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    Arundhati Roy is an Indian writer of fiction and non-fiction. She is best known for her novel The God of Small Things, for which she won the Man Booker Prize in 1997.


    Roy is a writer and an activist. After her first novel, The God of Small Things, she concentrated on writing non-fiction and produced several volumes of essays which explore social problems in India and around the world. She speaks out on issues related to topics such as race, class, the caste system in India, gender, political power and environmental problems. Like her essays and her first novel, her highly anticipated second novel, The Ministry of Utmost Happiness, published 20years after The God of Small Things, also explores social problems without being afraid to discuss sensitive issues such as the conflicts between separatist Muslims in Kashmir and the Indian government. Roy is outspoken and her writing style is intelligent and direct. Her fiction is written in a lyrical style and she uses fragmented, non-linear narratives to patch together complex stories.

  


  
    THE MINISTRY OF UTMOST HAPPINESS


    AN EXPLORATION OF CONTEMPORARY INDIA


    
      	Genre: novel


      	Reference edition: Roy, A. (2018) The Ministry of Utmost Happiness. London: Penguin Books.


      	1st edition: 2017


      	Themes: love, motherhood, gender, identity, Indian society, caste system, conflict in Kashmir

    


    The Ministry of Utmost Happiness is set in contemporary India. It patches together various narratives, most importantly those of Tilo and Anjum. Anjum is an intersex person looking for her place in the world. Although, physically, her male characteristics are dominant and her parents raise her as a boy, Anjum identifies as a woman. She joins a community of hijras, transgender women. Later she starts to live in the graveyard, where she runs a guesthouse and organises funeral services for other people who do not fit into society. Anjum dreams of motherhood and her story becomes entangled with that of Tilo, a restless, independent woman who is loved by three men, when Tilo claims an abandoned baby as her own.


    The novel examines contemporary India, investigating its different classes, castes, religions, conflicts and historical events. Anjum and Tilo’s stories give life to different aspects of Indian society.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    ANJUM


    The novel, which is mainly set in Delhi, is made up of the interconnected stories of different characters. The first sections of the book focus on Anjum, a transgender/intersex individual who lives in a graveyard. She lives isolated from her society.


    When Anjum was born, she was thought to be a boy and was named Aftab. When her mother discovers that Aftab also has a kind of vagina (although physically her male characteristics are dominant), she is shocked, but tells no-one. When years later her father finds out, they try to seek medical help for the ‘problem’. Aftab is raised as a boy, but when she sees a hijra, a transgender woman, she wants to be like her. She starts to spend time at the ‘Khwabgah’, a home to the local community of hijras, and when she is old enough, she runs away from home and joins the community.


    After years spent at the Khwabgah, one day Anjum finds an abandoned little girl and brings her home with her. Anjum becomes very attached to the girl, called Zainab, who starts to call her mummy. The other members of the community also help look after her. Zainab is often sick and Anjum is very worried. She even suspects that Saeeda, a younger member of the community (who calls herself a transperson, rather than using the traditional term hijra) is causing the illnesses. Saeeda is unaware of these suspicions, and likes both Anjum and Zainab. When seeking spiritual guidance for the problem, Anjum is advised to visit the dargah (shrine) of Hazrat Gharib Nawaz. She makes the journey to Ahmedabad with Zakir Mian, a friend of her father. They are caught up in the violence that starts with the killings of Hindu pilgrims and results in violence against Muslims as a ‘reaction’ (Anjum is a Muslim). Anjum is brought back home, but Zakir Mian is not found. Anjum does not speak of her experiences, but she is changed. She finally leaves the Khwabgah and begins her lonely existence at the graveyard. Zainab stays at the Khwabgah with Saeeda.


    ANJUM’S GUESTHOUSE


    Although Anjum lives alone now, those close to her visit her at the graveyard, and she makes friends with Ziauddin, an old imam. Her lonely, simple existence is slowly transformed, as she makes the graveyard her home and begins constructing accommodation there. She finally runs a guest house, where she welcomes other people who are rejected by their society. She accommodates Saddam Hussain, originally called Dayachanda, a young man of Hindu origin whose family belongs to the lowest caste. He was deeply affected by his father being killed by a mob when he was falsely accused of killing a cow. Motivated by (the real) Saddam Hussain’s calm when facing death, he decides to become a Muslim and take his name. He plans to avenge his father’s death, and wants to face the consequences with the same courage. Anjum tells him that Saddam Hussain killed many people, but he still admires the original Saddam Hussain’s courage.


    One day Saddam, Anjum and some of their friends are out in Delhi observing different kinds of activists protesting. A baby is found on the pavement. Anjum, who badly wants a child, wants to take the baby, but people disagree on what to do with it. In the meanwhile, an unknown woman leaves with the baby. They manage to find the woman and the baby later.


    GARSON HOBART


    The next, larger section of the novel is written from the perspective of Biplab Dasgupta, the landlord and a friend of Tilo, the woman who took the baby. He has always loved Tilo, although they have never been a couple, and he is married and has two daughters. He has recently returned from Kabul, and finds out that Tilo has not been in her apartment for a while (she is at Anjum’s guesthouse). He first met Tilo in 1984, when they were students and were rehearsing a play called ‘Norman, Is That You?’ together with their friends Naga and Musa. Tilo always calls Biplab Garson Hobart, which is his character in the play. Naga and Biplab are both from privileged Hindu families, while Musa is a Muslim from Kashmir. Tilo’s mother was a Christian from a respectable family, but was shunned by her family because she had Tilo out of wedlock and in secret from her society, left her to an orphanage and returned to adopt her, but never admitted that she was her biological child. This makes Tilo’s family background complicated, and as a result she is an unusually independent young woman. Tilo and Musa were previously in a relationship. Biplab has very little contact with the two of them for many years, until Tilo needs his help.


    Biplab works for the government, and is in Kashmir for his work during conflicts that result from the Kashmiri separatist movement. He receives a phone call from Major Amrik Singh, a violent, influential member of the army, telling him that a lady whom they captured with a militant has asked to give him the following message: G.A.R.S.O.N. H.O.B.A.R.T. He knows it is Tilo and sends Naga, who is working as journalist with connections to the government, to get her. They assume that the militant, whom she was with and who was killed by the soldiers, to have been Musa. Tilo and Naga go back to Delhi, where they are later married. They stay together for 14years until Tilo leaves Naga. She then rents the apartment from Biplab.


    TILO


    The next section focuses on Tilo’s experiences. The events told from Biplab’s perspective are told as Tilo lived them. She had been together with Musa, but they have now gone their separate ways. She has been living alone for years when she hears of Musa and goes to meet him in the conflict-ridden Kashmir. She stays on a house boat with Gulrez, Musa’s friend. Musa tells Tilo about his life and sends her exploring Kashmir with his friends as guides, so that she understands what motivates him and others like him who are involved with the separatist movement. Tilo learns that Musa had been married and had had a daughter, but both his wife and his daughter had been killed amidst the violence during one of the many conflicts in the area. After losing his family Musa has become more involved with the movement. Tilo and Musa still have feelings towards each other, and they understand each other at a profound level.


    Soon after Musa has said his goodbyes and left Tilo on the house boat, before she returns to Delhi the government soldiers come, take Tilo and Gulrez into custody and try to find Musa. The soldiers kill Gulrez, claiming to have killed Musa. Tilo gets help from Biplab and Naga. She later sees Musa again before going back to Delhi, and he advises her not to be alone, for protection, and maybe to marry someone, which is what she does. In Delhi she discovers she is pregnant with Musa’s baby, but opts for abortion because she does not want the child to suffer in the difficult circumstances. Years later, however, she takes the abandoned baby, and names her Miss Jebeen to honour the memory of Musa’s daughter.


    THE MINISTRY OF UTMOST HAPPINESS


    Tilo has taken Anjum’s offer and now lives with Anjum and Miss Jebeen the Second at the graveyard. Everyone is happy with the arrangement. Saddam Hussain and Zainab, now a grown-up, get married. Musa, who has kept in contact with Tilo, even if irregularly, over the years, visits her one last time, before she hears he has died in the conflict. Tilo feels at home in Anjum’s graveyard guesthouse even after Musa’s death because she feels a spiritual connection there, and Anjum feels happy with her child and other people around her.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    ANJUM


    Anjum is an intersex individual who was raised as a boy, but who identifies as female. When she sees a transgender woman at the market place, she “want[s] to be her” (p.18). She joins a community of hijras, or transgender women. While she finds some happiness in expressing her femininity, it is not enough to give her fulfilment. She finds this in motherhood and helping other people who are struggling. Anjum mothers Zainab, and abandoned little girl she found on the street, until she is changed by her experience of being caught in the middle of a massacre that her travel companion did not survive, and she feels the need to leave her community. Zainab stays in the care of Saeeda, another woman in the community, which is heartbreaking for Anjum. She now lives in the graveyard, initially unkept and alone, but finally connects with other people who need help and with her friends. She runs a guesthouse and arranges funeral services from the graveyard, providing services to those who have been rejected from other places. When Tilo claims the abandoned baby as her own, Anjum reaches out to her, and is given a second opportunity to be a mother. Nothing is as important to Anjum as becoming a mother. She is goodhearted, but also impulsive and a little quick-tempered. She is also strongminded and knows what she wants. She belongs to an older generation of transgender women, and prefers the traditional Indian term hijra.


    TILO


    Tilo is an intelligent and independent woman with a unique background. Her biological mother adopted her and raised her as her adoptive daughter because she was born out of wedlock. She does not have much contact with her mother until she is dying and she goes to look after her. As she has no family to help her, she has become used to taking care of herself. She lives her life as she pleases and does not attempt to please anyone with the choices she makes or with her appearance. Nevertheless, three men love her: Musa, Biplab and Naga. Musa is the love of her life, but she had broken off their relationship in the past because of her need for freedom and because of her restlessness. When she goes to meet Musa later, they continue the relationship, but the difficulties caused by the conflicts in Kashmir keep them apart. Tilo marries Naga, not out of love (although she feels some affection for him), but for protection. Her restlessness causes her to leave Naga too. She only finds peace after she has taken (kidnapped) the abandoned child on the street and moved with the child to live at Anjum’s guesthouse. Here, surrounded by other social outcasts, and feeling a spiritual connection with the otherworld, she feels at home. Here she is not undone even by the grief of Musa’s death because she is able to communicate with him through “the crack in the door that the battered angels in the graveyard held


    BIPLAB DASGUPTA


    

    NAGA


    

    MUSA


    

    SADDAM HUSSAIN


    

    ZAINAB


    

    MAJOR AMRIK SINGH


    

    MISS JEBEEN THE SECOND
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