggarwal and herself. 

He, a revolutionary trapped in an accountant’s mind. She, a woman 

trapped in a man’s body. He, raging at a world in which the balance 

sheets did not tally. She, raging at her glands, her organs, her skin, the 

texture of her hair, the width of her shoulders, the timbre of her voice. 

He, fighting for a way to impose fiscal integrity on a decaying system. 

She, wanting to pluck the very stars from the sky and grind them into a 

potion that would give her proper breasts and hips and a long, thick 

plait of hair . . . He, who filled in forms and ticked boxes. She, who 

never knew which box to tick, which queue to stand in, which public 

toilet to enter (Kings or Queens? Lords or Ladies? Sirs or Hers?) . . . 

He, reduced by his certainties. She, augmented by her ambiguity. (122) 

 The journey and fate of Anjum is similar to the he- she factory worker Jess Goldberg 

in Leslie Feinberg’s novel, Stone Butch Blues. In this narrative of the life he- she factory 

worker, Jess Goldberg, Jess recounts many occasions in which she has to make crucial 

decisions about whether she can afford to use the women’s bathroom. Once she was 

unmanageable to hold her instinct so she decided to use the women’s bathroom. Two women 

were freshening their makeup in front of the mirror. When Jess passed them one of them 

informed her that, the bathroom is for the women. She nodded and said she know and entered 

the bathroom. Their laughter cut her to the born. She was scared when she overheard them 

commenting that they would call the security. She waited until the women left (102). Both 

Jess as well as Anjum has to endure the pain and suffer the identity crisis. For Jess, the 

bathroom represents a limit to her ability to move around in the public sphere. Her body, with 



36 
 

its needs and physical functions, imposes a limit on her attempts to function normally despite 

her variant presentation. Similarly, Anjum had to sacrifice her singing for the price of being a 

hijra. She had to abandon education because social conventions impose a limit on her, to 

move and think independently.  

 Gender is a cultural construct as Michel Foucault argued that “sexuality is not a 

natural feature or fact of human life but a constructed category of experience which has 

historical, social, and cultural, rather than biological, origins” (Spargo, 12). A person’s 

identity is defined by his body and sexual identity is constructed by society, which is a 

repressive and negative force. Therefore, power relation occurs, and it is centralized by a 

group of people and it includes the hierarchical divisions based on social, political, and 

economic practices and institutions. Roy portrayed the polarization of gender and race 

regarding the identity of hijras who are treated as inferior, untouchable and marginalized in 

Indian society. Woodward wrote, “The world was ordered by gender divisions with gender 

giving meaning to social divisions” (109). Gender is related with the social divisions of class, 

race, disability, and sexuality. Hijra community is divided and segregated in society for the 

differences of sexuality. They are treated and discriminated as third gender in India and the 

recent word for hijra is transgender to the people of the world. 

  Roy’s work could be seen as an integral part of the existing growing importance in the 

hijra community in India, but also as a response to the portrayal of hijra as atopic of inquiry 

and discipline. In reality, after witnessing tragic experiences during a journey to Gujarat, 

Anjum declined fame and recognition when a companion of hers, trapped in the bloodshed of 

the anti- Muslim riots of 2002, was assassinated by a mob. Shattered and tormented by the 

experiences of the horrific acts, Anjum deserted her productive life as a member of the hijra 

community and fled back to the cemetery. While Anjum was a fictional character who 
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remained apart from the real world, her life was profoundly embroiled in actual, modern 

historical facts. 

 Mulaqat Ali, her father was actively attempting to make the child become normal, but 

he realized that his child was unwilling to fit into one sex. Anjum was ridiculed by other 

children and pointed to her ambiguity as both male and female. She considered herself 

mentally and internally disturbed, while some wanted her to step into the traditional system. 

Anjum had a body that crossed the usual boundaries between male and female. The novel 

highlighted the challenges of life in a culture characterized by an idealist explanation of 

gender. The understanding of self in children started with the sex related categorization of 

self as male or female. It was also observed that some forms of activity were linked to a 

single sex were considered to be stable. Such a gender-based differentiation reinforces sexual 

inequalities according to feminist theorists. 

 In the novel, the Khwabgah was Anjum’s place of liberation and self- expression. 

“Once she became a permanent resident of the Khwabgah, Anjum was finally able to dress in 

the clothes she longed to wear. . .”(25). Outside her double voice “frightened other people” 

(28) and even members of the Government “. . . like everyone else, they feared being cursed 

by a Hijra” (67). People alienated her because of something superficial, or lack of 

information, or myth, and Anjum had to fight against gender hierarchies, accepted gender 

norms and, in that way, be part of the anti- colonial resistance. She sets her emotional 

instincts free and remained in the Khwabgah for thirty years. 

 Khwabgah provided shelter and hope to many people like Anjum whom the rational 

world had ostracized. Anjum sought to escape from the border land of gender conflict within 

the self. It was not only Anjum, all the characters in the novel had a border within the self and 

in the external world. She satisfied her urge as a half- woman when she took up the role of a 
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mother figure by raising Zainab, an abandoned kid from the street. Anjum through her 

transformations- from a boy, to neither being boy or girl physiologically, to a woman 

psychologically- tried to redefine her life. The duality of being both a man and woman or 

being neither a man nor a woman led Anjum into different territories of the world. Khwabgah 

was one such place where the hijras hoped to liberate their “Holy Soul” trapped in their 

wrong bodies. Khwabgah was unlike the ordinary world and it was defined as “another 

world”. Anjum referred to this world as Duniya, a world which for her was oblivious of the 

predicament of the hijras’. Khwabgah was a world in itself, it was considered to be abode of 

“special people”, or “blessed people” who came with their dreams that could not be realized 

in the Duniya” (53).  

 Through The Ministry of Utmost Happiness Roy draws our attention to the spaces that 

are populated by the subalterns and to the voices from the margins. Edward Soja’s work on 

spaces, altered our perception of space and social structures in a radical manner. His 

introduction of the concept of thirdspace is an innovative way of comprehending spatialities. 

According to Soja, firstspace is all about the geographical placing, secondspace is about the 

manner in which one perceive those spaces, and thirdspace is, therefore, an accumulation of 

everything that constitutes the experience of living. It is the history, myth, the dream, the 

imagination, and the craft that defines the experience of living in a space. (70) 

 The novel imagines thirdspaces capable of highlighting the social discourses that 

accommodate caste hierarchies, gender inequalities, and similar acts of subjugation and 

oppression within post- global India. Gender, in these thirdspaces, emerges as a prominent 

idea and experience in this novel through the depiction of physical spaces, including the 

bodies of the protagonists. 
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 Aftab’s parents wanted him to fit into the normal framework of the society. So, they 

tried to caste him into boyish ways by introducing him to stories of warriors and heroes. But 

Aftab knew that he would not be able to fit into those frameworks. He soon realized other 

spaces and identities and eagerly sought out those spaces willing to accommodate him. 

Aftab’s exploration of spaces that will release him from his identity as a man culminated in 

his discovery of the dwelling place of hijras, the Khwabgah. His choice of his living space is 

integral to his gender affiliation. “Finally the day dawned when . . . he entered that ordinary, 

broken- down home as though he were walking through the gates of Paradise” (20).  

 Aftab experiences a sense of inclusion through acceptance into a space like 

Khwabgah. The place is in a dilapidated condition and is typically representative of the 

othering that marginalizes the other genders. The novelist gives a detailed description of the 

house which is to be the home for Aftab for years to come. In Khwabgah, transgender 

persons occupy rooms that are better than the rest, while the common gender category 

withdraws into the kitchen spaces. 

 Anjum in public urban spaces defies the binaries that define cityspaces. When Anjum 

and Nimmo, another hijra, decide to visit the city streets, they venture out at night. They 

prefer to be among smaller crowds of people, and Anjum carefully selects her clothes for the 

occasion. “Anjum had dressed down, in one of her drabber Pathan suits, though she could not 

resist a hairclip, a dupatta and a touch of lipstick” (108). When the documentary makers who 

are documenting the protest and resistance on the streets encourage Anjum to speak up and to 

describe the other world, she merely says, “We’ve come from another world” (110). 

 There might be a question regarding Anjum leaving from the House of Dreams. She 

leaves Khwabgah after the series of incidents that happened in her life right after the Gujarat 

riot. The Muslim graveyard is where she withdrew from the bustling, gossipy world of the 
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Khwabgah. At first Anjum is all alone; desolated in the old graveyard. Over time old 

admirers and new friends begin to coax her out of her desolation. She expands the shed into a 

small house and then adds rooms on to that. She calls the place Jannat, or Paradise, and rents 

to a motley assortment of outcasts.  

It is in this graveyard Anjum and others get utmost happiness. These neglected people 

did not create a space of their own in the domestic sphere or in the social sphere. So, they are 

forced to create a thirdspace for their own in the graveyard. The thirdspace extends the notion 

of the real and virtual by suggesting a hybrid space that allows remote participants to engage 

in social relations with one another. It is the space where the oppressed find their liberation. 

In the climax of the novel, the graveyard acts as a shelter or paradise for all the refugees.  

 Although Anjum lives in a highly sexist society that privileges the masculine over the 

feminine, her identity as a hijra grants her a special social status that sometimes protects her. 

Traveling to a popular Muslim shrine, Anjum and a host of other pilgrims are attacked by 

Hindu terrorists seeking justice for Hindus recently killed by Muslim militants. Every 

Muslim in the area is massacred, except for Anjum. She is spared because the terrorists 

believed that killing hijras brings bad luck. In this instance, Anjum’s marginalized identity 

literally saves her life. Although she suffers discrimination in her society for being a hijra, in 

instances like this myths and folklore protects her. Roy does not argue that being a hijra is a 

privilege, but she highlights some ways in which Anjum’s inability to participate in the 

gender binary has special, positive effects. 

 Nimmo Gorakhpuri, a hijra with whom Anjum lived in Kwabgah, relates the 

experience of being hijra to the conflict between India and Pakistan; linking the gender binary 

to the violent partition of the two countries. Before moving into the Kwabgah, Aftab had 

idealized the place where he will live with other trans sex workers. But Nimmo, who already 
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lives there, tells the young boy that nobody is happy there because they are all suffering from 

the unsettled Indo- Pak riot inside them. Here Nimmo equates the conflict between the two 

countries with the perceived conflict between masculine and feminine genders that occurs in 

hijras. This analogy is portrayed throughout the novel. By this recurring analogy Roy implies 

that perhaps just as Indians and Pakistanis are not really separate from one another, the 

masculine and feminine genders are not necessarily opposites that are in conflict with each 

other. Anjum holds on the view that gender binary is artificial and recognizes multiple 

genders can coexist within the same being. Anjum’s experiences defy the logic of the gender 

binary. She seems to embrace that both genders live within her. In a way, Anjum embodies 

the concept of coexistence, by allowing two genders considered to be fundamentally opposite 

to coexist with her.  

 India is a multiracial and multicultural country where the concepts of gender, class 

and caste create a sense of discrimination among different categories of people. The gender 

identity impacts on hijras’ lives. They do not get gender recognition, employment, proper 

housing, and health- care services properly. They face discrimination and inequality so harsh 

that they feel that they are inferior. In Neither Man Nor Woman, Nanda states, “although 

cross- gender behaviour in childhood is a prominent theme in hijra narratives, this behaviour 

is not necessarily connected to a clear feminine gender identity” (115). Hijras are in between 

gender, and they face cross- gender situation. They are controversial community in Indian 

society and their existence disrupts essential ideas about sex or gender. Holmes writes, 

“recognition of third sexes and third genders is not equal to valuing the presence of those who 

were neither male nor female” (101). Though hijras as third genders adopt feminine identity 

they were not like ordinary Indian women. Society cannot accept them as female; rather, 

people have negative attitudes towards them. 
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 The Ministry of Utmost Happiness deals with different social affair, politics, and 

environmental concerns in Indian society. Anjum as the representation of the hijra 

community of Indian society is the other, who struggles to survive in her culture by 

remaining within the boundaries set by society for hijras. When she fails to cope with her 

spiritual satisfaction, Anjum struggle to create a life for her outside the boundaries set by the 

society. For this she chooses graveyard, a very odd place to live for ordinary people as they 

consider it an end of life. But for Anjum, graveyard is the beginning of her spiritual journey 

as she feels inspired at this place. In short, Anjum breaks the barriers of the society put on her 

and her gender by living an anti- normative life. 
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     Redefining Motherhood 

 

Mother(motherhood) is a behaviour. To love someone … is a 

behaviour. And I always say mother is beyond a gender; mother could 

be anyone; mother could be a woman; mother could be a man; mother 

could be a transgender; mother could be anyone…. I am a mother 

without uterus. Yes, I mean that. (Gauri Sawant) 

 India, with its multitudes whose destinies are mixed in a complex socio- political, 

economic and, above all, religious environment, demands narratives that are 

multidimensional, within structures that encompass this complexity effectively. Hence 

creative writing in the context of India is a challenging task. Arundhati Roy’s The Ministry of 

Utmost Happiness was released after a long period of wait after the publication of The God of 

Small Things, which won the Booker prize in1997. The second novel bagged mixed reviews, 

due to its complex and rambling narrative. It encompasses the world of Indian social 

structure, with its caste and class identities along with gender conflicts.  

 Motherhood is central to womanhood, something that is revered in all cultures. The 

Indian feminine divine tradition is centred around the concept of mother, with all its fertility, 

nurturing, and caring. This concept can be further illustrated by usages such as mother 

goddess and mother nature. For a very long time, the identity of motherhood, revolving 

around the idea of bearing and caring a child played an important role in the socialization of 

Indian women. The social construction of Indian motherhood was influenced by customs and 

practices in which motherhood was assigned a sacrosanct space as a crucial determinant of 

the ultimate identity and worth of Indian women. 

 The term mother focuses on the gestational capacities of women; the ability to give 

birth and experience pregnancy. To expand these terms mean look after, care for, protect, 
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nurse and tend. Lately, mother has been described as a person who engages in the act of 

mothering. It is a term constructed to denote a woman providing the physical and 

psychological care needed for a child. A deep- rooted biological determinism, employed and 

interpreted by the patriarchy for its own benefits, lets the society carry on in the belief that all 

women are to bear children. It also assumes that mothering and childcare knowledge come 

naturally to them once they give birth. 

 Arundhati Roy’s The Ministry of Utmost Happiness scrutinise these concepts and 

goes on to establish a new notion about motherhood. She eventually terminates the concept of 

Indian motherhood. The novel discusses four mothers: Jahanara Begum, Anjum’s mother; 

Maryam Ipe, Tilo’s mother; Tilo and Anjum. These four mothers portray four different 

situations and concepts. A close analysis of Jahanara Begum reveals her as a good mother. 

She was long waiting for a boy child. That is why she cross examines Aftab, the very next 

day of his birth. When she finds out that her son is a hijra, she is so worried about the society 

that she conceals the news even from her husband. She took Aftab to almost all the pilgrims 

and shrines but it turns out to be futile. 

 A superficial outlook can suggest these acts as an aversion of Jahanara Begum 

towards Aftab. But a profound reading proposes these as the helplessness of a mother, for she 

was aware about the social discrimination her child was going to endure in future. “She kept 

him close and was fiercely protective of him. Even after her younger son, Saqib, was born 

she would not allow Aftab to stray very far from her on his own” (11). She takes all measures 

to make him comfortable and cure. She along with her husband take him to Nizamuddin basti 

to consult a sexologist. All she wanted was to make Aftab a normal socially inclusive person. 

When Aftab decides to join the hijra community she does not dishearten him. No instances 

are shown in the novel to suggest the difficulties Aftab had to endure at home to enter the 
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Khwabgah. Moreover, Jahanara continues to visit her child, now Anjum, at first in weekly 

visits to the Khwabgah and later, occasionally, at the shrine of Hazrat Sarmad Shaheed.  

… for years Jahanara Begum continued to send a hot meal to the 

Khwabgah every day. The only place where she and Anjum met was at 

the dargah of Hazrat Sarmad Shaheed. There they would sit together 

for a while, Anjum nearly six feet tall, her head demurely covered in a 

spangled dupatta, and tiny Jahanara Begum, whose hair had begun to 

grey under her black burqa. Sometimes, they held hands 

surreptitiously. (25) 

When she passes away, she is buried at Anjum’s new shelter, Jannat Guest House and 

Funeral Services.  

 Jahanara Begum is an ordinary mother who accomplishes the Indian concept of 

motherhood. A mother who nurtures her beloved son; one who devotes her life before all the 

deities for the better future of her son; one who sacrifices everything and supports her son to 

achieve the ambition of his life. She is the stereotyped mother who is glorified in the history 

and tradition. But things would have been different if she accepted Aftab as a transgender. If 

she had supported him and fought with Mulaqat Ali for Aftab things would have been 

different. If she helped Aftab to quest his identity and root in his own self, young Aftab 

would not have introverted to himself. If she provided him education and coerced him to 

continue his music classes Anjum would have been able to earn a job. If all these would have 

happened Anjum could live in the Duniya, without leaving for the Kwabgah.  

 Every person, transgenders in particular, needs support from the family to exist. It is a 

necessary evil which cannot be avoided. As a social being, humans are expected to rely on 

depend on each other. And the support one gets from his own family is very important. More 
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than material support transgenders need mental support. Even though they seem to be happy 

in their own House of Dreams each of them likes to go back to his own family. Hammered by 

fate, each transgender embraces his/her own shadow longing to unite with family. As Chahat 

says in Pakistan’s Transgenders: Hidden Lives, “If it was in my hands, I would be happy to 

be a dog just so I could live with my mother.” 

 Maryam Ipe falls into an entirely different line. She is the biological mother of Tilo or 

Tilottama, even though she does not acknowledge the fact. She belonged to an old, 

aristocratic Syrian Christian family that had fallen on bad times. She had been educated at a 

convent school in Ootacamund and then at a Christian college in Madras. Her father’s illness 

forced her to return to her hometown in Kerala. She had been an English teacher in a local 

school before she started her own school. Her school was extremely successful known for its 

innovative teaching methods. Tilo was her real child whom she would not publicly 

acknowledge. To claim a child born to her out of wedlock was unimaginable for a young 

woman who belonged to a traditional community. 

 Tilo was never named or mentioned in any of the newspaper articles which praised 

Maryam’s school and teaching method. When asked about her adopted daughter she always 

kept a cliché dialogue that she was asked by a nun to adopt Tilo who had been left by a coolie 

woman outside their orphanage: 

‘Sister Scholastica called me to say that a coolie woman had left a 

newborn baby in a basket outside the Mount Carmel orphanage. She 

asked if I wanted to take her. My family was dead against it, but I 

thought that if I could give her a new life. She was a jet- black baby, 

like a little piece of coal. She was so small she almost fitted in the palm 
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of my hand so I called her Tilottama, which means “seasame seed” in 

Sanskrit.’ (240) 

 Maryam Ipe claims that she adopted Tilo against the wishes of her family. But she 

adopts Tilo to claim her as a foster daughter. Despite all these, Tilo accepts Maryam as her 

biological mother. During the last days of Maryam’s life, it was Tilo who look after her. She 

becomes delirious and dictates nonsensical notes for Tilo to write down who visits her every 

day. 

It was as though she thought she could outsmart death by remaining 

constantly vigilant. So she talked continuously, sometimes belligerent, 

sometimes pleasant and amusing. She sang snatches of old songs, 

hymns, Christmas carols, Onam boat- race songs. She recited 

Shakespeare in her impeccable convent- school English. When she got 

upset she insulted everybody around her in a hard- core dialect of 

guttersnipe Malayalam that nobody could work out how (and from 

where) in the world a woman of her class and breeding had picked up. 

(241) 

 In her delirium, Maryam becomes particularly concerned with the social caste of everyone 

around her- nurses, doctors, and even her own daughter. But Tilo revokes this humiliation 

and continue to onlook her mother.  

 Maryam Ipe, is intolerable and unacceptable mother who renounced her own daughter 

for her better future. She belonged to a renowned family and was afraid of bringing disgrace 

to them. So, she abandons her daughter. But this is not a case of child abandonment. Child 

abandonment is where the parent wilfully withholds physical, emotional, and financial 

support from a child. In other words, abandonment occurs when the parent fails to fulfil his or 
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her parental responsibilities and chooses not to have contact with his or her child. It is true 

that she abandoned her daughter for the family’s well-being. But Maryam adopted Tilo 

within hours of abandonment to keep Tilo with her. She claims that she did without her 

family’s consent; but as a mother she wanted Tilo near to her bosom. She educated her (may 

be the best she could give at that time), provided every need and wants.  

 The novel presents Maryam Ipe as a revolutionary social activist: 

. . . a woman who had overcome great adversity in her life to become 

what she was- an iconic feminist who never moved to a big city, but 

chose instead to take the hard path and continue to live and fight her 

battles in the conservative little town she belonged to. They [the 

newspaper articles] described how she had struggled against cabals of 

bullying men, how she eventually won the respect and admiration of 

those who had tormented her and how she had inspired a whole 

generation of young women to follow their dreams and desires. (239) 

Maryam is a stone hearted woman who does not hide out from the world because of the 

disgrace she brought upon her family. She does not abscond from the society she lived, 

instead she continues to live there to shut those people’s mouth. Maryam can be described as 

an iconic woman who crosses all barriers to her desired future. She nails her aspired dreams 

and desires with self- reliance. Her success held the tongues of her faultfinders. Her 

motherhood is questioned because of the lack of emotional support she given to Tilo. Both 

Maryam and Tilo hardly had any emotional attachment, which considered as one of the main 

motherly features. But mothers are also humans. One cannot expect a human being to 

emotionally consistent all the time.  
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Each human being is unique for their differences in the psychological, physical and 

emotional features and he/she is expected to behave differently. Some are introvert, some are 

hyperactive, some are sentimental, and some are talkative. If human beings are expected to 

behave differently, then are mothers. The emotional constraints and the heaviness of 

responsibilities can draw back mothers from their motherly carapaces. When the society is 

indifferent with the responsibilities of fathers of abandoned child/ foundling, why do they 

blabber about the mothers? 

Maryam elevates the idea of motherhood. For her motherhood is not confined to the 

structure of family. A mother should be able to accomplish both her own and others dreams. 

Her duties are open out to society. She is expected to bring modifications which will help the 

society to change according to the time. Maryam started as an English school teacher in a 

local school precluding the scandals centred on her. Then she started a school her own which 

grew as an extremely successful high school known for its innovative teaching method. The 

narrator presents the reader with a version of Tilo’s mother’s actions after Tilo’s birth as a 

courageous act: 

Even if it was true that Tilo was her real child from whom she would 

not publicly acknowledge, it was equally true that for a young woman 

who belonged to a traditional community, to have chosen a life of 

independence, chosen to eschew marriage in order to claim a child 

born to her out of wedlock- even if meant masking in benevolence and 

masquerading as the baby’s foster- mother- was an act of immense 

courage and love. She needed to distance herself from her baby if only 

in order to be able to claim her, own her and love her. (244) 



50 
 

 There is certainly courage in what Maryam Ipe did in the conscious choice she made. 

But by refusing to acknowledge Tilo as her biological child she also caused Tilo to feel 

anchorless and alone and affected her ability to love. “Maryam’s self- created distance for the 

sake of social norms, a singular personal agenda, has a detrimental effect on the decisions 

Tilo make in her own adult life and personal relationships” (Tewari, 35). Tilo is portrayed as 

a person who is indifferent to everything. The influence and veracity of her mother may be 

explained as one of the reasons of this indifference. Her life moves around three men in her 

life: Musa Yeswi, a Kashmir revolutionary and her lover; Naga, her husband and Biplab 

Dasgupta her collegemate and one who is in love with her.  

 Tilo, or S. Tilottama, is an architect- turned- activist whose reserved nature keeps her 

mysterious and distant. She differs from the norm, which is subtly evident even in her 

appearance. Her dark complexion, “which, as far as most Indians were concerned, 

disqualified her straight away from being considered good- looking” (156). She carried 

herself in a particular way that was almost masculine. She wore minimal jewellery and 

smoked beedis. Musa and Tilo met in college, and he is the only one Tilo can be completely 

herself with. They never marry; he lives in Kashmir while Tilo remains in Delhi. 

 As the story unravels, the reader learns that Musa and Tilo are reconnected after the 

death of his wife Arifa and their daughter, Miss Jabeen. In the mid- to- late 1990s, Musa 

becomes involved with the Kashmiri separatist movement which calls for the Muslim- 

majority region called Kashmir to break from Hindu- majority India. Musa and his friend, 

commander Gulrez, attract the attention of Indian bureaucrats. Although Musa escapes, Tilo 

witnesses the murder of Gulrez. Upon her release, a shaken Tilo marries Naga for protection 

and security. Tilo soon realizes that marriage to Naga was against her nature. Fourteen years 

later, she divorces Naga and rents an apartment from the old friend, Biplab Dasgupta.  
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 Tilo exhibits a unique character through out the novel. She does not attempt to please 

anyone and lives according to her own norms. Her relationships and motherhood are always 

put in question. She loves Musa Yeswi, the only person she is in love with; but she marries 

Naga for protection. After the divorce she moves to Biplab Dasgupta to find a shelter. The 

reader is also exposed to the fact that she is pregnant with Musa’s child soon after her 

marriage with Naga. Finally, she decides to terminate the pregnancy.  

The decision she eventually took had nothing to do with her feelings 

for Naga or her love for Musa. It came from a more primal place. She 

worried that the little human she produced would have to negotiate the 

same ocean full of strange and dangerous fish that she had had to in her 

relationship with her mother. She did not trust that she would be a 

better parent than Maryam Ipe. Her clear-eyed assessment of herself 

was that she’d be a far worse one. She did not wish to inflict herself on 

a child. And she did not wish to inflict a replication of herself on the 

world. (391)  

Tilo decides to adopt a baby informally, that she finds abandoned at the Jantar Mantar 

protests.  She names the baby, Miss Jabeen the Second, in honour of Musa’s slain daughter. 

When the chance presented itself, “She had no idea why she of all people, who never wanted 

children, had picked up the baby and run. But now it was done” (263). On a more intimate 

level, Tilo’s choosing to rescue the new born baby girl is a wilful act that shows her 

attempting to correct the humiliation and pain of never being acknowledged by her own 

mother. 

 It is not necessarily a biological maternal instinct that compels Tilo to take the baby, 

but rather a volition to spare a child an uncertain, unprotected, and unloved future. Once Tilo 
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is certain that the baby girl will receive the love, care, and acknowledgment she needs, she 

has no qualms about giving up her rights to the child. Her role in the baby’s life was written 

for a specific purpose and by historical instinct she performs it. Just like the baby who is 

abandoned by her mother but welcomed as the newest resident of Jannat House, Tilo too 

finds a place where she finally fits in and has found a home. More than the motherly instincts, 

it is humanity and social commitment that draws Tilo to adopt Miss Jabeen the Second. Her 

act of doing it informally has also some valid reasons; for Tilo was aware of the awkward 

situation a foster child has to go through. She clearly knew that her self- alienated nature and 

draw out from social commitments are results of being a foster child. Due to this fact Tilo 

kidnaps the foundling, while other people were discussing to hand her over to legal 

authorities. 

 The Ministry of Utmost Happiness falls into two sessions; one about Anjum and the 

other about Tilo. These entirely two different sessions are connected by Miss Jabeen, the 

Second. It is Anjum’s feelings and concern for the baby bridges both Anjum and Tilo. 

Anjum, who possesses feminine features, covets to be a mother. She upholds the idea of 

Indian motherhood where a woman is complete by bearing children. She feels incomplete and 

barren for not having children. 

Anjum really wanted to be a mother. This is the reason for her desperation of her 

unsuccessful surgeries. She believed that surgeries could make her complete; could provide 

her children. Despite of the pain staking surgeries and even more painful recoveries, her 

aspirations became futile. But through out her life Anjum craved to be a mother. When she 

met Zainab on the steps of Jama Masjid all alone and bawling, she offered her hands to hold 

on. Since no one came in search for her, Anjum decides to look after her as her own daughter. 

In a way it soothes her crave to be a mother. Her dreams of being a mother revolves around 

Zainab, even though she is confused at times. “She wanted to be a mother, to wake up in her 
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own home, dress Zainab in a school uniform and send her off to school with her books and 

tiffin box. The question was, were ambitions such as these, on the part of someone like 

herself, reasonable or unreasonable?” (30).  

The presence of Zainab around her also subsides her internal conflict regarding 

identity: 

Being ignored instead of dreaded by the tiny creature subdued 

(for a moment at least) what Nimmo Gorakhpuri had so astutely and so 

long ago called Indo- Pak. The warring factions inside Anjum fell 

silent. Her body felt like a generous host instead of a battlefield. Was it 

like dying, or being born? Anjum couldn’t decide. In her imagination it 

had the fullness, the sense of entirety, of one of the two. (30) 

In a way Zainab quenched the desire of everyone in the Khwabgah. She was lavished with 

more love by more mothers than any child could hope for. She easily settled with her new 

life. She called Anjum as Mummy who pampered and showered all the love and care she kept 

for years: 

She was caught unawares by the fact that it was possible for one 

human being to love another so much and so completely. At first . . . 

she was only able to express her feelings in a busy, bustling way, like a 

child with its first pet. She bought Zainab an unnecessary amount of 

toys and clothes, . . . she bathed, dressed, and undressed her an 

unnecessary number of times, oiled, braided and unbraided her hair, 

tied and untied it with matching and un- matching ribbons that she kept 

rolled up in an old tin. She overfed her, took her for walks in the 
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neighbourhood and, when she saw that Zainab was naturally drawn to 

animals, got her a rabbit . . . and a he-goat. . . (33)  

 Years later, as a result of getting caught up in an approximation of the 2002 Gujarat 

riots, Anjum winds up in a refugee camp. When she returns to Khwabgah, she is altered so 

much that her daughter Zainab is afraid to be around her. Anjum forcefully teaches her 

Gayatri Mantra and crops her hair. All these acts are part of her hysteric mind which 

witnessed the massacre during the riot. But when she realizes that she makes Zainab so 

scared that she decides to move out of the Khwabgah. She takes up residence in a graveyard, 

and over the years, her home there gets bigger and bigger until it becomes a guesthouse. Once 

she tells one of her tenants who has taken the name Saddam Hussein, about Zainab and the 

stories she used to tell her. This makes her emotional to say that, “I was born to be a mother 

... One day Allah Mian will give me my own child” (83).  

 This covets for motherhood make Anjum follow Tilo who runs away with the 

abandoned baby. She talks on behalf of the child because she is afraid of the legal formalities 

that the authorities will do. She is sure that the foundling will be handed over to any 

orphanage which will not be sate the care and love the baby needs: 

She spoke with an intensity that was as clear and as urgent as hunger. 

‘She’s a gift from God. Give her to me. I can give her the love she 

needs. The police will just throw her in a government orphanage. 

She’ll die there.’ (119) 

 When Anjum is informed that the foundling is with Tilo, she offers to help her. But 

she never insists or threaten Tilo to hand over the baby. She envisages the dilemma of Tilo, 

who equally desires to have a baby. Finally, when Tilo decides to move to Jannat House, 

Anjum whole heartedly welcomes her and provide her everything she needs. Jannat is an 
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important place that Anjum creates to catch those who fall of the grid, for whom family, 

society, religion, caste and class no longer holds any meaning. Anjum understands what it is 

to like to not fit in anywhere, or belong and how difficult it would have been for her had she 

not found a like- minded, broken bodied, complicated community of misfits. 

 Motherhood is a great concern for transgenders for they believe that it is motherhood 

that make them complete. Whenever Anjum hovers on her unfortunate condition and identity 

she comments on motherhood. When she compares the problem of Mr Aggarwal and herself, 

what strikes us most is her reference to motherhood. “She, augmented by her ambiguity . . . 

She, who wanted a baby” (122). Although transgenders seize their dream of attaining 

femininity, they never feel complete. To quote Chahat, “I wish I could have children maybe I 

would be content. I can’t have a child, nor will anyone give me” (Hidden Lives). Hijras are 

still outlooked as those who castrate children for material profit.  

A wit from the crowd said, ‘Why? What will you do with her? You 

can’t turn her into one of you, can you? Modern technology has made 

great advances, but it hasn’t got that far yet . . .’ He was referring to the 

widely held belief that Hijras kidnapped male babies and castrated 

them. (119) 

 Adoption of children is still a huge issue for sexual minorities. The online form for 

adoption does not even have a third option, other than male and female. The Central 

Adoption Resource Authority (CARA) guidelines prevent foreigners in homosexual 

relationships and those who belong to LGBTQ community from adopting children from 

India. But illegal adoptions are common among transgender community. People who are not 

in a position to take care of their children leave them with the transgender community. But 

there is no legal validity for such adoptions. 
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 To sate their desire of motherhood the hijra community upholds a system of guru- 

chela. This relationship is modelled both on the Hindu joint family and on the other 

relationship of spiritual leader and disciple of Hinduism. The guru or senior person in the 

relationship is conceived of as a mother while the chela is regarded as the dependent. The 

guru is expected to take care of the chela’s material needs and the chela is expected to show 

respect and obedience to the guru and give the guru her earnings. Every hijra joins the 

community under the sponsorship of a guru, who is ideally her guru for life. Hijras express 

the view that a hijra could no more live without a guru, than an ordinary person could live 

without a mother. 

 The blooming transgender activists are against the guru- chela system since it 

involves financial commitments which leads to slavery. If the chela is unable to provide the 

expected money, he/ she is charged to fine. Sometimes complaints are posed by gurus on 

disrespect and faithlessness just to make them pay large amounts. And they are asked to do 

whatever jobs, including sexual labour, recommended by the gurus. Transgender activists 

enable the chelas to break the chains put on by the community and help them to be 

independent.  

 The aspiration of being a mother is sated by adopting children though illegally. To 

quote Chandini, a transgender activist, “the day Hasini came into my life, doors of heavens 

opened for me. All the pain given by this society was gone. I had become a mother and I had 

to show to the world that to be a mother, all you need is to give love. Nothing else matters. 

Not even gender” (New Indian Express). But when it comes to discussion of trans- mothers 

society seems to worry about the impact on children. Assumptions are made that it will 

somehow confuse or harm children, or perhaps influence the child to become transgender 

themselves. However, researches show that transgender parents have overwhelmingly 

positive relationships with their children.  
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 A change is in the air to accept the concept of trans- mothers and changing concept of 

motherhood. The notion of sacrificing, renouncing and forfeiting mother who does not go 

beyond the framework of family is fading. Instead, a human being who exhibits qualities like 

care, love, and patience can be called as mother. It is a passion which goes beyond the limits 

of gender. “It is a feeling of caring and nurturing another individual and it can be experienced 

by anyone, not just the one who gave birth to the individual in question (Sawant).  
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Relevance of The Ministry of Utmost Happiness in the Present Time 

 

When I put Arundhati Roy’s The Ministry of Utmost Happiness down 

for the first time, I breathed an enormous sigh—a sigh in realization 

that perhaps everything that needs to be said, has been, that a single 

book could contain so much of everything, so much of anguish and joy 

and love and war and death and life, so much of being human. 

(Felicelli, Los Angeles Review of Books) 

In The Ministry of Utmost Happiness, Roy allows a disparate group of individuals to speak 

about their own unique experiences of violence, hatred, and oppression. In telling their 

shattered stories, Roy hopes that the reader will empathize with those of different cultures, 

races, and gender identities. In listening to their stories without prejudice it is further hoped 

that the marginalized will be brought forward to the mainstream society. Roy displays a 

cross- section of the society. Apparently, the novel is viewed as something which elaborates 

on tragic plight of both Anjum and Tilo. A profound reading accentuates the predicaments of 

different social and religious classes of Indian society. 

 One of the most powerful underlying messages in the novel is that there is no such 

thing as the voiceless; there are only those who have been deliberately silenced or unheard. 

All of the novel’s characters are outcasts to some extent. But they are only outcasts because 

their voices have been ignored. It is only by listening to their stories and putting oneself in 

their shoes that one can begin to understand. Every person has something of the outcast inside 

them. This outcast is brought out through the episodes and experiences one endures in life.  

 For Jahanara Begum Anjum is not an ordinary person but someone who lives outside 

the language. This question, whether it is possible to live outside the control of language, 
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outside the prescribed classes, categories, and the binaries recurs throughout the novel. It 

grows louder as the novel explores the conflict in Kashmir. The riots, conflicts and terrorism 

are brought in parallel to the internal struggles both Anjum and Tilo endures. Roy expresses 

her sympathy for the people of Kashmir who have been suffering for long. But Roy uses 

heart instead of brain to analyze the vexed problem. Her novel fails to go deeper into the 

history to trace the chain leading to the present problems. To Roy, if the people of Kashmir 

are terrorized into demanding liberation, they should be granted it. But it will not end the 

problem. 

 Musa Yeswi, a Kashmir militant, fights decades long battle with India and Pakistan 

over control of the region. He picturizes the life of a militant; how they are tortured; and how 

they renounce their lives for liberation. Even though Roy does not promote terrorism, she 

elaborates the circumstances that lead a common man to militancy. To consider the case of 

Musa, being a Kashmiri, he is well aware of the situation of Kashmir. He is also a victim of 

the cruelty and tyranny of military government. He forfeits his family in a gunfire. He, 

together with Commander Gulrez works for the liberation of Kashmir. Musa brings out the 

restriction and servitude each Kashmiri lives through. 

 Identity is at the heart of The Ministry of Utmost Happiness. Not only India’s identity, 

or Kashmir’s identity but also the identities of individual people, often those considered 

marginalized. Roy does not discuss about the fixed or asserted identity given by the 

mainstream society. In the novel identity is an incredibly slippery thing; something which 

cannot be determined by physical sight. Anjum is neither man nor woman nor a hijra. She is a 

hermaphrodite and a mother. In many ways she is restricted in her happiness by her identity. 

Tilo is outside identity and the framework of the society, but not happy for this unusual 

freedom. 
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 What Roy recognizes in her novel is that language is a source of power. And naming, 

the act of identifying something as man or woman; India or Pakistan or Kashmir, is a way of 

exerting dominion. Jahanara Begum realizes this fact and this is the reason that makes her 

worried when she realizes that her son is a hijra: 

Yes of course she knew there was a word for those like him – Hijra. Two 

words actually, Hijra and Kinnar. But two words do not make a language. 

Was it possible to live outside language? (8) 

 It is the nature of language to capture so much of experience and leave certain qualities of 

experience out. The refusal to be bound, the refusal to be named is the impulse to exist 

outside of language, outside of polemic, outside of countries and nations. It is an impulse 

towards freedom. Even the smallest steps toward liberating or naming oneself as a 

marginalized person are quickly repudiated by those who have material power. 

 Roy recognizes that the vulnerable and the marginalized of the society are creating a 

language for their experience and there by gaining a form of power. It provides a shelter to 

those that do not have traditional support and protections. Like God of Small Things, The 

Ministry of Utmost Happiness emphasizes the liminal spaces, the space outside conventional 

language and power. She centers on the marginalized and unseen of the society making clear 

that love is the only remedy for individuals to really come across the borders of 

marginalization.  

 The novel shows transgender people’s triumph in constructing their own community 

outside heteronormative society while at the same time, they have some power as social 

insiders. According to Sehgal, The Ministry of Utmost Happiness offers only a tiny portrayal 

of transgender people’s lives, struggles and triumphs. However, the experience of transgender 

people especially Anjum is richly portrayed in the first three chapters of the novel through 
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gender performativity, and the construction and strengthening of the hijra community through 

the narration of religious belief and history (37). 

 The gender performativity of the hijra shows their desire to become. Hijras express 

themselves through exaggerated femininity in clothing. In The Ministry of Utmost Happiness, 

Aftab sees Bombay Silk “wearing bright lipstick, gold high heels and a shiny, green satin 

salwar kameez” (18). This gender performativity shows that she is not an ordinary woman 

but a hijra because “no ordinary woman would have been permitted to sashay down the 

streets of Shahjahanabad dressed like that. Ordinary women in Shahjahanabad wore burqas or 

at least covered their heads and every part of their body except their hands and feet” (18-9). 

The sight of Bombay Silk enhances the desire of Aftab to become a transwoman. Later, his 

desire to become a transwoman named Anjum. When Anjum becomes a hijra in the 

Khwabgah, she “was finally able to dress in the clothes she longed to wear- the sequined, 

gossamer kurtas and pleated Patiala salwars, shararas, ghararas, silver anklets, glass bangles 

and dangling earrings” (26). With the desire to become, Anjum can really express herself as a 

hijra. 

 The construction of a hijra community shows the members’ desire to liberate 

themselves from the heteronormative society. The Khwabgah, or The House of Dreams, 

consists of people who desire to become a hijra. The narration of religious belief helps to 

strengthen the community. The hijra community can be seen as a subject group with 

revolutionary power to generate desiring production through the narration of religious belief. 

The novel presents transgender people’s constructive desire to go beyond normative limits 

through the transgender protagonist Anjum who has the desire to leave heteronormative 

society and the hierarchical system and move towards the possibility of liberation in the 

House of Dreams. But Anjum does not really accomplish her goal. However, the process of 

moving towards the goal is more important than the goal itself. 



62 
 

The heteronormative society has oppressed Anjum since she was young. As Aftab he 

was sent to Ustaad Hameed Khan to learn Himdustani classical music. Other children teased 

Aftab: “He’s a She. He’s not a He or a She. He’s a He and a She. She- He, He- She, Hee! 

Hee! Hee!” (12). After this incident, Aftab stops going to the class. One day, he learns that 

there is a hijra community and he leaves the society to join the Khwabgah. Khwabgah or the 

House of Dreams has its own hierarchical system. There is power struggle and conflict 

between the old and new generations. Saeeda “was in close competition with Anjum to take 

over as Ustad of the Khwabgah when Ustad Kulsoom Bi decided to relinquish charge” (38-

9). Later, Anjum decides to leave the Khwabgah and live in the graveyard, where her desires 

are liberated from any oppressive system. 

New connections are created in the graveyard and all forms of alienation are ended 

due to Anjum sets up the Jannat Guest House, or Paradise, which becomes a shelter for those 

hijras who are expelled from the hijra community. It also provides shelter to other 

marginalized and homeless people too. Anjum’s Jannat Guest House receives hijras who 

leave the Khwabgah too. There is no discrimination in this place. Although Anjum is the 

owner of Jannat Guest House, everyone is equal and free. There is no hierarchical system. 

Hijras seeking freedom and liberation are connected to one another in this place. Even though 

they finally come to live within the territory of the graveyard, their departure cuts across the 

normative line of heteronormative society and the hierarchical system of the Khwabgah 

through the line of flight or deterritorialization. At this point, they can celebrate the liberation 

of sexuality from any social construction. In this perspective, the hijra, a group which has 

been perceived as outsiders, can be seen as free. The graveyard where the hijra community is 

built can be seen as a paradise. 

The plot of The Ministry of Utmost Happiness advances as a complicated dramatic 

argument on behalf of everyone whose identities are slippery. In the character of Anjum, for 
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instance, the novel might be said to show how identity can be by turns a prison and a form of 

freedom. From another light, however, the novel makes no argument at all, but simply 

reflects the reality of the majority of people in the world who are termed as marginalized, 

oppressed and vulnerable. They are not part of the mainstream which builds the language, or 

divisions, or structures in the world. 

 The novel is an anthem for the misfits and the weirdos watching on the sidelines or 

being crushed by oppressive forces. The novel deals with various such characters and 

explores their plight in the course of their collision with the outside world. The transgender 

characters in the book include- Kulsoom Bi, Gudiya, Bulbul, Bismillah (who moved to 

Khwabgah after her husband had thrown her out of their home for not bearing a child), Razia, 

Nimmo and Anjum. In fact, the entire world of hijras is intensely crammed. In the course of 

the novel, they try to rise and live over and over from the ashes of discrimination. Nimmo 

Gorakhpuri, contemplating on the God’s purpose of creating hijras, refers, “it was an 

experiment. He decided to create something, a living creature that is incapable of happiness. 

So he made us” (23). Khwabgah is a place which is supposed to fulfill the shattered dreams 

of Duniya. The novel also presents other marginalized characters through picturizing the 

strikes of Jantar Mantar. The place can be illustrated as a space for the otherised people who 

try to voice their problems. But it is not stated in the novel that these voices were heard and 

answered. 

 Arundhati Roy portrays the influence of the dark side of the multicultural society 

upon the life of a transgender named Anjum. The narrator depicts a society where the 

transgender is marginalized and treated as a shame. Being born on the wrong body made 

Anjum leave her family and home forever. Her new identity gave her a new family but she 

lost her space in the society. Negligence and damage that she faced from her life turned her 
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character to that of a stoic. The novelist manages to portray the pain and sufferings that 

moulded a hijra like Anjum to survive amidst all the chaos. 

 In India the LGBTQ community is still fighting for their civil rights. Society treated 

them very indifferently and they are ambiguous about their future. In the novel Roy captures 

the transformation, the plight, the struggle of Anjum which symbolically presented every 

transgender lives in a democratic country. Society has failed to provide equal rights to the 

community and they are treated as shame. 

 Roy has portrayed people of different race, caste, religion and faith live in India. 

Sometimes different faiths lost its balance and always end up in violence. The most often 

clash was between the Muslims and Hindus. Roy talked about the Kashmiri Pandits after 

several hundred Hindus had been massacred. Government failed to protect them so, they left 

the valley and started living in the plains. Many of them became homeless and faced endless 

troubles. Muslim boys were also arrested in the suspicion of making a terrorist attack or 

doing spy work. Anjum was saved in the Gujarat riots because the attackers thought that 

killing hijra is a sin. Each Muslim was a convict in the eyes of Hindus. So, this hatred turns 

into mass killing whenever they find an issue.  

 Roy projected the contemporary critical and sensitive socio- political issues of India. 

Under the covers of secularism and democracy how intolerance, racism, discrimination and 

injustice is frequently practiced. How people are slaughtered and innocents are buried in the 

dark. The novel is an uttered truth. The novelist projected a transgender as a protagonist. By 

doing that she has given chances to the readers to have glimpse over such life, a life 

considered as a curse. But Anjum was never ashamed of her gender incongruence. She 

became what she wanted to and never afraid of taking a step ahead. She was capable building 
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herself Jannat, a paradise. She also adopted a girl child, named her Zainab and started to have 

a family. 

 Other than presenting a story through the perspective of a neglected and unaccepted 

transgender, she also exposed the inhuman treatment of Dalits. These Dalits never get a 

chance to develop themselves as lack of awareness and knowledge, they became the victim of 

injustice: 

In 2008 the situation much worst inside the forest. Operation Green 

Hunt is announced by Government. War against people. Thousands of 

police and paramilitary are in the forest. Killing adivasis, burning 

villages. No adivasi can stay in her house or their village. They sleep in 

the forest outside at night because at night police come, hundred, two 

hundred, sometimes five hundred police. They take everything, burn 

everything, steal everything. Chickens, goats, money. They want 

Adivasi people to vacate forest so they can make a steel township and 

mining. (421)   

As she described the situation of such underprivileged Dalits, who are forced to leave their 

own native place and deprived them from their civil rights. Roy presented the lives of Naxals 

in the forest. They do not choose to do a hunger strike and request the government for their 

rights. They chose to lift their arms with guns to snatch their privileges as citizens of 

democratic country like India. In the letter of Miss Jebeen the Second’s real mother, a Maoist 

explains every incidents. She left her child because she cannot take care of her. She was 

raped by police men who were on duty and resulted this child. She abandons her child as she 

has to live in the forest and for the better future of her child and herself. This was the reality 

which never heard or seen. It is believed that it is easy to suppress a woman. The scream of 
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women always remains unheard. They are taught to bear all the pain silently just because they 

live in a society where all laws are made to control life of women in the name of culture and 

tradition. 

 The Ministry of Utmost Happiness is an attempt of Roy to bring together all the 

marginalized and othered classes of society under the same spot. By infusing history and 

myth, fact and fiction the novelist conveys great truths about a fragmented world. She 

dissects life in India through the eyes of Anjum and Tilo. The author weaves together a 

dazzling narrative nearly as complex as the reality of partition. Her characters are forced to 

go through the themes of Hindu nationalism and Kashmiri separatism and exposing them to 

atrocities like the 1969 Gujarat riots, the deadliest incident of Hindu- Muslim violence since 

the 1947 partition, until the 1989 Bhagalpur riots. 

 Through the character of Anjum Roy portrays her worldview of transgender person in 

India. Roy writes Anjum as a transgender who was born in a wrong body and changed 

himself to a woman. She decided to be a hijra by joining the hijra community in Delhi. She 

illustrates the conflict on Anjum’s self and Anjum’s society. She puts Anjum in harder 

position because she wants to show that in India would have an Anjum in real life. She puts 

herself in the transgender community and illustrated Indian transgender in detail to show that 

India is not only a man and woman, but also a transgender. Thus, the background of the 

author that has various kinds of friends, like a transgender person also influences her world 

view about the transgender in India.  

 The setting that Roy uses shows the life of hijras in India. These backgrounds 

strengthen the story of the novel. Since, the author gives a strong religious background of the 

main character through setting to show Anjum was a good Muslim in the whole story. She 

uses the historical places to provide that hijras were existed in the Mughal period and use 
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Khwabgah to remind the reader that it was their place where do hijras lived in the Mughal 

Kingdom. Then, she relates hijras with Indian myth that hijras were originated from a long 

time ago and they were more accepted by people in the past rather than people in this era. 

Also, Roy shows about gender issues in India is not only binary gender. It was proven when 

Anjum’s mother brought Anjum to Hazrat Sarmad Shaheed. Hazrat Sarmad is a powerful 

religious person, especially in Islam but he was a gay. From that part Roy wants to represent 

that Anjum’s mother accepted Anjum as neither male or female. Roy tries to explain to the 

reader that gender is not just as simple male and female, but there are other genders in India.

 She also uses a graveyard to show the contrast meaning of the definition the 

graveyard. For Anjum, graveyard was the place where she started her life again as 

independent transgender. The author also gives an atmosphere to strengthen the plot by 

giving emotional feelings to the reader. Besides, the author also depicts the capital city of 

India’s situation that filled with lot of low society who were not heard by the government.  

 Hence, The Ministry of Utmost Happiness is a brimful of plethora of narratives that 

manifest the layers of discrimination embedded in Indian society in various forms at various 

levels. This discrimination generates the issue of identity crisis amongst the victims and the 

discrimination. Many laws are formulated to curb discrimination based on caste, colour, sex 

and religion. But those laws are not executed properly. Heinous and shameful crimes are 

committed due to the feeling of prejudice and discrimination that further attempt the question 

of identity crisis of the forgotten ones. 

 The transfer of Anjum from a marginal community which has both historical and 

sacred connections (Khwabgah) to another marginal community (Jannat Guest House) does 

not replicates stereotypical readings of hijra communities in the worst possible way. Anjum’s 

social marginality is foregrounded by this setting and the lack of alternatives available to her 

when she leaves the Khwabgah. In this sense the graveyard community is a product of shared 
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poverty and denial of access to more socially central spaces. Anjum underlines this reading 

herself in telling Saddam that: 

Once you have fallen off the edge like all of us have . . . you will never 

stop falling. And as you fall you will hold on to other falling people. 

The sooner you understand that the better. This place where we live, 

where we have made our home, is the place of falling people. Here 

there is no haqeeqat [reality]. Arre, even we aren’t real. We don’t 

really exist. (268) 

 Anjum’s position at the center of the new community positions her as the hub of 

difference and deviance. There is a stereotype repeated across texts of hijras wilfully 

choosing to enclose themselves in secretive, marginal communities, ignoring the structural 

violence done to them by the state and society. Placing a third gender character at the centre 

appears to act as a narrative device facilitating the coming together of other forms deviance. 

The protagonist both acts as the glue holding together this group and as naturalizing these 

groups in the first place through the hijras’ underlying connotation as members of marginal 

communities. 

 Arundhati Roy takes on the ambitious project of unmasking the social and political 

fault lines of the Indian subcontinent. She even dedicates her novel to the unconsoled souls of 

India who suffered social, political and religious riots and those who still quest for their space 

in the society. The characters of the novel follow a predetermined trajectory and consequently 

do not develop. Tilo, Musa, Anjum, and Saddam enter the plot as types. Each is 

representative of an identity or allegiance, who rise and fall with the tide of events 

surrounding them. They are above reproach, modelling all that is morally good with those on 

the right side of history. For instance, Tilo remains from the beginning until the end a right 
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mystery and a mute stoic who is just as committed to the cause of justice as she is paying 

timely rent for a room she does not inhabit. The background story of a troubled relationship 

with her mother clarifies Tilo’s determined resistance to the system. The novelist wanted to 

bring the subcontinent’s castaways under one roof. While the book holds out promise in the 

beginning towards the end the fallen ones are united in the graveyard shelter of Anjum, 

Jannat Guest House. 

 The novel makes one see an unseen India that remains obscured and hidden because 

of the hype created by India’s growing economy and the global market’s capital greed for 

investment in India. All the narratives woven together in the novel unmask the real face of 

India where the dominant culture has frequently othered powerless sections of the society. 

India’s Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s complicity in the 2002 anti-Muslim riot in Gujarat 

finds a mention in the novel, even as major part of the plot is dominated by the conflict in 

Kashmir. In Kashmir the Indian forces continue to suppress Muslim population and its 

struggle for right to self-determination. Anjum is both Muslim and hijra and therefore 

remains more vulnerable in a society where religious orthodoxy against LGBTQ and non- 

Hindus prevail. She survives Gujarat massacre and remains anxious about the future of her 

own community. However, she gives hope for all the condemned groups to live with self-

respect and dignity through Jannat Guest House that becomes refuge to all the homeless. 

 Jannat Guest House is probably the most important setting of the novel. This 

graveyard not only has become a place of Anjum’s liberation and self- expression but also 

proved to function as a secular place which is away from the turbulent world outside. By 

making Jannat House a prominent setting, Roy attempted giving a structure to her dream of 

democracy. Roy tries to redefine democracy making the graveyard a space where no one is 

discriminated in the base of caste, colour, class and creed. There are no criteria for being a 

tenant of Jannat Guest House. Being a hijra, Anjum could have opened the door only for 
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hijras, but she unbolted it to everyone. Jannat Guest House is a replica which Roy wants 

every society to be. A society where every individual is self- content and lives a healthy and 

peaceful life.      
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