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Abstract

Arundhati Roy’s The Ministry of Utmost Happiness intricately weaves together
human suffering, environmental degradation, and socio-political unrest to reflect the
inseparable bond between society and ecology. Reading the novel through the lens of
socio-ecological theory reveals how environmental and social crises are interdependent
outcomes of systemic inequalities. Roy presents ecology not as a passive backdrop but as a
dynamic presence that mirrors the fractures of human civilization. The novel’s
landscapes—ranging from the graveyard of Anjum to the conflicted terrains of Kashmir—
embody both decay and resilience, symbolizing the interwoven fates of nature and
marginalized communities. Through her depiction of gender fluidity, displacement, and
environmental destruction, Roy challenges anthropocentric narratives and redefines the
notion of coexistence. The characters’ struggles for identity and survival parallel the
ecological struggle for restoration, emphasizing that healing the planet and healing
humanity are concurrent processes. By aligning ecological consciousness with social
justice, Roy’s narrative underscores the ethical responsibility of recognizing the
environment as an active participant in human history. Thus, The Ministry of Utmost
Happiness becomes a profound socio-ecological text that critiques modernity’s exploitative
structures and envisions a world grounded in compassion, inclusivity, and environmental
harmony. This chapter argues that Roy’s fiction transforms ecological awareness into a
socio-political act, urging readers to perceive sustainability as both a moral and collective
human endeavor.,
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Arundhati Roy, a praiseworthy Indian novelist and activist, was born in the year 1961
at Shillong Meghalaya in Bengali. In her childhood age itself she wanted to become a
writer. She freed herself from familial relations and stayed in a small hut with her own
beer-bottle selling business. There she observes the impacts of Marxism, Hinduism,
Christianity and Islam in India which pushed herself to be an activist.

The story The Ministry of Utmost Happiness by Arundhati Roy is a rich, complex
novel that follows the intertwined lives of people living on the outskirts of Indian society.
The protagonist Anjum, a transgender woman who creates a peaceful home for society’s
outcasts in a Delhi graveyard, and Tilo, a mysterious woman drawn the chaos of the
Kashmir conflict, in which how many human beings and their lives were lost. Moreover,
the description of the social injustice, violence in the conflict, Hindu-Islamic conflict was
well-knotted. Blending personal stories with political realities, the novel explores themes
like identity, social injustice, gender, and resistance.

Socio-ecological theory, in depth, has an origin from the 1970s which was
developed by Urie Bronfenbrenner and it was initially called Ecological systems theory.
Later it was adapted into the Socio-ecology model (SEM) which helps in designing holistic
interventions like public health, education, criminology, which encourages multi-level
strategies like sterile individual behavior, societal norms, policy and environment and more
than that which recognizes the complexity of human behavior.

The interconnections impact how the individual develops socially and emotionally
according to the parent-teacher relationship, family and peer group interactions,
synchronization of religious community and family. Ecosystem doesn't make the
individual to be the active participant but an indirect influence. Socio-ecological theory
encompasses human situations; nature's factors play an important role.

This chapter explores how Roy exposes interconnected systems of oppression that
harm human dignity and disrupt India’s social and environmental harmony, using the
socio-ecological model to show how fractured communities reflect marginalized identities.

Socio-ecological theory views human progress as a consistent and mutual interaction
between the individual and their complex, multi-layered surroundings. Urie
Bronfenbrenner, who proposed the concept of socio-ecology, defines it as ‘‘the ecology of
human development involves the study of the progressive, mutual accommodation between
an active, growing human being and the changing properties of the immediate settings in
which the developing person lives.”” (21). Arundhati Roy, in her novel The Ministry of
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Utmost Happiness, illustrates Bronfenbrenner’s concept across its chapters.

Roy is concerned with eco-critical perspectives, exploring how the humanitarian
aspects of her characters influence the environment, and how nature reciprocates through
its own responses. Her narrative reflects the socio-ecological principle that human actions
and natural consequences are intertwined. She draws attention to Bronfenbrenner’s five
systems of ecology, which shape individual and collective responses. For instance, the

<

protagonist’s observation, “...Need was a warehouse that could accommodate a
considerable amount of cruelty,” (6) highlights the inevitability of human need as a driving
force that can produce compassion or brutality depending on familial, individual, or
societal circumstances.

A comparable perspective is evident in the work of Hannah Arendt, a German
philosopher and political theorist, who observed: “The trouble with Eichmann was
precisely that so many were like him, and that the many were neither perverted nor
sadistic, that they were, and still are, terribly and terrifyingly normal” (233).

Eichmann, a Nazi SS officer responsible for coordinating the logistics of the

Holocaust, was not outwardly monstrous. Instead, he exemplified the dangers of

uncritical conformity, his actions driven by ambition, obedience, and bureaucratic
compliance rather than overt hatred. Arendt highlights how systemic structures can
normalize destructive behavior when individuals fail to critically examine their

responsibilities within them.

In The Ministry of Utmost Happiness, Arundhati Roy illustrates the consequences of
human exploitation of nature under the guise of scientific progress. Diclofenac, a
nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory drug (NSAID) used to reduce inflammation, pain, and fever
in both humans and animals, was also administered to cattle as a ‘cow aspirin’ to increase
milk production. Which is given to “Each chemically relaxed, milk-producing cow or
buffalo that died became poisoned vulture-bait” (1). However, its widespread use has had
catastrophic ecological consequences, pushing species such as sparrows and white-backed

vultures in India,

The reciprocation of such anti-ecological practices becomes evident in the health
challenges faced by humans themselves. Rising cases of obesity, spanning from childhood

to old age, highlight the broader risks of unsustainable consumption patterns.

Similarly, Johan Rockstrom, a leading Earth systems scientist, emphasizes the
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inseparability of planetary and human health as “The health of the planet is inseparable
from human health. Yet we continue to accept that millions suffer from risks we humans

have created.”

Besides one of the principal architects of the Planetary Boundaries framework,
Rockstrom stresses that Earth’s ecological systems have limits. Exceeding these thresholds
risks triggering large-scale, possibly irreversible changes. His argument highlights the
urgent need to align human health and security with the preservation of ecological stability.
Planetary Health, a paradigm emerging from this discourse, underscores that human well-
being is directly tied to the state of natural systems. Practices such as the use of diclofenac
in livestock illustrate how ecological disruption directly undermines human health,
contributing to the broader degradation of human habitats and societies.

The subsequent episode in Roy’s novel reflects this theme through beverages,
particularly the contrast between Rooh Afza and modern soft drinks. Rooh Afza, a brand
composed of natural ingredients such as grapes, Khurfa seeds, oranges, watermelon, mint,
and carrots, is described as not especially flavorful, yet regarded as “an effective defence
against Delhi’s scorching summer.” (13). The oppressive summer heat symbolizes the
reciprocated consequence of human actions against nature. Rooh Afza was widely popular
before the Partition of India, but its prominence declined with the growing dominance of
sugar-sweetened beverages such as Coca-Cola, which is heavily processed and laden with
sugar.

Pediatrician Dr. Benjamin Spock once remarked that humans are the only animals to
consume milk after infancy, and by extension, the only species to develop habits of
consuming processed beverages like Coca-Cola. His observation draws attention to how
human consumption often stems not from nutritional necessity but from cultural
conditioning and commercial influence.

Such critiques, although not always grounded in direct scientific evidence, challenge
the ways in which industrialized products reshape human health and ecological practices.
In Roy’s narrative, “..the Elixir of the Soul” that had survived wars and the bloody birth
of three new countries, was, like most things in the world, trumped by Coca-Cola.” (13).
The juxtaposition of Rooh Afza and Coca-Cola symbolizes the broader shift from natural,
locally rooted practices toward a synthetic, manufactured culture engineered by human
intervention.

Roy also emphasizes the ethical dimensions of human responsibility toward health
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and ecological well-being. Within the novel, it acts as a violence against animals serve as
stark illustrations of humanity’s disregard for the interconnectedness of life. A child
named Zainab, deeply compassionate toward animals, attempts to save goats and chickens
from slaughter and “she wanted to free all the half-bald, half-dead white chickens that
were pressed into filthy cages and stacked on top of each other outside the butcher shops”
(36).

The narrative presents vivid imagery: “the bundles of yellow chicken claws, sawed-
off goats’ trotters, the pyramid of goats’ heads with their staring, blind, blue eyes, and the
pearly white goats’ brains that shivered like jelly in big steel bowls” (37). The unsettling
description portrays the escalation of violence and its normalization in daily life.

Zainab’s efforts to protect her pet goat which ensures its survival through several
years despite social pressures reflecting her instinctive empathy and resistance to systems
of harm. Similarly, her bond with a rooster, described as “a handsome rooster who
responded to his new mistress’s welcoming embrace with a vicious peck,” (37) which
illustrates a poignant reciprocity between human and animal, where attachment and mutual
recognition reveal a deeper ecological connection. Through these scenes, Roy underscores
the idea that safeguarding nature and respecting animal life are not only acts of compassion
but also necessary steps toward sustaining human dignity and ecological harmony.
Another powerful illustration in Roy’s novel is the story of a Gandhian activist who ends
her life under the branches of a tamarind tree.

Roy’s narration blends the tragedy of suicide with an indictment of political
betrayal and institutional failure.The activist’s protest highlights her solidarity with
thousands of farmers and Indigenous communities whose lands were appropriated by the
government to be handed over to a petrochemical’s corporation for a captive coal mine and

thermal power plant in Bengal.

A petrochemical corporation produces chemicals derived from petroleum or natural
gas, forming the basis for everyday products such as plastics, fertilizers, detergents, and
synthetic fabrics. These industries are closely tied to coal mining and thermal power
generation: coal fuels the power plants, which provide the electricity necessary for
petrochemical manufacturing, while petrochemicals themselves supply key materials for
industrial growth. Although central to modern economies, these sectors are also deeply
implicated in environmental degradation, pollution, and ecological imbalance.

As Global Plastics Campaigner Louise Edge points out that the fossil fuel and
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petrochemical industries that profit from plastic and he assured that they cannot allow the
same ‘deny, distract, and delay’ tactics they have used in climate negotiations to enter into
the plastics negotiations. Her critiqgue underscores how petrochemical expansion, coal
mining, and thermal power projects contribute to severe and long- lasting environmental
destruction. In Roy’s narrative, the activist’s suicide symbolizes both the desperation of
marginalized communities and a warning of the larger consequences of unchecked
industrial exploitation.

This theme is echoed by another character, a freelance performance artist, who
provocatively claims that the body served as an instrument, aiming for so-called ‘civilized
world’ to shed its aversion to feces and recognize it simply as processed food and vice
versa. It satirizes the emptiness of modern “civilization,” suggesting that in pursuing
unsustainable industrial progress, humans are ultimately producing waste both literally and
metaphorically.

Roy uses such imagery to critique how so-called literate and educated elites dominate
politics, media, and the economy, while simultaneously advancing destructive systems that
generate both physical pollution and moral decline. By contrast, Indigenous and
marginalized communities often demonstrate sustainable ways of living in harmony with
nature. The irony she exposes lies in the fact that those who claim to drive progress are
frequently the ones producing the most “trash” environmentally, socially, and culturally.
Another incident in Roy’s novel depicts how cycles of violence escalate when collective
identities are mobilized for political purposes. A railway coach is set on fire, resulting in
the deaths of sixty passengers. In the aftermath, an “unofficial spokesperson” remarked
that “every action would be met with an equal and opposite reaction,” (45) ironically
invoking Newton’s principle without grasping its scientific context. Roy uses this moment
to critigue how the logic of retaliation perpetuates destruction, while stripping away
compassion and humanity.

The tragedy represents not merely a political or regional conflict but a profound
human catastrophe. Each victim was an individual with families, aspirations, and dignity.
Such acts of violence tear apart the fabric of shared humanity. From a humanistic
standpoint, the value of every life is immeasurable, and no ideology, border, or identity
can justify the taking of innocent lives. The incident illustrates how vengeance and hatred
feed cycles of division, while compassion requires recognition of common suffering.

Roy suggests that true humanity calls for mourning every victim equally, without
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generalizing blame or allowing violence to define collective identity. To individualize
rather than generalize is to resist hatred: it means standing in solidarity with the families
of the victims, offering support and dignity, and rejecting ideologies that diminish the
value of human life.

Furthermore, Roy critiques how political narratives often seek to transform collective
grief into division rather than unity. Instead, she emphasizes that tragedies of this
magnitude must be seen as shared human responsibility. The deaths of the passengers
should not be framed within narrow communal or national boundaries but as a reminder of
the urgent need for societies to resist cycles of hatred and build systems rooted in
compassion, justice, and dignity.

Finally, Roy’s novel underscores that nature does not forget acts of injustice, and that
truth carries its own enduring force. She weaves together historical and fictional elements
to give voice to those on the margins of society. One such figure is Sarmad, introduced as
a symbolic presence rather than a direct character. Historically, Sarmad was a 17"-century
poet and thinker who defied dominant power structures and was executed for his dissent.
In the novel, his tomb in Delhi becomes a site of quiet resistance, symbolizing the
enduring strength of marginalized voices. Sarmad represents those who live outside social
and cultural boundaries, such as Anjum, the transgender woman at the heart of the story.
His defiance and commitment to truth serve as a metaphor for resilience in the face of
exclusion, violence, and injustice.

In contrast, Dayachand is a fictional character, a young Dalit man who renames
himself Saddam Hussain after witnessing the brutal lynching of his father by vigilantes.
His choice of name is an act of rebellion, inspired by images of global resistance against
authoritarianism. Dayachand embodies the violence of caste oppression and state-
sanctioned brutality in contemporary India.

In The Ministry of Utmost Happiness, Roy’s narration powerfully illustrates how
intersecting inequities across caste, gender, class, and political identity destabilize the
fabric of society. Through its fragmented structure and diverse cast of characters, the
novel reveals the deep wounds inflicted by systemic injustice and exclusion. The layered
forms of oppression are shown not as isolated phenomena, but as interconnected forces
that compound the marginalization of the most vulnerable.

Roy’s portrayal functions not only as a mirror of fractured social ecology, but also as

a call to conscience demanding the rebuilding of systems rooted in justice, equity, and
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human dignity. In doing so, the novel transcends fiction to confront the realities of today’s

world.

Works Cited

Bronfenbrenner, Urie. The Ecology of Human Development: Experiments by Nature and
Design. Harvard University Press, 1979.

Lederman, Shmuel. “Ordinary Men and the Banality of Evil: Recovering the Conversation
Between Arendt and Browning.” Holocaust Studies, June 2025, pp. 1-19.
https://doi.org/10.1080/17504902.2025.2514351.

Roy, Arundhati. The Ministry of Utmost Happiness. Penguin Random House India, 2018.

Vol. 11, Issue 3 (October 2025) Page Dr. Siddhartha Sharma
Editor-in-Chief

286




