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Abstract

Arundhati Roy’s The Ministry of Utmost Happiness (2017) is a complex narrative that intertwines the lives
of marginalized individuals with India’s turbulent socio-political history. This paper examines the novel through
the lens of cultural hybridity, drawing on postcolonial theories articulated by Homi K. Bhabha, Edward Said, and
Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak. Hybridity, in this context, functions as both a lived experience and a political strategy
that resists the exclusionary ideologies of nationalism, caste, and communalism.

Anjum, an intersex Hijra, epitomizes hybridity by embodying multiple intersecting identities across gender,
religion, and community. Her life challenges binary categories and underscores hybridity as a space of resistance to
the binary. Similarly, the Khwabgah (Hijra household) and graveyard she transforms into the Jannat Guest House
emerge as hybrid spaces where marginalized individuals construct alternative forms of belonging outside the state’s
rigid boundaries. These spaces demonstrate that hybridity is not merely cultural mixing but a radical reimagining of
the community rooted in pluralism and survival.

Furthermore, the novel situates hybridity within the broader contexts of religious syncretism, Dalit
resistance, and the contested politics of Kashmir, revealing how identities in India are always hybrid, fluid, and
contested.

The study concludes that Roy presents hybridity as a subversive force capable of destabilizing hegemonic
categories and offering inclusive alternatives. In doing so, ‘The Ministry of Utmost Happiness’ reclaims hybridity
as a mode of survival, resistance, and hope in the face of violence, exclusion, and fragmentation.
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Arundhati Roy’s The Ministry of Utmost Happiness (2017) stands as one of the most ambitious literary
projects in contemporary Indian English fiction. Twenty years after her Booker Prize—winning The God of Small
Things (1997), Roy returned to fiction with a narrative that traverses the borders of form, politics, and identity. The
novel is simultaneously an exploration of private lives and a critique of the nation-state, weaving together the
destinies of individuals from marginalized communities with broader historical currents such as Partition, the
Emergency, communal riots, Dalit oppression, and the Kashmir conflict. Roy constructs a text that resists singular
readings; it is deliberately fragmented, polyphonic, and hybrid in its narrative voice.

Among the various critical concerns of the novel, cultural hybridity comes out as distinctly significant.
Characters such as Anjum, the intersex protagonist who negotiates life as both Aftab and Anjum, embody hybridity
through their very existence. Spaces such as the Khwabgah, the Hijra household, and the graveyard, where Anjum
establishes a home for the marginalized, become literal and metaphorical sites of hybridity, where the categories of
life and death, male and female, Hindu and Muslim, insider and outsider blur into one another. Roy thus envisions
India not as a stable, homogeneous nation but as a patchwork of hybrid identities and spaces.

This paper argues that Roy’s The Ministry of Utmost Happiness demonstrates how hybridity functions as
both a lived condition and a political strategy in contemporary India. By drawing on postcolonial theories of
hybridity, particularly those articulated by Homi K. Bhabha, Edward Said, and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, the
paper examines how the novel destabilizes cultural binaries and offers hybrid spaces as alternatives to hegemonic
structures. It also contends that Roy’s use of narrative hybridity—her blending of reportage, myth, and fiction—
mirrors her characters’ fractured, multiple realities.

Theoretical Framework: Hybridity in Postcolonial Studies

The concept of cultural hybridity occupies a central position in postcolonial theory. Homi K. Bhabha, in
The Location of Culture (1994), conceptualizes hybridity as the “third space of enunciation,” a liminal arena where
cultural meaning is negotiated and reconstituted. For Bhabha, hybridity destabilizes binary oppositions such as
colonizer/colonized, East/West, and tradition/modernity by exposing them as constructed rather than natural
categories (Bhabha 37). The hybrid subject inhabits an “in-between” position, refusing assimilation into either pole,
thereby challenging the authority of dominant cultural narratives.

Edward Said’s Orientalism (1978), though fundamentally focused on the analysis of Western
representations of the East, also expects the significance of hybridity by demonstrating how cultural identities are
relational, shaped through encounter and representation. For Said, cultures are not isolated but interdependent, and
the colonial encounter produces identities that are inevitably hybrid (Said 24). This insight is crucial for analyzing
postcolonial texts that foreground the interconnectedness of history, memory, and identity.

Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, gives emphasis to the voice of the subaltern in her essay “Can the Subaltern
Speak?” (1988). While Spivak cautions against romanticizing hybridity in ways that wipe out the marginalization
of subaltern groups, her persistence on attending to voices from below informs the readings of Roy’s novel. Anjum,
the Hijra community, Dalits, and Kashmiri activists are all subaltern figures whose hybrid existences
simultaneously mark them as marginal and empower them to resist hegemonic frameworks.

Taken together, these theoretical interventions enable a nuanced understanding of Roy’s novel. Hybridity is
not merely a cultural mixture but a political act that disrupts the hegemonic narratives of nation, religion, and
identity. It creates spaces for negotiation, resistance, and survival for those excluded from dominant discourses.

In the Indian context, hybridity is particularly resonant because of the country’s history of colonialism, the
Partition, and its plural yet contested cultural fabric. The subcontinent has always been a site of cultural cross-
pollination, with Hindu, Muslim, Christian, Sikh, Buddhist, and tribal traditions coexisting and interacting in ways
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that complicate the idea of cultural purity. However, this hybridity has also been met with resistance from forces of
nationalism and communalism, which insist on purity, singularity and exclusion. Roy’s novel situates itself within
this tension, foregrounding hybrid lives and spaces as alternatives to exclusionary ideologies.

In The Ministry of Utmost Happiness, hybridity is enacted at multiple levels: the individual (Anjum’s
intersex body and gendered identity), the communal (the Khwabgah and the graveyard as spaces of plural
belonging), and the political (the intermingling of personal stories with Kashmir’s struggle and Dalit resistance).
This theoretical framework guides the paper’s exploration of the novel’s treatment of hybridity across these
registers.

Anjum: Gender, Religion, and the Hybrid Body

Anjum, a central figures in The Ministry of Utmost Happiness, embodies cultural hybridity in its most
intimate and radical form. Born intersex and initially raised as Aftab, Anjum occupies an identity that resists neat
categorization. Neither wholly male nor female, Anjum’s very existence unsettles the binary logic of gender. This
hybridity is not only biological but also cultural, as Anjum negotiates life within the interstices of gender, religion
and community.

Homi Bhabha’s notion of hybridity as a destabilizing force is particularly relevant here. Anjum does not
assimilate into normative masculinity nor does she conform entirely to the expectations of femininity. Instead, she
embodies what Bhabha calls the “Third Space,” where meaning is renegotiated and identity is reconstituted
(Bhabha 55). Anjum’s life story complicates the cultural scripts assigned to her by her family, religion, and society.
She becomes both Anjum and Aftab, Muslim and Hijra, insider and outsider.

Anjum’s hybridity is religious and cultural. Growing up in a Muslim household in Old Delhi, she learns the
Qur’an and the traditions of Islam, but when she enters the Khwabgah, she adopts the Hijra community’s unique
spiritual and cultural practices. Hijras, who have historically occupied a liminal position in Indian society, practice
rituals drawn from both Hindu and Islamic traditions. By participating in these hybrid religious performances,
Anjum embodies the crossing of cultural and spiritual boundaries in her life. Her identity resists purity and
embraces multiplicity.

However, hybridity does not free Anjum from being marginalized. Her life is marked by exclusionfrom her
family, mainstream Muslim society, and the nation itself. When she survives the massacre of Muslims in Gujarat in
2002, she emerges traumatized but resolute, turning her hybridity into a political statement. Roy positions Anjum
as a figure whose hybridity challenges the violent drive for purity embodied in nationalist and communalist
ideologies. Her refusal to fit into fixed categories is a form of resistance.

The Khwabgah: A Hybrid Domestic Space

The Khwabgah, or “House of Dreams,” is another key site of hybridity in the novel. As the residence of the
Hijra community, it serves as a liminal space where individuals excluded from mainstream society find their
belonging. The Khwabgah is not simply a domestic dwelling but a hybrid space that fuses familial, communal,
spiritual, and political elements.

Roy describes the Khwabgah as a place of contradictions: it is at once nurturing and suffocating, protective
and hierarchical. Hijras create their own rituals, kinship structures, and codes of belonging in their homes. The
Khwabgah blurs the boundaries between male and female, private and public, and sacred and profane. It
destabilizes the heteronormative, patriarchal idea of family by creating an alternative model of kinship based on
choice rather than bloodline.

This hybridity is not without tension. The Khwabgah replicates certain hierarchies and enforces its own
rules, which sometimes constrain Anjum’s freedom. Yet, as Bhabha reminds us, hybridity is always ambivalent—it
is both a site of empowerment and conflict (Bhabha, 112). For Anjum, the Khwabgah is a necessary space for
survival and self-discovery, even if it cannot fully contain her aspirations for belonging.
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The Graveyard: A Radical Hybrid Space

The most powerful metaphor of hybridity in the novel is the graveyard where Anjum eventually establishes
her home. After surviving Gujarat, Anjum moves to a graveyard in Delhi, where she gradually creates a sanctuary
for marginalized individuals: orphans, Dalits, outcastes, religious minorities, and political dissidents. What begins
as her personal refuge becomes the Jannat Guest House, a hybrid community where the living and the dead coexist.

The graveyard embodies hybridity at the multiple levels. It is both a space of death and life, exclusion, and
belonging. Traditionally a site associated with endings, the graveyard becomes a place of new beginnings in the
novel. Anjum transforms it into a communal living space where diverse people can coexist beyond the rigid
boundaries of caste, religion, and nation.

Roy uses this hybrid space to critique the exclusionary logic of the nation-state. The graveyard offers what
the state cannot: protection, inclusion, and dignity for those who do not “fit” into the imagined purity of the nation.
As literary critic Priya Kumar argues, “Roy reimagines the graveyard as a utopian space of belonging that resists
the violent exclusions of nationalism” (Kumar 148). In doing so, she presents hybridity not only as a personal
condition but also as a collective political alternative.

The graveyard is also a symbolic inversion of the nationalist narratives. While the nation is obsessed with
borders, purity, and homogeneity, the graveyard welcomes multiplicity, ambiguity, and heterogeneity within its
boundaries. It becomes a literal and metaphorical “third space” where marginalized lives flourish outside state
control.

Political Hybridity and the Nation

One of Roy’s central critiques in the novel concerns the Indian nation-state. The novel situates its
characters within the turbulent history of post-partition India, ranging from the 2002 Gujarat riots to the insurgency
in Kashmir and the everyday violence of caste oppression. Roy reveals how the nation, imagined as a homogeneous
community, is in fact deeply fractured and hybrid.

Anjum’s survival of the Gujarat massacre epitomizes this. As a Muslim Hijra, she is doubly marginalized,
persecuted for both her religion and gender identity. Her survival and subsequent retreat to the graveyard symbolize
the rejection of the nation’s exclusionary ideals. Instead, she forges a hybrid community that includes those
excluded from mainstream India.

The Kashmir conflict is another crucial site of hybridity in this novel. Characters such as Musa, a Kashmiri
militant, and Tilo, an architect and activist, embody the intersection of personal and political identity. Musa’s
transformation from a student to a militant insurgent reflects the hybrid pressures of love, faith, nationalism, and
resistance. Tilo, who moves between Delhi’s intellectual circles and Kashmir’s war zones, represents a liminal
figure who straddles the line between insider and outsider.

Roy presents Kashmir as a hybrid space where national borders and identities are violently contested. The
people of Kashmir are caught between India’s claim of sovereignty and their aspirations for self-determination. As
Sanjay Kak notes, “Kashmir represents the unfinished business of Partition, where identities remain fluid,
fractured, and resistant to absorption” (Kak 212). By embedding Kashmir’s story within her narrative, Roy exposes
the hybrid nature of the Indian national identity and critiques the state’s obsession with purity and control.

The question of caste further complicates the nation’s picture. The Dalit characters in the novel highlight
how caste identity intersects with religion, class, and politics. Hybridity here takes the form of solidarity across
oppressed groups—Dalits, Muslims, Hijras, and political dissidents—who collectively resist their exclusion. Roy
shows that the idea of a pure, caste-free Hindu nation is a myth sustained by violence against those who fall outside
its boundaries.
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By presenting the nation as a fractured, hybrid construct, Roy destabilizes the nationalist narratives of unity
and purity. Her characters and spaces demonstrate that India is not one but many, a plural and hybrid reality that
resists homogenization.

Religious and Cultural Hybridity

Religion is central to The Ministry of Utmost Happiness, not as a monolithic category, but as a mosaic of
overlapping practices, beliefs, and identities. Roy deliberately blurs the lines between religions, showing how
rituals and traditions intermingle in the everyday lives of her characters. This emphasis on religious hybridity
undermines the exclusivist claims of nationalism and of communalism.

Anjum, for instance, remains deeply rooted in Islam, reciting prayers and observing rituals, yet her life
within the Hijra community exposes her to hybrid religious practices. Hijras have historically drawn on both Hindu
and Muslim traditions, invoking Bahuchara Mata, a Hindu goddess associated with fertility, while also observing
Islamic customs. This crossing of religious boundaries challenges the rigid binaries of Hindu/Muslim identities that
have fueled communal violence in India.

The graveyard also becomes a site of religious hybridity. As Anjum establishes the Jannat Guest House,
she welcomes individuals from various religious and cultural backgrounds: Hindus, Muslims, Christians, Dalits,
and tribals. Death itself becomes a unifying force, as the graveyard accommodates multiple burial and mourning
practices without conflict. In contrast to the exclusivist logic of the nation, the graveyard embodies a pluralistic
ethos whichere religious differences are acknowledged but not divisive.

This portrayal resonates with India’s long history of religious syncretism. As scholars such as Ayesha Jalal
have argued, South Asia has always been a space of religious and cultural cross-pollination, where Sufi and Bhakti
traditions blurred the boundaries between Islam and Hinduism (Jalal 76). Roy draws on this syncretic history to
critique the rise of Hindu nationalism, which seeks to erase hybridity in favor of cultural homogeneity.

Hybridity as Resistance and Survival

In Roy’s novel, hybridity is not merely descriptive; it functions as an act of resistance. By embracing
multiplicity, marginalized characters and communities challenge hegemonic narratives of purity, order, and control.

The Hijra community embodies this resistance. By refusing to conform to heteronormative gender roles,
Hijras disrupt the patriarchal and caste-based social order of Indian society. Their existence as a hybrid group—
neither fully male nor female, neither fully Hindu nor Muslim—defies the categories on which nationalist and
religious fundamentalist ideologies depend. As literary critic Nivedita Menon notes, “The Hijra community
destabilizes the binary frameworks through which power is exercised, revealing the possibility of alternative social
formations” (Menon 131).

The graveyard community represents hybridity as a survival strategy for the marginalized. Those rejected
by the nation—orphans, Dalits, Muslims, and political dissidents—come together to create a space of solidarity.
Their collective survival depends on hybridity; by sharing resources, rituals, and stories, they forge a community
that thrives on difference rather than sameness. Roy suggests that such hybrid spaces offer a more humane vision of
belonging than the exclusionary logic of the state.

Roy also portrays hybridity as an imaginative act of resistance. The title of the novel, The Ministry of
Utmost Happiness, is ironic—it suggests an alternative institution, one that serves those neglected by the state. The
ministry is not a governmental department but a hybrid, symbolic space where the marginalized can claim dignity
and joy. This is a utopian vision rooted in the everyday practices of survival and solidarity.

In this sense, hybridity in the novel is both subversive and hopeful. It challenges the violent exclusions of
nationalism, caste, and patriarchy, while also offering an alternative model of community based on coexistence.
Roy’s characters demonstrate that survival in a fractured nation depends not on purity but on hybridity—on the
ability to inhabit multiple identities, to share spaces across difference, and to imagine solidarity in unlikely places.
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Conclusion

Arundhati Roy’s The Ministry of Utmost Happiness is a profound contemplation on the fractured, hybrid
realities of modern India. Through the character of Anjum, the Khwabgah, and the graveyard community, Roy
foregrounds hybridity as both a lived experience and a political strategy. Anjum’s intersex identity disrupts the
binary categories of gender and religion, while the graveyard offers a radical vision of belonging that transcends the
exclusionary logic of the nation-state.

Roy also enacts hybridity at the level of narrative form, blending reportage, fiction, myth, and political
commentary to mirror the disjointed and overlapping realities of her characters. By weaving together, the stories of
Hijras, Dalits, Kashmiri militants, and dissidents, she destabilizes the homogenizing narrative of the nation and
presents India as a plural, contested, and hybrid space.

Religious and cultural hybridity emerges as both a critique of communalist violence and an affirmation of
South Asia’s syncretic tradition. The novel shows that survival and resistance for marginalized communities
depend on embracing hybridity—on creating alternative spaces of solidarity where difference is not erased but
celebrated.

Ultimately, Roy’s novel suggests that hybridity is not a weakness, but a source of resilience and creativity.
It destabilizes hegemonic categories, resists exclusion, and reimagines the concept of belonging. In an era when
nationalism and communalism threaten to erase multiplicity, The Ministry of Utmost Happiness insists on the
power of hybrid lives and spaces to envision a more inclusive future.
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