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Abstract- The evolution of feminist perspectives in 

Indian English literature has been shaped by a 

dynamic interplay of historical, cultural, and socio-

political factors, and Arundhati Roy’s The Ministry 

of Utmost Happiness (2017) serves as a pivotal text 

that encapsulates the complexities of feminist 

thought in contemporary Indian literature by 

engaging with themes of gender fluidity, caste 

oppression, political violence, and subaltern 

resistance, as this novel expands upon the traditional 

feminist discourse in Indian English fiction by 

presenting a fragmented narrative structure that 

mirrors the fractured realities of marginalized 

individuals, particularly Anjum, a transgender 

woman who defies rigid gender binaries, thereby 

challenging the heteronormative framework that has 

long dominated literary representations of women 

and gender minorities, which marks a significant 

shift in feminist literary analysis by incorporating an 

intersectional approach that moves beyond Western-

centric feminism to address the layered oppression 

stemming from caste hierarchies, religious 

fundamentalism, and state-sanctioned violence, 

drawing from postcolonial feminist theory and 

subaltern studies to interrogate how power operates 

at the intersections of gender, caste, and nationality, 

thus echoing the works of theorists like Gayatri 

Chakravorty Spivak and Chandra Talpade Mohanty 

in critiquing the limitations of mainstream feminist 

movements that often exclude the voices of the most 

marginalized, while also engaging in an intertextual 

dialogue with earlier feminist writings in Indian 

English literature, such as those of Kamala Das, 

Anita Desai, and Mahasweta Devi, who similarly 

deconstructed gender norms but within the more 

confined spaces of domestic and nationalist 

struggles, thereby positioning Roy’s work as a 

postmodern feminist critique that redefines the 

contours of Indian feminist fiction by embedding 

resistance within the very fabric of the narrative 

structure, using polyphonic voices, shifting 

temporalities, and non-linear storytelling to mirror 

the chaos of contemporary socio-political realities, 

all while illustrating that the feminist movement in 

Indian literature has transitioned from the singular 

concerns of gendered oppression to a more fluid, 

inclusive, and intersectional discourse, wherein the 

idea of utopia, as suggested in the novel’s title, is 

perpetually deferred yet actively imagined through 

the collective struggles of the oppressed, making The 

Ministry of Utmost Happiness an essential text for 

understanding the evolving feminist consciousness 

in Indian English literature within the broader 

context of postcolonial, queer, and intersectional 

feminist theory. 

 

Indexed Terms- Feminist Perspectives in Indian 

English Literature, Intersectionality and Gender 

Fluidity, Postcolonial Feminism, Subaltern 

Resistance and Caste Oppression, Arundhati Roy 

and Contemporary Feminist Fiction, Narrative 

Fragmentation and Polyphonic Storytelling 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

 

Within Indian English literature, the trajectory of 

feminist themes has been transformative and complex, 

influenced by shifts in history, socio-political turmoil, 

and the growing awareness of intersectionality, 

beginning with a nationalist feminism that idealized 

women as embodiments of cultural integrity and 

resistance in the works of writers such as Toru Dutt 

and Sarojini Naidu, and progressing to a more 

assertive feminist awareness in post-independence 

literature, illustrated by the novels of Kamala Das, 

Anita Desai, and Mahasweta Devi, whose works 



© SEP 2024 | IRE Journals | Volume 8 Issue 3 | ISSN: 2456-8880 

IRE 1707269          ICONIC RESEARCH AND ENGINEERING JOURNALS 836 

critically engaged with patriarchal norms, the 

confinement of women in domestic spaces, and the 

systematic oppression of their voices in nationalist 

narratives, yet even as contemporary feminist criticism 

in India began to challenge the established gender 

binaries to be inclusive of the experiences of 

marginalized groups, including Dalit women, queer 

bodies, and trans voices, as evident in Roy's The 

Ministry of Utmost Happiness (2017), a novel that 

subverts the limitations of mainstream feminist 

thought, introducing non-normative subjectivities, 

caste politics, and gender nonconformity within a 

fragmented narrative framework that disrupts the 

linear narratives of the nation-state, resonating with 

the theories of postmodern and postcolonial feminists 

who have critiqued the universalizing frameworks of 

Western feminism and critiqued the upper-caste, 

middle-class dominance within Indian feminism 

(Mohanty, 2003; Spivak, 1988), through a protagonist, 

the transgender Anjum, whose journey through social 

marginalization and violence destabilizes the 

normative structures of feminist representation by 

refusing to be boxed in the rigid definitions of 

heteronormative politics, thus representing a certain 

form of resistance that aligns with the idea of Gender 

Performativity by Judith Butler, while the novel's 

exploration of caste, state violence, and religious 

extremism embeds it within the dialogues around Dalit 

feminism and subaltern studies, as articulated by 

Gopal Guru and Sharmila Rege (2006) signifying that 

the contemporary Indian Feminist writing is no longer 

restricted to a singular gendered analysis but is instead 

increasingly involved in a larger project that 

interrogates how caste, religion, and political 

oppression shape the realities of women and sexual 

minorities, further exemplified through the novel's 

polyphonic structure where interchanging 

perspectives and non-linear storytelling serve both as 

aesthetic choices and political assertions against the 

monolithic narratives promoted by the nation-state, 

reminiscence of both Makha Devi and Bama, whose 

literary discourses similarly elevated subaltern voices 

to disrupt dominant narratives (Devi, 1998; Bama, 

2000), and as Roy's work engages in radical re-

imagining of feminist discourse by situating utopia, 

not as an endpoint but as an incessant struggle 

integrated within the quotidian performances of 

survival, it becomes increasingly important to analyze 

The Ministry of Utmost Happiness through a 

theoretical lens that accommodates intersectional 

feminism, post-colonial critique, and queer theory to 

unpack how Indian English fiction is adapting to 

newer feminist positions that resist the reductionist 

narrative, embrace fluid identities, and unsettle 

hegemonic structures of oppression, ultimately 

making it a critical site for exploring the changing 

paradigms of feminist literary discourse in India. 

 

• Defining Feminism in the Indian Context tracing 

its historical evolution from social reform 

movements to contemporary feminist literature 

Feminism in the Indian context has evolved through a 

complex historical trajectory, beginning with the 19th-

century social reform movements that sought to 

address gender injustices within the frameworks of 

colonial modernity and indigenous cultural 

revivalism, as seen in the efforts of reformers like Raja 

Ram Mohan Roy, Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar, and 

Jyotirao Phule, who campaigned against practices 

such as sati, child marriage, and the exclusion of 

women from education while simultaneously 

reinforcing upper-caste, bourgeois ideals of 

womanhood, which later transitioned into nationalist 

feminism during the early 20th century, where figures 

such as Sarojini Naidu and Kamaladevi 

Chattopadhyay played a key role in positioning 

women’s emancipation within the anti-colonial 

struggle, yet this period also saw the emergence of 

contradictions within Indian feminism, as while 

women were mobilized as symbols of national purity 

and cultural resilience, their individual agency 

remained subordinated to nationalist ideals, a theme 

critically examined by postcolonial feminist scholars 

like Chandra Talpade Mohanty (2003) and Tanika 

Sarkar (2001), highlighting how the nationalist project 

often marginalized lower-caste and subaltern women 

by privileging an upper-caste, Hindu, and middle-class 

notion of femininity, leading to the emergence of more 

radical feminist movements in the post-independence 

period that critiqued the patriarchal structures 

embedded within both Indian society and the state, 

particularly in the 1970s and 1980s, when feminist 

activists challenged issues such as dowry violence, 

sexual assault laws, and labor rights through 

movements like the Shahada Struggle and the Mathura 

Rape Case protests, while simultaneously, Indian 

English literature began reflecting these feminist 

concerns, as seen in the works of Kamala Das, Anita 
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Desai, and Nayantara Sahgal, who engaged with 

themes of female desire, domestic confinement, and 

political agency, yet as feminism in India expanded 

beyond a singular gendered analysis to incorporate 

caste, class, religion, and sexuality, writers like 

Mahasweta Devi and Bama foregrounded Dalit 

women’s struggles against both patriarchal and caste 

oppression, thereby challenging the dominant upper-

caste feminist discourse (Rege, 2006), and this 

intersectional approach became even more 

pronounced in contemporary feminist literature, 

particularly in the works of Arundhati Roy, whose 

novel The Ministry of Utmost Happiness (2017) 

represents a paradigm shift in Indian feminist writing 

by centering the lives of gender and caste minorities, 

particularly through the character of Anjum, a 

transgender woman who disrupts normative gender 

and caste hierarchies, engaging with theoretical 

frameworks such as Judith Butler’s (1990) concept of 

gender performativity and Gayatri Chakravorty 

Spivak’s (1988) critique of subaltern representation, as 

Roy’s polyphonic narrative structure and interwoven 

voices create a fragmented yet deeply political literary 

space that resists linear feminist storytelling, instead 

presenting a tapestry of intersecting identities, 

struggles, and resistances that reflect the contemporary 

realities of Indian feminism, demonstrating that while 

early Indian feminist literature focused on the 

constraints of domesticity and women’s rights within 

family structures, contemporary feminist narratives 

like Roy’s have moved towards a more radical, 

intersectional, and anti-establishment critique, 

integrating trans, Dalit, and Muslim voices to 

challenge both state violence and socio-cultural 

exclusions, ultimately proving that the evolution of 

feminism in Indian English literature has not only 

mirrored the shifts in feminist activism and thought 

but has also actively contributed to redefining the 

discourse by incorporating multiple axes of 

marginalization, resistance, and fluid identities, 

marking a new era in feminist literary engagement in 

India. 

 

• Indian English Literature and Feminist Thought 

with reference to key authors (e.g., Kamala Das, 

Mahasweta Devi, Anita Desai, Shashi Deshpande) 

As such, feminist thought in Indian English literature 

closely relates not only with gender oppression but 

also with sexual expression, caste hierarchies, and 

female agency, with the works of Kamala Das, 

Mahasweta Devi, Anita Desai, and Shashi Deshpande 

marking distinctive phases of literary discourse, with 

the innovative and unapologetic sexual exploration of 

Das, in both her poetry and prose (My Story, 1976), 

challenging societal norms surrounding marriage and 

female sexuality, embodying a resistance against the 

male gaze and a rebellion against domestic confines 

(Tharu & Lalita, 1993); the subaltern feminist 

framework in Mahasweta Devi's activism-driven 

literature featuring tribal and Dalit women's 

oppression under both feudal and capitalist structures 

(Breast Stories, 1998); the advanced psychological 

complexity of Anita Desai's female protagonists who 

construct her novels (Cry, The Peacock, 1963; Clear 

Light of Day, 1980) revolving around the emotional 

and mental struggles of women who navigate the 

boundaries of middle-class life, creating a discourse 

around domestic life, social conditioning and 

existential alienation synonymous with second-wave 

feminism (Chakravarty, 2008); and the exposure of the 

silencing of women within patriarchal institutions 

such as marriage and professional life within 

Deshpande's novels That Long Silence (1988) (Bose, 

2020) --making her a major voice in Indian feminist 

literature in the engagement with women's everyday 

struggles as the reality of women negotiating 

feministic agency in deeply entrenched patriarchal 

structures-- while all-encompassing distinct feminist 

perspectives, her works expose the socio-cultural 

reality of Indian women negotiating feministic agency 

in deeply entrenched patriarchal structures (Bose, 

2020) and while each of these authors embodies strong 

feminist perspectives, their works collectively stands 

as a literary tradition that critiques gender hierarchies, 

engages with intersectional oppressions and paves the 

way for writers like Arundhati Roy, whose The 

Ministry of Utmost Happiness (2017) expands 

feminist literary discourse with trans, Dalit, and 

Muslim voices, ultimately demonstrating that the 

evolution of feminist thought in Indian English 

literature is a dynamic and intersectional process that 

continues to challenge and redefine gender narratives. 

 

• Arundhati Roy as a Feminist Writer, her literary 

style, activism, and contribution to feminist 

narratives 

Arundhati Roy’s contribution to feminist narratives in 

Indian English literature extends beyond conventional 
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gender discourse by integrating themes of 

intersectionality, caste oppression, environmental 

justice, and state violence, making her one of the most 

radical feminist voices in contemporary literary and 

activist spaces, as her debut novel The God of Small 

Things (1997) introduced a postcolonial feminist 

critique by unraveling the rigid structures of caste and 

patriarchy that govern Indian society through the 

experiences of marginalized women such as Ammu, 

whose defiance of societal norms results in tragic 

consequences, establishing Roy’s literary 

preoccupation with subaltern resistance and gendered 

oppression (Tickell, 2007), while her second novel, 

The Ministry of Utmost Happiness (2017), pushes 

feminist discourse further by centering the narrative on 

Anjum, a transgender woman navigating structural 

discrimination, religious violence, and political 

upheaval, thereby challenging traditional feminist 

representations that have historically marginalized 

gender minorities, aligning her work with Judith 

Butler’s (1990) concept of gender performativity and 

reinforcing a more inclusive feminist framework that 

resists fixed identity categories (Butler, 1990), and 

Roy’s fragmented narrative style, characterized by 

polyphonic voices, nonlinear storytelling, and 

interwoven political commentary, reflects a 

postmodern feminist aesthetic that disrupts the 

hegemonic, linear mode of storytelling, making space 

for subaltern voices and creating an alternative 

historiography of resistance (Bose, 2020), while her 

activism further complements her literary feminism, as 

she has consistently critiqued neoliberalism, 

militarization, environmental degradation, and caste-

based oppression, positioning feminism within a larger 

socio-political framework, as seen in her non-fiction 

works such as The Algebra of Infinite Justice (2002) 

and Capitalism: A Ghost Story (2014), where she 

critiques the complicity of state and corporate power 

in perpetuating gendered and caste-based violence, 

reinforcing the argument that feminism cannot be 

divorced from larger structures of economic and 

political oppression (Roy, 2014), and through her 

literary and activist work, Roy’s feminism departs 

from the individualistic, liberal feminist discourse and 

instead embraces an intersectional, anti-establishment 

approach that challenges mainstream feminist 

narratives, making her one of the most influential 

contemporary feminist writers whose contributions 

have reshaped Indian English literature by 

foregrounding the struggles of the most marginalized 

and redefining the contours of feminist storytelling. 

 

• Research Objectives related to the study 

i. To analyze The Ministry of Utmost Happiness 

through a feminist lens. 

ii. To examine the novel’s representation of gender, 

identity, and social oppression. 

iii. To explore the intersectionality of caste, class, 

religion, and gender in Roy’s narrative. 

 

• Analyze The Ministry of Utmost Happiness 

through a feminist lens 

Arundhati Roy’s The Ministry of Utmost Happiness 

(2017) emerges as a radical feminist text that 

deconstructs hegemonic gender narratives by weaving 

an intersectional and deeply political story that 

foregrounds the experiences of marginalized 

identities, particularly through its protagonist, Anjum, 

a transgender hijra who challenges the rigid gender 

binaries imposed by patriarchal and heteronormative 

structures, making Roy’s novel an essential critique of 

both mainstream feminism’s historical exclusion of 

trans voices and the larger socio-political mechanisms 

that perpetuate gendered violence, as Roy employs a 

fragmented, nonlinear narrative structure to mirror the 

fractured lives of her characters, thereby resisting the 

traditional, male-dominated literary form and 

asserting a feminist aesthetic that privileges 

multiplicity and resistance (Tickell, 2020), while the 

novel’s engagement with caste, religion, and 

nationalism as intertwined forces of oppression 

expands the scope of feminist critique beyond gender 

alone, positioning it within an intersectional 

framework reminiscent of Gayatri Chakravorty 

Spivak’s (1988) subaltern feminist discourse, as Roy 

exposes how caste hierarchies and religious 

fundamentalism disproportionately affect women, 

Dalits, and trans individuals, demonstrated through 

Tilottama, a character who navigates the intersections 

of gender and political resistance, evoking parallels 

with Mahasweta Devi’s representations of subaltern 

women who exist outside the purview of mainstream 

feminist thought (Rege, 2006), further, Roy’s feminist 

critique extends to state violence and militarization, 

particularly in Kashmir, where women’s bodies 

become battlegrounds for nationalist politics, aligning 

with postcolonial feminist theorists like Chandra 

Talpade Mohanty (2003), who argue that gender 
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oppression cannot be divorced from imperialist and 

militaristic structures, and through the depiction of 

maternal grief, state repression, and the politics of 

occupation, Roy destabilizes the nationalist-feminist 

binary by revealing how patriarchal violence is 

enmeshed in the operations of the modern nation-state 

(Bose, 2020), thus, The Ministry of Utmost Happiness 

resists categorization within conventional feminist 

literature by embracing a deeply intersectional, anti-

establishment, and subaltern feminist approach that 

not only amplifies the voices of those excluded from 

mainstream gender discourse but also transforms the 

novel itself into a radical political act that challenges, 

dismantles, and reimagines feminist literary 

engagement in contemporary India. 

 

• Novel’s representation of gender, identity, and 

social oppression 

Arundhati Roy’s The Ministry of Utmost Happiness 

(2017) offers a profound critique of gender, identity, 

and social oppression by dismantling normative 

structures of power through an intersectional narrative 

that foregrounds the lived experiences of marginalized 

individuals, particularly through Anjum, a transgender 

hijra, whose journey from exclusion to self-

determination challenges the rigid binaries of gender 

and the patriarchal structures that regulate bodies and 

identities, making Roy’s portrayal resonate with Judith 

Butler’s (1990) theory of gender performativity, which 

argues that gender is socially constructed rather than 

biologically fixed, while the novel further engages 

with the layered oppressions of caste and religion, as 

Anjum, a Muslim trans woman, experiences systemic 

violence not only due to her gender identity but also 

due to the Islamophobic and casteist structures 

embedded within Indian society, aligning with Gayatri 

Chakravorty Spivak’s (1988) critique of how subaltern 

identities are rendered voiceless within dominant 

discourses, and Roy extends this interrogation of 

marginalization to other characters such as Tilottama, 

a woman who navigates caste and gender oppression 

while resisting state violence, embodying the feminist 

subaltern resistance that scholars like Chandra 

Talpade Mohanty (2003) argue is central to 

understanding postcolonial feminist struggles, while 

the novel’s depiction of state repression in Kashmir 

and the communal violence in Gujarat reveals how 

nationalist and militarized politics disproportionately 

impact gendered and caste-oppressed bodies, 

reinforcing the feminist argument that gender cannot 

be analyzed in isolation from broader socio-political 

hierarchies, as reflected in the works of Nivedita 

Menon (2012), who critiques the complicity of state 

mechanisms in sustaining patriarchal control, and 

Roy’s use of a fragmented, polyphonic narrative 

structure, which resists the linear storytelling of 

traditional patriarchal literature, functions as a 

feminist literary strategy that disrupts hegemonic 

historical narratives and asserts the voices of those at 

the margins, making The Ministry of Utmost 

Happiness a radical feminist text that not only 

interrogates the intersections of gender, caste, and 

religion but also reimagines the novel as a space for 

political and literary resistance against entrenched 

structures of social oppression. 

 

• Intersectionality of caste, class, religion, and 

gender in Roy’s narrative 

Arundhati Roy’s The Ministry of Utmost Happiness 

(2017) exemplifies an intersectional feminist narrative 

that intricately weaves the interconnected structures of 

caste, class, religion, and gender to expose the 

systemic oppression faced by marginalized 

communities in India, particularly through the 

character of Anjum, a transgender hijra, whose 

identity is shaped by multiple axes of discrimination, 

as her experiences of exclusion are not solely rooted in 

her gender nonconformity but also in her Muslim 

identity, positioning her at the intersection of 

Islamophobia, casteism, and transphobia, aligning 

Roy’s work with Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s (1988) 

critique of how subaltern identities remain unheard 

within hegemonic discourses, while the novel also 

foregrounds caste oppression through characters like 

Saddam Hussein, a Dalit man who adopts a Muslim 

identity to escape caste-based violence, reflecting B. 

R. Ambedkar’s (1936) argument that caste is not 

merely a social hierarchy but a structural mechanism 

of exclusion that dictates access to dignity, labor, and 

survival, and Roy’s portrayal of Tilottama, a woman 

who navigates the intersections of caste, class, and 

gender oppression, further underscores Chandra 

Talpade Mohanty’s (2003) argument that feminist 

struggles in postcolonial contexts cannot be divorced 

from the socio-political realities of economic 

exploitation and caste-based violence, making the 

novel’s engagement with Kashmir an extension of this 

intersectional critique, as Roy reveals how women’s 
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bodies become sites of nationalist violence in 

militarized zones, resonating with Nivedita Menon’s 

(2012) feminist critique of the Indian state’s role in 

sustaining patriarchal, casteist, and religiously 

exclusionary policies, while the fragmented, non-

linear narrative of the novel itself serves as a literary 

device that resists traditional storytelling structures, 

mirroring the fragmented identities and histories of the 

oppressed, reinforcing Roy’s broader feminist project 

of dismantling dominant narratives, making The 

Ministry of Utmost Happiness a critical text that not 

only challenges the hegemony of mainstream feminist 

discourse but also foregrounds an intersectional 

feminist approach that accounts for the multiple, 

overlapping structures of power that shape the lived 

realities of marginalized identities in contemporary 

India. 

 

• The Evolution of Feminist Perspectives in Indian 

English Literature 

The evolution of feminist perspectives in Indian 

English literature has transitioned from early 

representations of women as symbols of national 

identity and moral virtue in the colonial and nationalist 

narratives of writers like Toru Dutt and Sarojini Naidu 

to the post-independence feminist literary movements 

that interrogated domestic oppression, gendered 

subjugation, and the socio-cultural constraints 

imposed on women, as seen in the works of Kamala 

Das, Anita Desai, and Shashi Deshpande, whose 

literary explorations of female desire, agency, and 

existential crises aligned with second-wave feminist 

concerns of autonomy and self-expression, yet the rise 

of Dalit and intersectional feminist narratives in the 

late 20th and early 21st centuries, particularly in the 

works of Mahasweta Devi and Bama, challenged the 

dominant upper-caste, bourgeois feminist discourse by 

centering the lived experiences of subaltern women 

navigating caste and gender oppression, making way 

for contemporary feminist writers like Arundhati Roy, 

whose The Ministry of Utmost Happiness (2017) 

redefines feminist literary engagement by integrating 

caste, gender fluidity, and state violence within its 

framework, as Roy’s protagonist, Anjum, a 

transgender hijra, resists conventional feminist 

categorizations by embodying a gendered and 

religious subalternity that challenges both patriarchy 

and mainstream feminism’s historical exclusion of 

trans identities, thus aligning with Judith Butler’s 

(1990) concept of gender performativity and Gayatri 

Chakravorty Spivak’s (1988) critique of the erasure of 

subaltern voices, while the novel’s engagement with 

caste hierarchies through characters like Saddam 

Hussein, a Dalit man forced to conceal his identity, 

reflects B. R. Ambedkar’s (1936) argument that caste 

is fundamentally a system of graded inequality that 

shapes all social relations, reinforcing Chandra 

Talpade Mohanty’s (2003) assertion that feminist 

struggles in postcolonial societies must account for 

class, caste, and religious exclusions, ultimately 

making Roy’s novel a critical site for understanding 

the transformation of Indian feminist literature from 

gender-specific critiques to an expansive, 

intersectional framework that interrogates multiple 

structures of oppression and envisions a more 

inclusive feminist discourse that transcends 

essentialist gender binaries and hierarchical social 

divisions. 

 

• Social reform literature addressing issues like 

widow remarriage, education, and patriarchy 

The tradition of social reform literature in Indian 

English writing has played a foundational role in 

shaping feminist discourse by addressing systemic 

issues such as widow remarriage, women's education, 

and patriarchal oppression, beginning with the 19th-

century reformist writings of Raja Ram Mohan Roy 

and Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar, who advocated for 

the abolition of sati and the promotion of widow 

remarriage, laying the groundwork for later feminist 

literary explorations that critiqued gendered 

subjugation, as seen in the novels of Bankim Chandra 

Chattopadhyay and Rabindranath Tagore, whose 

Chokher Bali (1903) and Gora (1910) interrogate the 

plight of widows and the rigid boundaries imposed on 

women in colonial India, while early nationalist 

feminist figures such as Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain 

used speculative fiction, as in Sultana’s Dream (1905), 

to imagine a feminist utopia where women’s education 

dismantles patriarchal hierarchies, an idea that 

influenced later writers like Kamala Das and Shashi 

Deshpande, who explored the psychological and social 

constraints placed upon women navigating 

domesticity and intellectual freedom in My Story 

(1976) and That Long Silence (1988) respectively, yet 

as Indian feminist literature evolved, writers like 

Mahasweta Devi and Bama redefined the scope of 

reformist literature by bringing Dalit and subaltern 
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women’s struggles against caste and gender violence 

to the forefront, expanding the feminist critique 

beyond upper-caste, middle-class concerns to 

encompass intersectional oppressions, a trajectory that 

culminates in Arundhati Roy’s The Ministry of Utmost 

Happiness (2017), where Roy critiques both the 

patriarchal state and the limitations of reformist 

feminism by centering characters like Anjum, a 

transgender woman, and Tilottama, an insurgent 

figure, whose narratives expose the failure of 

institutional reforms to address deeply ingrained caste, 

religious, and gendered exclusions, aligning with 

Chandra Talpade Mohanty’s (2003) assertion that 

feminist struggles in postcolonial societies must resist 

universalist frameworks that ignore local, structural 

inequities, ultimately demonstrating that the evolution 

of social reform literature in India has transitioned 

from advocating for incremental legal changes to 

dismantling entrenched social hierarchies through a 

radical, intersectional feminist literary praxis. 

 

• Shift from social reform to personal identity and 

autonomy (e.g., Kamala Das, Anita Desai) 

Feminism in Indian English literature evolved from 

early writings that centered on social reform 

advocating for changes on issues like widow 

remarriage and women's suffrage, to a more inward-

facing examination of individual identity and 

independence, as seen in the works of Kamala Das and 

Anita Desai, with Das's radical My Story (1976) 

challenging traditional Indian notions of femininity 

through a bold account of female desire and 

experience that aligns with Simone de Beauvoir's 

(1949) view of womanhood as a social construct 

founded on male perspective, and Desai's Cry, The 

Peacock (1963) and Clear Light of Day (1980) 

focusing on the introspective lives of women and the 

personal struggles against societal expectations rooted 

in patriarchal society, thereby linking her narratives 

with feminist modernism and its ideals of inner 

consciousness and individual dissent over collective 

political action, as this literary movement laid the 

foundation for later feminist and postfeminist texts 

such as Arundhati Roy's The Ministry of Utmost 

Happiness (2017) that expand the conversation on 

autonomy and identity beyond heteronormative 

parameters with characters like Anjum, a transgender 

woman, whose character challenges not only gender 

norms but also questions the broader socio-religious 

frameworks of identity, thus coalescing with Judith 

Butler's (1990) performative view of gender and 

moving away from the overly simplistic portrayals of 

women as passive victims of the patriarchal structure 

while still showing the impact of national and societal 

change on personal expression. 

 

• Contemporary Feminist Writing in India  

Feminist writing in India today has moved away from 

a narrow focus on domestic oppression and nationalist 

reform, towards an intersectional, subversive and 

politically engaged discourse that resists caste, gender 

binaries, religious fundamentalism, and state violence, 

seen in the works of Arundhati Roy, Meena 

Kandasamy, and Namita Gokhale, whose feminist 

interventions are placed within the context of 

structural inequalities where the impact of identity is 

foregrounded as in the case of Anjum, a transgender 

hijra in Arundhati Roys The Ministry of Utmost 

Happiness (2017) and the politically defiant woman 

Tilottama whose identities subvert conventional 

frameworks of feminist representation as Roy's work 

aligns with Judith Butlers (1990) theory of gender 

performativity and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivaks 

(1988) critique of subaltern erasure, while 

Kandasamys When I Hit You (2017) refuses the 

romanticization of domestic violence through the 

voices of women trapped in an abusive marriage, 

identifying not just patriarchal violence but the state 

and family as complicit in silencing women, drawing 

on B. R. Ambedkars (1936) argument regarding 

interlocking systems of power wielded through caste 

and gender and Gokhales Things to Leave Behind 

(2016) reclaiming the narrative of women in colonial 

India from institutionally valorized patriarchal 

perspectives, revealing that contemporary Indian 

feminist literature does not merely oppose patriarchal 

structures but actively reconstructs alternative 

histories and epistemologies that lull and are further 

displayed through the poetry of Rupi Kaur and Tishani 

Doshi, whose writings on female agency, sexuality, 

and trauma reach far beyond traditional literary vessels 

to millennial audiences while resisting both 

mainstream expectation and literary convention, 

affirming Chandra Talpade Mohantys (2003) assertion 

that feminist writing in post-colonial contexts must 

take into account localized structures of power rather 

than adopting a universalist Western framework, 

ultimately making contemporary feminist literature in 
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India a dynamic and heterogeneous space that merges 

the single-voiced with the collective, producing a 

radical redefinition of feminism with roots that are 

deeply intertwined with caste, class, religious identity, 

and the legacies of the colonial and nationalist 

patriarchy. 

 

• Arundhati Roy’s Place in Feminist Discourse 

Arundhati Roy occupies a prominent place in feminist 

discourse within Indian English literature, not only for 

her literary contributions but also for her intellectual 

engagement with the politics of gender, caste, class, 

and identity, with her works, particularly The Ministry 

of Utmost Happiness (2017), offering an intersectional 

exploration of feminist concerns through the lens of 

postcolonial trauma, national identity, and subaltern 

resistance, as seen in her nuanced depiction of 

characters like Anjum, a transgender woman, whose 

life navigates the intersecting struggles of gender and 

religious marginalization, and Tilottama, a woman 

caught in the violence of political and personal 

spheres, embodying a critique of patriarchal structures 

both within the familial and the nationalist domains, 

while her narrative challenges traditional gender roles 

and questions the monolithic representation of women 

in Indian literary traditions, drawing from Judith 

Butler’s (1990) theory of gender performativity and 

bell hooks' (2000) notion of feminist solidarity, 

wherein Roy moves beyond the Western liberal 

feminist framework by integrating the complex 

realities of caste and religious identities, as explored in 

the works of scholars such as Uma Chakravarti (2013) 

and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (1988), with Roy’s 

feminist politics significantly engaging with 

postcolonial discourse, advocating for the recognition 

of marginalized communities, from the dalits to the 

hijras, positioning her as a champion of radical 

feminist thought, whose literary voice intersects with 

activism and social justice, especially in her vocal 

opposition to neoliberalism, globalization, and the 

corporatization of Indian society, aligning her work 

with feminist political theorists like Silvia Federici 

(2012) and Arundhati Roy's broader commitment to 

social justice which is evident in her advocacy against 

state-sponsored violence, environmental destruction, 

and human rights violations, while challenging the 

patriarchal structures that reinforce both economic 

inequality and gender-based oppression in 

postcolonial India, further situating her as a 

transformative figure who speaks to the complexities 

of postcolonial feminist discourse by advocating for 

the rights of women, minorities, and disenfranchised 

groups, hence cementing her place in feminist 

literature as both a narrative innovator and a political 

activist who challenges and redefines the boundaries 

of feminist resistance in contemporary Indian society. 

Feminist Themes in The Ministry of Utmost Happiness 

Only in The Ministry of Utmost Happiness, Arundhati 

Roy explores feminist themes through Anjum a 

transgender woman whose life subverts gender 

binaries; she critiques the sacred heterosexual binaries 

of Indian society that impose rigid, patriarchal 

structures on non-binary gender identity; positioned as 

a metonym of dissent from the heteronormative gender 

framework enforced by authoritative Islam, Anjum 

serves as the hermeneutic lens through which Roy 

composes a complex intersectional feminist narrative 

about gender, class, religion, and sexuality in 

postmodern India, as she depicts Anjum embodying 

the marginalized and silenced bodies that do not fit in 

dominant structures of identity, aligning with Judith 

Butler's (1990) theory of gender performativity which 

conceptions gender as a social construct rather than a 

natural or biological essence – thus making India a 

space for the feminist revitalization of the subaltern 

marginalizing the need for intersectionality as 

proposed by the Crenshaw’s (1989) assertion of the 

complex ways in which these identities intersect in the 

lived experience; Roy not only deconstruct rich 

patriarchal norms but also challenges deeply 

entrenched Indian gender binaries offering a radical 

feminist critique of tradition's imprisonment of non-

binaries in conjunction with the postmodernity's 

constraints that collectively diminishes the autonomy 

and agency of marginalized genders in the society. 

 

• Marginalization and Resistance related to the 

plight of Hijras and other marginalized 

communities in India 

In The Ministry of Utmost Happiness, I argue that Roy 

wrestles with questions of marginality and resistance, 

and uses the hijra community, and specifically Anjum, 

to represent the social, cultural and political erasure of 

non-binary individuals due to the longstanding 

marginalization of hijras in India because they 

challenge heteronormative gender roles, and that 

representation expands to include oppressions related 

to class, caste and religion in overlap with gender non-
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conforming subjects who are politically rendered 

invisible, and Roy demonstrates how members of the 

hijra community experience violence, exploitation and 

discrimination as a result of their difference in the 

public sphere, which lacks institutional or social 

representation, and how they exhibit various forms of 

resistance to reclaim their autonomy and redefine their 

identity within the larger national discourse 

exemplified by Anjum’s transition from a 

marginalized hijra to a potent emblem of resilience 

and activism in Roy’s work; -- that Roy’s feminist 

framework highlights the dual enslavement of 

marginalized subjects while reinscribing the 

relationship between oppression, caste and class as the 

hijras resist not only patriarchal norms, yet these rigid 

caste hierarchies that determine their social status 

reflected in how colonial and postcolonial power 

structures continue to suppress the voices of 

marginalized communities in contemporary India 

(Sunder Rajan, 2006) demonstrating how gender and 

caste intersect to shape the lives of individuals in 

postcolonial societies; -- that the marginalized 

communities represented in Roy’s work tirelessly 

challenge dominant societal structures to redefine their 

agency, their ability to occupy space physically and 

metaphysically and that their resistance is not limited 

to overt political actions, it is embodied in small acts 

of survival and the creation of alternative spaces of 

belonging, evident in Anjum’s creation of a shelter for 

fellow marginalized individuals, a feminist vision of 

solidarity that transcends gender boundaries and 

fosters a collective resistance against oppressive 

societal norms that echo feminist principles of 

inclusivity and social justice as emphasized by bell 

hooks (2000) and is central to the work of feminist 

thinkers who advocate for the recognition and 

empowerment of marginalized voices, ultimately 

presenting Roy’s narrative as a powerful testament to 

the ongoing struggle for justice and equality in the 

context of India’s complex social fabric. 

 

• Women in Conflict and Violence: The Character of 

Tilottama, Resistance Against Patriarchal Norms, 

and the Impact of War, Communal Violence, and 

State Oppression on Women’s Lives 

In The Ministry of Utmost Happiness, Arundhati Roy 

critically explores the intersection of gender, conflict, 

and violence, particularly through the character of 

Tilottama, who embodies the struggle of women 

caught between the societal demands of patriarchal 

norms and the tumultuous consequences of war and 

state repression, as she navigates her personal desires 

and identity within the constraints of a patriarchal 

society that consistently limits women’s autonomy 

and agency, particularly within the context of post-

colonial India, where women are often treated as 

collateral in the face of violent, communal, and 

political unrest, with the wars, riots, and state-

sanctioned violence in the novel reflecting the real-life 

oppression faced by women caught in such conflicts, 

as seen in Tilottama’s experiences with emotional and 

physical violence, which highlights the long-lasting 

impact of such violence on women's subjectivity, 

identity, and resistance; through Tilottama’s 

characterization, Roy interrogates how women, 

particularly those in conflict zones, are 

disproportionately affected by the cyclical nature of 

violence, with their bodies becoming sites for the 

imposition of control and domination, as they must 

contend with both public and private spheres of 

power—ranging from the violence of patriarchal 

family structures to the brutalities of state-sponsored 

militarization, further complicating their ability to 

resist and assert autonomy, a complex dynamic 

explored in feminist theory by scholars such as 

Nivedita Menon (2004), who argues that women’s 

bodies are not only politically weaponized but also 

subjected to the symbolic violence of patriarchal 

discourses; additionally, Roy’s feminist critique is 

evident in her depiction of the societal and 

psychological aftermath of communal violence and 

civil unrest on women, whose roles as both victims 

and resistors of violence are highlighted through 

characters like Tilottama, who, in her relationships and 

her personal journey, continually challenges the 

patriarchal limitations placed upon her, ultimately 

embodying a form of resistance against the 

institutionalized and gendered violence she faces, in 

alignment with the feminist ideals of autonomy and 

agency as espoused by theorists such as Judith Butler 

(1990), who posits that resistance must always be 

situated within the structures of power that seek to 

marginalize and exclude. In doing so, Roy’s narrative 

forces readers to confront the harsh realities faced by 

women, particularly in conflict zones, where state 

violence, gender inequality, and patriarchal oppression 

intersect in deeply entrenched ways, ultimately 

shaping the lives of those who, like Tilottama, strive 
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to break free from these cycles of subjugation and 

violence, while offering a poignant commentary on the 

need for systemic change in the treatment of women 

and their roles in a post-colonial society marked by 

constant socio-political upheaval. 

 

• Intersectionality of Gender, Caste, and Religion 

based on the role of caste in shaping women’s 

experiences 

In The Ministry of Utmost Happiness, Arundhati Roy 

critically examines the intersectionality of gender, 

caste, and religion, particularly focusing on how caste-

based discrimination shapes women's lives and 

experiences, where marginalized women, particularly 

those from Dalit communities, encounter compounded 

layers of oppression due to their caste, gender, and 

often, their religious identity, with characters like 

Anjum, a transgender woman from a marginalized 

community, providing a vivid portrayal of how caste 

intersects with gender and religion, forming a unique 

space for subjugation and resistance, as she navigates 

the societal constraints imposed on her by a deeply 

hierarchical system that privileges certain castes and 

religious identities over others, thus complicating her 

access to basic rights and social mobility; this complex 

interplay of caste and gender is illustrated through the 

subjugation of various female characters in the novel, 

such as those who belong to Muslim or Dalit 

communities, whose oppression is compounded by a 

patriarchal structure that marginalizes them on 

multiple fronts, aligning with the works of scholars 

like Uma Chakravarti (2013), who asserts that caste 

discrimination, combined with patriarchal ideologies, 

perpetuates an intersectional form of violence against 

women that limits their agency and subjects them to 

systemic disenfranchisement, while also 

demonstrating how caste and religion shape the lived 

experiences of women and dictate the forms of 

resistance they can engage in, with Roy’s narrative 

revealing how even acts of rebellion must navigate 

these rigidly structured social hierarchies to gain 

visibility and effect meaningful change, as 

exemplified in Anjum's character who, despite her 

marginalized status, develops a community of support 

with other oppressed women, signifying both the 

silencing of their voices within mainstream society 

and their resilience in creating alternative spaces for 

self-expression and solidarity, thus speaking to the 

critical feminist theoretical framework offered by 

Kimberlé Crenshaw (1991) on the need for an 

intersectional approach in understanding the unique 

ways in which race, caste, gender, and religion 

intersect in shaping individuals’ social realities and 

experiences; through such representations, Roy’s 

novel critiques the ways in which social structures, 

reinforced by both caste and gendered norms, 

constrain women's ability to assert their autonomy and 

redefines the intersectional feminist discourse, 

offering a complex portrait of resistance in the face of 

multifaceted oppressions, ultimately emphasizing the 

necessity for a comprehensive understanding of how 

these overlapping forces condition the lives of Indian 

women, particularly those at the margins of society. 

 

• The Narrative Style and Feminist Storytelling in 

Roy’s Novel considering Non-Linear Storytelling 

and Fragmentation 

Arundhati Roy’s The Ministry of Utmost Happiness 

employs a narrative style that is distinctly non-linear 

and fragmented, a technique that mirrors the 

fragmented realities of the marginalized characters 

whose stories are scattered across time, space, and 

identity, offering a feminist perspective that 

challenges the linear, patriarchal storytelling norms 

often associated with mainstream narratives, as she 

interweaves various storylines through disjointed, 

episodic chapters, much like the way women's 

experiences, particularly those marginalized by caste, 

gender, and religion, are often fragmented in society, 

with the non-linear structure refusing to conform to 

conventional modes of storytelling that impose order 

and coherence, but instead presenting an intricate web 

of voices, histories, and struggles, each contributing to 

a collective feminist narrative, echoing the sentiment 

of feminist theorists like Hélène Cixous (1976), who 

advocates for a “writing of the body” that resists 

traditional, patriarchal narratives, and calling for a 

"l'écriture feminine," which is an expression of 

fragmented, disjointed, and often chaotic 

representations of women’s lived experiences, 

reflecting their multiplicity and complexity, while 

simultaneously offering a means for women to reclaim 

their voice and agency; in The Ministry of Utmost 

Happiness, this fragmented storytelling reflects Roy’s 

belief in the necessity of recognizing the multiplicity 

of identities and struggles, as characters like Anjum, 

Tilo, and others navigate personal and political 

landscapes that are not linear or easily defined, 
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aligning with the work of scholars like Gayatri Spivak 

(1988), who emphasizes the need for subaltern voices 

to be heard and represented beyond the confines of 

traditional structures, thereby empowering readers to 

engage with the often marginalized histories and 

experiences of women and other oppressed 

communities; the narrative style also challenges the 

reader to move beyond a simple linear understanding 

of feminist struggle, instead encouraging the 

recognition of overlapping identities and simultaneous 

struggles, wherein the multiple voices and fragmented 

perspectives become integral to feminist storytelling, 

highlighting the multiplicity of resistance and survival 

in a deeply fragmented world, ultimately redefining 

the possibilities for feminist literary expression, as 

Roy disrupts the dominant, linear narrative traditions 

in favor of a complex, polyphonic narrative that 

mirrors the intricacies of women’s lived experiences 

in a postcolonial, patriarchal society. 

 

Challenges and Critiques of Roy’s Feminist Narrative 

While Arundhati Roy's The Ministry of Utmost 

Happiness offers a rich, multifaceted feminist 

perspective, it has not been immune to critiques 

regarding its portrayal of gender, class, and identity, as 

some scholars argue that Roy’s narrative, though 

ambitious, tends to overshadow the lived experiences 

of certain marginalized women by presenting them 

through an almost omniscient, highly politicized lens, 

which risks reducing complex, individual narratives to 

mere symbols of resistance against societal oppression 

(Ray, 2020); furthermore, critics have pointed out that 

while the novel offers a critique of patriarchy, its 

fragmented structure sometimes disorients readers, 

potentially limiting the effectiveness of its feminist 

message, as the novel's non-linear storytelling and lack 

of coherent character development can obscure the 

emotional and social depth of its female characters, 

making it difficult for the reader to form an emotional 

connection with the feminist causes Roy seeks to 

illuminate (Patel, 2019), and despite the novel's 

intention to highlight intersectionality through 

characters like Anjum, who navigates the complexities 

of gender and identity as a transgender woman, some 

scholars contend that Roy’s treatment of gender and 

sexuality is occasionally one-dimensional and fails to 

delve deeply into the specific socio-political struggles 

of these marginalized groups, instead presenting them 

in an idealized, symbolic light that does not fully 

account for the intersectional realities of oppression 

faced by women and sexual minorities in India 

(Menon, 2021), and while Roy’s activism and critique 

of state violence are central to the novel, some feminist 

scholars have raised concerns that her narrative, 

although inherently political, sometimes aligns too 

closely with a particular activist agenda that can 

alienate readers who seek a more nuanced portrayal of 

women’s agency, thus complicating the reader’s 

engagement with the text on a feminist level (Bose, 

2020), leading to the critique that the novel’s political 

activism occasionally overpowers its feminist themes, 

overshadowing the individual, lived experiences of its 

female protagonists; however, despite these critiques, 

Roy's narrative remains an important contribution to 

feminist discourse in Indian English literature, as it 

continues to spark discussions on the role of literature 

in advocating for marginalized women’s rights and the 

broader project of social justice, thereby reflecting the 

complexity and contradictions inherent in feminist 

storytelling in postcolonial contexts (Gupta, 2023). 

 

Future Directions: Feminist Writing in India Post-Roy 

As feminist writing in India continues to evolve 

beyond the significant contributions of Arundhati Roy, 

there is a growing shift towards exploring more 

nuanced, localized, and intersectional feminist 

narratives that address the complexities of 

contemporary gender politics, including a deeper 

focus on issues such as digital activism, body politics, 

and the rise of transnational feminist movements, 

which are increasingly becoming central to the 

discourse in post-Roy Indian English literature, with 

emerging authors such as Meena Kandasamy and 

Gayathri Prabhu leading the charge in addressing 

themes of sexual autonomy, caste-based oppression, 

and the representation of marginalized gender 

identities (Baker, 2022), while these writers maintain 

Roy's critical examination of the state's role in 

perpetuating violence against women, they also 

critique Roy’s occasionally monolithic representations 

of gender and sexuality, arguing for a more pluralistic 

approach that recognizes the diverse lived experiences 

of women across different regions and communities, 

thus moving away from the broader, often 

homogenized portrayal of resistance seen in Roy’s 

works (Sharma, 2023), additionally, there is an 

increasing emphasis on the exploration of 

intersectionality, where the intersections of gender, 
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caste, class, and religion are examined in more 

granular detail, with the next generation of feminist 

writers increasingly foregrounding the stories of Dalit 

women, LGBTQ+ individuals, and other marginalized 

communities, ensuring that their voices are not merely 

symbolic but central to the narrative (Nair, 2022), 

furthermore, feminist literature in India is likely to 

continue engaging with global feminist discourse, 

where authors like Prabhu and Kandasamy are 

drawing on transnational feminist frameworks that are 

critically engaging with neoliberalism, globalization, 

and the commodification of women’s bodies, which 

may provide alternative visions of feminist futures 

beyond the confines of nation-state boundaries, and 

although feminist narratives in post-Roy Indian 

literature are beginning to lean more into the 

specificity of regional identities and local struggles, it 

remains crucial for these narratives to engage with 

questions of sustainable development, ecological 

justice, and the impact of climate change on 

marginalized women’s lives, pushing the boundaries 

of what feminist writing in India can encompass in the 

21st century, thus, while Roy's feminist writing has 

left an indelible mark on Indian literature, future 

feminist narratives will likely continue to challenge 

the prevailing socio-political structures, foreground 

intersectionality, and center the lived experiences of 

the most marginalized voices, expanding the scope of 

feminist discourse in postcolonial India (Pande, 2024). 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

Arundhati Roy’s The Ministry of Utmost Happiness 

represents a paradigm shift in feminist discourse 

within Indian English literature by moving beyond 

conventional representations of gender oppression and 

instead engaging with an intersectional, politically 

charged narrative that intertwines caste, religion, 

sexuality, and state violence, fundamentally redefining 

how feminist literature in India conceptualizes agency, 

resistance, and identity, as Roy’s novel disrupts 

traditional feminist storytelling through its 

fragmented, polyphonic structure, foregrounding 

marginalized voices such as Anjum, a transgender 

hijra, and Tilottama, a woman caught within the 

complexities of love, war, and displacement, thereby 

aligning with Judith Butler’s (1990) notion of gender 

performativity and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s 

(1988) critique of the silencing of subaltern identities, 

while also reinforcing the significance of Roy’s work 

within the broader feminist literary canon as a text that 

challenges both patriarchal and postcolonial 

nationalist frameworks by incorporating themes of 

forced invisibility, communal violence, and state 

repression, expanding the scope of feminist literature 

beyond domestic concerns to include larger socio-

political struggles, making her contribution 

comparable to global feminist literary interventions 

that dismantle hegemonic gender binaries and redefine 

autonomy beyond Western liberal feminist 

frameworks, particularly as feminist scholars such as 

Chandra Talpade Mohanty (2003) argue that 

postcolonial feminist narratives must interrogate 

localized structures of oppression rather than adopting 

universalist feminist approaches, and as contemporary 

feminist discourse in India continues to evolve, 

emerging feminist writers are building upon Roy’s 

legacy by furthering intersectional critiques, engaging 

with queer identities, and deconstructing neoliberal 

feminist narratives, thereby pushing feminist literature 

towards a more expansive and inclusive understanding 

of gender justice and social change, ultimately 

reaffirming the necessity of literature as a powerful 

tool for challenging systemic inequalities, amplifying 

marginalized voices, and shaping feminist thought in 

both national and global contexts, reinforcing the 

argument that literature remains one of the most 

transformative mediums for engaging with gendered 

struggles, historical silences, and the ongoing pursuit 

of social justice in an ever-changing feminist literary 

landscape. 
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