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Purpose: This paper deals with examining the ways in which both texts, The Ministry of 
Utmost Happiness by Arundhati Roy and 10 Minutes and 38 Seconds in This Strange World 
by Elif Shafak use shame and oppression to organize the lived realities of transgender (Hijra) 
identities through the prism of Judith Butler’s theory of gender performativity.  
Methodology: The comparative textual analysis of both the novels has been employed in this 
study. It draws upon the theoretical framework of shame and oppression to examine the 
portrayal of transgender (Hijra) identities. Spheres of shame, both internal and dictated 
through social exclusion, family rejection, and systemic violence are intertwined with acts of 

social exclusion.  
Value: The analysis focuses on the ways in which shame is a widespread effect governing 
transgender embodiment, intelligibility and agency; on how oppression is practiced at 
intersectional axes of gender, class, family and law; and on the ways in which performativity 
is a practice that constitutes and destabilizes dominant gender norms.  
Findings: The findings suggest that the roles played by shame and oppression are 
interrelated as they marginalize transgender (Hijra) characters and help in forming their 
identity and resistance in both novels. 
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1. Introduction 

This paper examines the lives of two transsexual characters, Aftab/Anjum from Roy’s Ministry of Utmost 
Happiness and Osman/Nalan from Shafak’s 10 Minutes and 38 Seconds in this strange World to explore 

how these characters are made to experience shame and rejection from not only the society at large but 
their immediate family members. Consequently, the oppression faced by these characters is found to be 

multifaceted, they are oppressed not only on the basis of their gender but also because of religious, 
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political and socio-cultural heterosexual norms. The overlap of themes of shame, oppression, and 

transgender identity intersect on the three main areas (1) the conceptualization of shame in the regulation 
of transgender lives; (2) the theory of gender performativity advanced by Judith Butler and its 

implications to the governance of intelligibility and abjection; and (3) the socio-cultural studies of 

transgender and Hijra oppression in South Asian and Turkish context. 
 

2. Shame and the Social Regulation of Transgender Identities 
Shame in transgender studies is not only a psychologically predominant effect or mental condition but is 

a social event that is produced, controlled and serves as an intermediate between the bodies of the 
marginal and those of normal social order. Shame is attributed to identity and existence in contrast to 

guilt which is committed to conduct. Clinical and sociological empirical studies have already recorded 
that the transgender people are being shamed as a side effect of social exclusion, misidentification, and 

violence recurring instead of being an innate psychological deficit. This difference creates a premise on 
which to understand shame in the transgender life as a socially spread, externally assigned condition 

(Health Collective, 2018). 
 

Affective theoretical models enlarge the sociopolitical meaning of shame outside an individual encounter. 
Shame is a social control mechanism that imposes the conformity to the hegemonic gender norms by 

stigmatizing bodies and identities that violate or do not conform to these norms. Theorists like Sedgwick 
and Tomkins have theorized the concept of shame as an indicator of abjection as well as interest. Its 

circulation can be fruitful, as it allows establishing new ties and identities in queer communities 
(Sedgwick, 1993; Tomkins, 1962). This viewpoint compares shame to the focus of queer theory of the 

performative construction and deconstruction of categories of identity. 
 

3. Judith Butler’s Gender Performativity and the Politics of Intelligibility 
In her landmark writings Gender Trouble (1990) and Bodies That Matter (1993), Butler claims that gender 

is not manifestation of something inside but a procession of stylish performances repetitively done based 
on the set cultural norms. The concept of shame within the framework of Butler is a regulatory effect 

that is enforced by the police to control such boundaries of intelligibility. Based on Goffmanian theory of 
stigma and Kristevan theory of abjection, Butler interprets how power maintains idealism of gender by 

being socially productive in that it produces those who do not fit the norms as abject or spoiled identities 
(Goffman, 1963; Kristeva, 1982). The exclusionary process makes transgender bodies inexplicable and 

unidentifiable, which makes them non-livable and systematically exposed to violence and disownership. 
Butler believes in the subversive possibilities of gender performativity, how fragmented, parody, or 

parody-like performances can disrupt normal gender scripts and reveal their construction which is 
artificial (Butler, 1990/1993). These acts, and failure or parody in particular, demonstrate that gender is 

a simulation lacking an original, and provides room to contest and remake (Butler, 1990/1993). 
 

4. Shame and Oppression in South Asian and Turkish Culture 
This model of Butlerian complies with the sociological and cultural studies of transgender and Hijra 

communities in South Asia and Turkey. In India, Hijras are stigmatized but integrated into the culture; 
chakka and hijra are the words used as a linguistic weapon of stigmatization, and their family rejection 

and the marginalization of legal status deny them a chance to engage in social life (Shah, 2018). According 
to autobiographical narratives by Hijra activists, shame internalization and resistance to the same is 

established through storytelling and community forming (Revathi, 2001). 
 

In Turkey, like in other countries, transgender women experience overlapping state violence, family 
rejection, and invisibility. The violence and marginalization in 10 Minutes and 38 Seconds in This Strange 
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World by Elif Shafak vividly portray the situations of such performance, explaining that the performance 

of the gender is constantly examined and controlled, thus, locking even further the shame and social 
rejection (Shafak, 2019). These accounts give insights into the culturally produced and sustained shame 

and how it regulates gender nonconformity. The two disciplines underline the fact that literature is 

instrumental in bringing these shameful regimes into the limelight and in offering resistance narratives. 
The sociocultural analyses of Hijra and transgender people in South Asia and Turkey confirm the cultural 

specificity and interdependence of the shame, stigma and violence, as well as helps to express the 
universal possibility of resistance. 

 
5. Theoretical Framework 

Queer theory, presented by Judith Butler and Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, provides an instrumental lens for 
examining alternative sexualities and their cultural implications. Queer theory rejects fixed and binary 

categories of gender and sexuality and embraces fluid, performative and dynamic expressions of identity. 
The theory of Gender Performativity (Butler, 1990) depicts gender as not a born or static identity but as 

a representation of actions and performances. This theory states that gender is not a ‘being’ but 
something that is ‘done’ through repetition. It calls upon the idea of gender as a natural or biologically 

true fact and seeks to present it as a continual, socially constructed performance. “Gender is not 
something that one is, it is something one does, an act, a doing, and a repeating.” (Butler, 1990, p. 25). 

This is done through repetition, in fact, and the repetition of these acts over time makes that appear in 
some way to be a stable gender identity. This performance can also appear in many forms due to social 

norms and expectations with regards to gender in a given context.  
 

Butler's formulation is important to this study because it helps to explain how heteronormative societies 
create rigid binaries of masculinity and femininity and marginalize identities which do not fit into these 

normative frameworks. In this context the transgender and hijra identities turn into a place of anxiety 
and exclusion, as they challenge the dominant notions around sex, gender and identity. Moreover, Butler's 

notion of 'regulatory social norms' offers an important perspective to look at the oppressive mechanisms 
in the selected novels. The characters who are transgender/Hijra are not only marginalized individually, 

but their marginalization is structurally created through familial rejection, cultural stigmatization, 
religious conservatism and social invisibility. The framework therefore sees oppression not as a state but 

as a socially organized process, which continually disciplines bodies and identities who do not conform 
to the heteronormative expectations. In Butler's eyes, the chosen tales can be interpreted as literary 

criticism on the legitimacy and social inclusion of alternative gender identities that are denied by the 
patriarchal structures.  

 
The framework put forth by Sedgwick also enables the study to explore the nature of shame as an internal 

emotional experience as well as an external social control mechanism. The novels chosen depict a sense 
of shame that is imposed on transgender bodies by social looks, cultural norms, and institutional 

marginalization. These experiences become internalized and impact the character's relationships, 
emotional well-being, sense of self and social interactions. Yet it is also a place where the power of shame 

can also be used as a place of negotiation in terms of identity, survival, resistance, etc. The study builds 
on Sedgwick's concept of Shame and Butler's Theory of Performativity and Oppression, creating a holistic 

framework for examining the nuanced intersections of gender marginalization, emotional distress and 
social exclusion that are depicted in the narratives chosen. Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s groundbreaking book 

Epistemology of the Closet (1990) is meant to study the taut connection between shame and the closet, 
where people of queer identities hid themselves due to social norms surrounding queerness. Hiding one’s 

identity becomes entangled with the feelings of shame. "Shame, then, is the emotional counterpart to the 
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closet; it arises as a consequence of an individual’s inability to openly acknowledge their desire or identity 

within the gaze of societal norms" (Sedgwick, 1990, p. 72).  
 

By combining Butler and Sedgwick in one theoretical perspective, the study can take both a socio-political 

and affective stance when analyzing transgender representation. In relation to the theory of 
heteronormative gender regulation for the production of oppression, Butler's theory can be said to 

emphasizes the structural aspects, while Sedgwick's theory emphasizes the emotional aspects of 
oppression in relation to the fear of shame. The overall framework enables the study to discuss the 

internalization of external systems of power in the psychological and emotional development of 
characters of transgender/Hijra. Oppression and shame are not separate, but they intersect throughout 

the selected novels to bring about the processes of identity formation, social relationship and lived 
experience of marginalization. Thus, shame is offered as the outcome of oppressive social structures and 

oppressive structures are offered as being maintained by emotional processes like humiliation, fear, 
exclusion and stigmatization. 

 
6. The Ministry of Utmost Happiness 

The Ministry of Utmost Happiness (2017) exhibits the stories of individuals going through the most awful 
and barbaric occasions of modern Indian history. It brings in account episodes of violent land 

dispossession of poor farmers, train burning incident of Godhra and Kashmir issue. Roy’s characters 
include an intersexed woman (a hijra), an architect and a landlord. The novel spans decades. However, 

it covers a great variety of locations, which is mostly Delhi and Kashmir.  The main character of this novel 
is named Anjum and born as Aftab. Anjum is transgender (Hijra), and her story shows very clearly the 

shame and oppression that transgender faces in an Indian, and Pakistani society. Hijras have existed on 
the outskirts of the society in modern India, sometimes begging at intersections, living in slum areas, 

becoming a means of earning a living for the sake of the minor offence and mostly suffering from different 
forms of violence from the part of society and the governmental forces.  

 
Anjum's life journey can be analyzed as an ongoing negotiation with both shame and oppression in the 

novel. Anjum (Aftab) is an intersex person by birth and does not fit the male/female binary. The first 
traumatic moment in the novel occurs when her mother questions the inadequacy of language because it 

seems that language is incapable to define the gender of the child. The failure to categorize Aftab as either 
male or female produces the initial form of gender identity related shame. Society's requirement to place 

a child in binary gender categories makes Anjum's body a secret and a source of shame. Aftab’s mother 
grieves as she observes his body because it is not easy to think that every being, whether living or dead, 

is assigned a set gender, but Aftab’s circumstance is complicated by the fact that his gender identity is not 
clear, his uniqueness troubles his mother, and has left her only with the word ‘hijra’ through which to 

define her child’s gender: 
 

In Urdu, the only language she knew, all things, not just living things but all things – carpets, clothes, 
books, pens, musical instruments – had a gender. Everything was either masculine or feminine, man or 

woman. Everything except her baby. Yes of course she knew there was a word for those like him – Hijra. 
Two words actually, Hijra and Kinnar. But two words do not make a language. (Roy, 2017, p.12) 

 
Briefly, the mother has a feeling that there is something unusual about the incomplete newborn in her 

arms. Aftab has been called a hijra ever since birth because of his physical appearance. The story harshly 
criticizes the society norms regarding the body cause division in the infant’s life. Jahanara Begum resorts 

to spiritual pleading for parental love towards Aftab, as she cannot express maternal compassion and 
does not know how to love the child, who is rejected by society. In spite of her strongest efforts to keep 
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Aftab close and pray for his recovery, societal expectations push his mother to impoverish his childhood 

activities. Aftab’s mother reminisces about memories of Aftab’s birth: 
 

It wasn’t a real vagina after all, she told herself. Its passages were not open (she checked). It was just an 

appendage, a baby-thing. Perhaps it would close, or heal, or go away somehow. (Roy, 2017, p.12-13) 
Jahanara Begum is driven by shame to conceal Aftab's gender identity, and she is hopeful that the vaginal 

part of Aftab's genital may close or heal with time. According to some psychologists, shame makes people 
want to withdraw, hide, runaway, become small and cover up (Tangney et al., 2014b; Probyn, 

2004b).  R.Raj Rao's book Criminal Love? Queer Theory, Culture, and Politics in India (2017) discusses 
the oppression and stigmatization that transgender people suffer: Gender categories other than male and 

female lead stigmatized lives. Society expects human beings to be either male or female, and deviation 
from the norm is viewed with prejudice. (p. 32) 

 
Mulaqat, Ali, father of Anjum, also feels ashamed of his existence because when he finds out that Anjum 

is neither a boy nor a girl, he quickly tries to arrange a treatment for Anjum. At first, he believes that he 
can correct the gender of Anjum. He does not accept his gender identity. Moreover, he also tries to fit 

Anjum in manly clothes, “A week later, dressed in their best clothes, with an unhappy Aftab fitted out in 
a manly steel-grey Pathan suit…” (Roy, 2017, p.13). He tried to fit Anjum in the gender that would be 

acceptable by the society, "He embarked on the cultural project of inculcating manliness in Aftab." (Roy, 
2017, p.14) and furthermore, he also condemns the connection of Anjum with the hijra community.  When 

Anjum joined Khawabgah, Mulaqat Ali completely cut off the ties with him: His broken heart never 
mended…He chose to sever all ties with his son. He never met Anjum or spoke to her again. Occasionally 

they would pass each other on the street and would exchange glances, but never greetings. Never. (Roy, 
2017, p.20)  

 
Although Aftab has real talent in singing and firstly people also admired his voice but soon they started 

shaming him due to his gender, “At first people were amused and even encouraging, but soon the 
snickering and teasing from other children began. “He’s a She. He’s not a He or a She. He’s a He and a 

She. She-He, He-She Hee! Hee! Hee!” (Roy, 2017, p.12).  Anjum was not allowed to accept and express his 
identity in his early life, so he led a life of secrecy and suppression.  

 
He is compelled to be in conflict between his personal desires and social expectations. He gets attracted 

to hijra community because mainstream society does not offer him any sense of belonging or acceptance 
for his gender identity. Roy writes, "He wanted to be her" (Roy, 2017, p.15), and also notes that, "He 

began to divide his time between his music classes and hanging around outside the blue doorway"(Roy, 
2017, p.15) of the Khwabgah. Anjum continued to conceal his gender identity even though he visited 

Khawabgah regularly. He was not able to express his gender identity openly because of the oppressive 
nature of heteronormative society. The suppressive nature of heteronormative societies forces 

transgender individuals to hide their identities and live a double life. Therefore, the shame that Anjum 
experiences is not internal, but rather induced by external fear of rejection and the pressure to conform 

to the societal gender expectations. 
 

Anjum struggles with shame because his gender identity does not align with his physical body. After being 
accepted at Khawabgah, she keeps on struggling due to her bodily experiences that are quite masculine 

and distressful for her. On her eighteenth birthday, after wearing a sari for the first time, "She awoke 
distressed to find that her sexual pleasure had expressed itself into her beautiful new garment like a 

man's." (Roy, 2017, p.21-22) Roy further observes that "the humiliation she felt had never been so 
intense" (Roy, 2017, p.22) and that Anjum sat "howling like a wolf, hitting herself on her head and 
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between her legs." (Roy, 2017, p.22) Hence, the situation highlights physiological trauma that one 

experiences when body does not align with one's gender identity. Ustad Kulsoom Bi tells Anjum that there 
is no reason to be ashamed of anything, which again highlights that the shame Anjum experiences does 

not originate from herself, but from societal construction of gender binaries. 

 
Hijra community is marginalized in the novel and they constantly experience shame and oppression in 

their day-to-day life. This experience of oppression by Hijra community is clearly highlighted in the 
incident when Anjum and her companions were targetted by the police. And the way they were treated 

by the police was a day-to-day experience. Anjum recalls that they were "dragged out of the Matador, 
kicked on their backsides as though they were circus clowns" (Roy, 2017, p.28) and threatened with arrest 

for "prostitution and obscenity." (Roy, 2017, p.28) Roy further asserts that it was "only a routine bit of 
humiliation for Hijras, nothing out of the ordinary." (Roy, 2017, p.28) The fact that this treatment 

experienced by the Hijra community is a routine matter shows that the oppression experienced by them 
is so structural and systematic. These are not mere incidents, but a broader system that rejects all the 

rights of the Hijra community and does not offer any dignity, respect, and equal participation to them in 
public life. 

 
Anjum experiences the worst form of oppression of her life during Gujarat riots. She becomes vulnerable 

because of her transgender and Muslim identity. This episode of Gujarat communal violence highlights 
double marginalization of the characters like Anjum as it combines both religious persecution and gender-

based oppression. The mob abuses her as "Saali Randi Hijra! Sister-fucking Whore Hijra. Sister-fucking 
Muslim Whore Hijra." (Roy, 2017, p.49) Because of her gender identity, the attacker forces her to chant 

different slogans and she complies, "weeping, shaking, humiliated beyond her worst nightmare." (Roy, 
2017, p.50) This episode highlights how oppression is situated at the intersectionality of gender, religion 

and socio-cultural prejudices hurling individuals such as Anjum/Aftab as triply oppressed.        
 

After experiencing Gujarat violence, Anjum alienated herself from the society and took refuge in the 
graveyard. This episode of Gujarat communal violence left a scar on Anjum's psychology. She took the 

decision to withdraw from the social world because of this communal violence and lifelong 
marginalization. As writer depicts this phase of Punjabi life through a striking symbol, "She lived in the 

graveyard like a tree." (Roy, 2017, p.3) and further says that "When she first moved in, she endured 
months of casual cruelty like a tree would – without flinching." (Roy, 2017, p.3) This shows that Anjum's 

decision to take refuge in the graveyard does not free her from social oppression; rather, she keeps on 
enduring exclusion in self-imposed alienation. The graveyard acts as a symbol of social death and shows 

how shame and oppression pushed Anjum out of the mainstream society. But at the same time, the writer 
highlights that the graveyard does not only act as a space of abandonment, but rather as a form of 

resilience of Anjum as well.  Anjum challenges the marginalization imposed upon her by building Jannat 
Guest House in the graveyard and providing refuge for the ones rejected by the society. 

 
7. 10 Minutes and 38 Seconds in This Strange World  

Ten Minutes and 38 Seconds in This Strange World (2019) by Elif Shafak tells the story of Tequila Leila, 
a sex worker in Istanbul, who is killed and whose consciousness remains active for the next ten minutes 

and thirty-eight seconds. At this time, she convenes in her life, recalling the vivid memories of her 
growing up, friendships and being an outsider. While her thoughts wander, we get to know her group of 

close friends, all ostracized in their own way, a trans woman called Nostalgia Nalan, a gay man, and 
maybe a refugee. The story delves into topics of love, friendship, identity, and the problems of individuals 

on society's margins. Throughout the novel, Shafak uses Leila's recollections to demonstrate the adversity 
these characters face and the connections that hold them.  
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Nalan is known by the name 'Nostalgia', because of her longing for rural home she left behind, where its 

sounds and scents are buried in the hustle bustle of big Istanbul that she comes from. Nalan has faced 
great hurdles as a trans woman in a world that mostly rejects her, but she is entirely set on living an 

authentic life. She renounces religion and has made an outcast society because of the oppression she and 

others have been living with. One evening, a group of transphobic guys harass Nalan and Leila rushes to 
her support, scaring them away and carrying Nalan home (a love and friendship to remember). 

Charismatic, witty, and resolute, Nalan can be as strongheaded, taking on leadership responsibilities 
without question (she even suggests that Leila be exhumed from the Cemetery for the Companion-less). 

After Leila’s death, Nalan and the other four friends move into Leila’s flat, and their friendship turns into 
one they cement in a world which is always intent on dividing them. Societal conventions, legal systems 

and deeply ingrained cultural beliefs in Asia lead transgender people to experience these many hurdles. 
 

The story of Nalan is a powerful example of how shame is socially produced as a product of policing 
gender nonconformity. The source of Nalan's shame is her childhood experience, when she learns her 

inner self is not the gender she was born to be. Although her name is Osman, she imagines herself to be 
female, and creates other identities through imagination.  The narrator reveals that in the stories she 

created, “he would always take the main role – a Persian poetess, a Chinese princess or a Russian empress; 
the characters changed wildly, but one thing remained the same: in his mind, he was always a girl, never 

a boy” (Shafak, 2019, p. 54). In Osman's mind, he's always been a girl, not a boy, and he struggles with 
the identity of being a boy in a world that expects him to be one. But this difference is instantly labeled 

by society as aberrant and disgraceful. At school, she is publicly shamed for her private identification, as 
her classmates make fun of the fact she has painted her toe nails and that she wears pink.  The mocking 

statement: “Osman is a sissy pants!” (Shafak, 2019, p.59), reveals how the language is used for 
humiliation to make him look like a woman and to demean and humiliate him in the public sphere.  

 
The bullying is continuous, and he “did mind the constant teasing and bullying that he received every 

day” (Shafak, 2019, p.58), making this shame even worse. This metaphor of walking into the classroom 
each morning with a bull's eye painted on your forehead signifies constant surveillance and targeting of 

non-normative bodies. Moreover, the school itself, as a place of learning, promotes oppression, because 
the classroom was a place where there were rules and repetition and nothing about individuality or 

alternative gender expression. In this sense, the text does not bring shame from within but as a social 
weapon used on those who don't follow the dominant gender norms.  

 
Osman's internalization of shame is seen in his identity before he became Nalan. She does not call herself 

by a meaningful name but selects one that relates to absence and invisibility, “‘Nothing’ not being an ideal 
nickname for a woman as assertive as Nalan, Leila decided to call her ‘Nostalgia’ instead” (Shafak, 2019, 

p. 53). The meaning behind the name “Nothing” is that it symbolically refers to the erasure of self. As an 
“Nothing,” Osman, she stands as a symbol of the psychological impact of enduring social rejection. As one 

would expect, years of exclusion have left her feeling excluded and feeling as though she does not belong. 
She sees herself as the valuable person and links herself with nothingness. So, shame, not only as a 

feeling, but also as a force that alters one's sense of selfhood and identity. 
 

The narrator mentions that Nalan is very homesick because she would not have to “guard her back at all 
times” (Shafak, 2019) in the countryside. Later, when she is crying in public, two women turn their backs, 

and the narrator remarks, “she was used to being shunned and despised simply because of how she looked 
and who she was” (Shafak, 2019, p. 191). The above statement makes it clear that transsexual people 

suffer discrimination in society. Nalan's marginalization is not confined to specific moments but becomes 
a way of life. When she faces opposition due to her gender identity, it shows how oppression manifests 
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itself through social exclusion, prejudice and the denial of dignity. Nalan is never accepted as just another 

citizen but is instead always positioned as an outsider, whose life is open to public judgment and rejection. 
Osman's oppression extends into adulthood through patriarchal institutions like the military and family. 

The army's expected masculinity was an ordeal for his soul. Similarly, heteronormative family 

expectations become another source of oppression when, “despite his objections, she threw herself into 
finding him a suitable wife,” (Shafak, 2019, p.59). Marriage in this context is a social tool designed to 

normalize heterosexuality and to leave no space for alternative sexualities. But, in spite of these forces, 
Osman's eventual transformation into Nalan is a resistance to shame-based oppression. When Osman 

runs away on the wedding night, he rejects the imposed heterosexual identity while, when he says 
“Osman was no more, there was only Nalan, and no going back,” (Shafak, 2019, p.60), he is reborn via 

self-acceptance. Thus, the narrative illustrates that while the shame and oppression of transgender 
identity may try to silence it, claiming one's authentic identity may be a gesture of defiance against the 

heteropatriarchy. 
 

In the midst of rejection and marginalization, Nalan finds a sense of belonging through relationships 
outside of the traditional family. In thinking about these connections, she questions the idea that there 

are more potent bonds between family members than between those who make a choice, “there were 
times when water ran thicker than blood” (Shafak, 2019, p. 189), she says. This is one of the strongest 

critiques that the novel has of traditional kinship. Despite having been excluded due to her gender 
identity, Nalan finds acceptance amongst those who have similar experiences of exclusion from society. 

Resistance to shame and oppression occurs in the “water family” concept because it affords a space where 
people are accepted for who they are and not judged according to social norms. In these special bonds, 

Nalan finds a sense of belonging that is missing from her life in the mainstream. 
 

Despite facing discrimination and exclusion, Nalan's life unfolds in a journey of self-discovery and 
resilience. In her previous life, she had experienced social rejection, which had caused her to feel invisible 

and unloved, represented by her name of “Nothing.” Eventually, she rejects this erasure and adopts an 
identity that is the true one based on her life experience. The narrator notes that, “Leila decided to call 

her ‘Nostalgia’ instead” (Shafak, 2019, p. 53). Nalan's earlier symbolism of nonexistence with the term 
“Nothing” is interesting in contrast to the term “assertive” used to describe Nalan. To overcome the 

shame, Nalan becomes bold and confident to live her identity. Her metamorphosis illustrates that 
oppression can be the formative influence on transgender lives but not the defining one. Nalan reclaims 

dignity and agency through self-acceptance, chosen community and resisting social expectations. 
 

This oppression is manifested in many ways, and harms their life and well-being in a negative manner. 
In many of the Asian countries, the legal recognition of transgender people’s gender identity is one of the 

major obstacles they have to face. Nalan struggled a lot to get job after having sex change surgery. She 
was unable to get any job and she accepted to clean toilets. As it is stated in the novel that transgenders 

were not even allowed to work in the brothels, “the law was clear about it: transvestites could not be 
employed in brothels – and since they could not get a job anywhere else either, they had to work on the 

streets”. (Shafak, 2019, p.143) Social stigma is pervasive in many Asian societies, where traditional gender 
roles are strictly upheld.  

 
Throughout the narrative, Nalan grapples with feelings of isolation and a longing for acceptance. The 

surgery is seen as a pathway to gain recognition and validation from society, as well as from herself. He 
faced an identity crisis for a long time. The writer describes her identity as, “in his mind, he was always 

a girl, never a boy.” (Shafak, 2019, p. 54) 
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Through Nalan's journey, the novel explores themes of identity, belonging, and the quest for self-

acceptance, illustrating the complexities of navigating gender in a world that can be both harsh and 
beautiful. The economic impact of discrimination against transgender individuals is profound. Due to the 

pervasive stigma, many face challenges in securing stable employment. Transgender people are often 

pushed into informal labor markets or low-paying jobs, resulting in high rates of poverty. Nalan struggles 
a lot after the surgery: 

 
Sometimes the wounds became infected, tissue refused to heal, acute pain turned chronic. And while her 

body had been fighting against all these unexpected complications, her debts had piled up. Nalan had 
looked for a job everywhere…But no one would employ her. (Shafak, 2019, p.224) 

 
Fear of violence further isolates transgender individuals, limiting their mobility and ability to participate 

in society. Nalan suffered her share of violence in Istanbul. Nalan was, “insulted by passers-by, arbitrarily 
arrested by police, abused by clients, she suffered one humiliation after another. (Shafak, 2019, p.225) 

 
Nalan's encounter with the police is marked by brutality and dehumanization, revealing the harsh 

realities faced by marginalized individuals. This violence not only affects her physically but also leaves 
deep emotional scars, impacting her sense of identity and belonging. Shafak uses Nalan's experience to 

comment on the intersection of gender, class, and power dynamics, illustrating how violence is often a 
tool of oppression, “Born into a well-off family of farmers and sheep breeders in Central Anatolia, she 

had come to this city to correct the mistake that God the Almighty had so blatantly made.” (Shafak, 2019, 
p.52) 

 
Nalan experiences marginalization and violence due to her nonconforming gender expressions, offering 

insights into the intersection of gender, culture, and oppression. In the companionless graveyard, Nalan 
becomes emotional as she insists the body mattered as much as the soul. She insisted she was willing to 

go to any length to get Leila's body out of the companionless cemetery. She also talks about her own 
struggle with the body, how she had been chained to a male body, how she had struggled to gain a female 

body. Nalan asserts angrily: 
 

I’ve fought so hard for my body! For these’ – she pointed to her breasts – ‘for my cheekbones …’ She 
stopped. ‘Sorry if that sounds frivolous. I reckon all you care about is this thing you call “the soul”, and 

maybe there is one, what do I know? But I need you to see that the body matters too. It’s not like it’s 
nothing.’ (Shafak, 2019, p.230-231) 

 
Nalan’s comments on the subject of transgender people are very clear on how they struggle to get the 

body they want.  In addition, the bodily transformation is not always as easy as it may seem. Even after 
taking surgery, some people still have their body dysphoria where they continue to feel as if they appear 

wrong, they do not have the right appearance to match their gender identity. Even after the sex change 
surgery, Nalan’s suffering does not disappear. The novel highlights that Nalan may have overcome 

personal gender dysphoria after the surgery but the feeling of shame and oppression that the transphobic 
society has imposed on her continues to influence her lived experiences, "Gender dysphoria is a feeling 

of distress that can happen when a person's gender identity differs from the sex assigned at birth." (Mayo 
Clinic, 2025). This dissonance may frustrate or disappoint if the results were at all short of expectation. 

“Gender dysphoria can affect many parts of life, including daily activities. “(Mayo Clinic, 2025) These 
emotions can have a tremendous effect on one’s body image, and on their sense of self, even long after 

the physical changes have taken place: 
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8. Conclusion 

This study aimed to examine the portrayal of transgender (Hijra) in the context of the interaction between 
shame and oppression in The Ministry of Utmost Happiness and 10 Minutes and 38 Seconds in This 

Strange World. The analysis of the novels was conducted by a comparison of their texts in order to address 

how heteronormative social structures, cultural prejudices and exclusionary practices affect the 
experiences of transgender people in the selected novels. This study aimed to reveal the socio-cultural 

issues encountered by transgender people and how literature reflects the voices of transgender people' 
struggles and resistance by emphasizing the themes of shame, marginalization, and identity formation 

that are interconnected in the issue. 
 

Both novels portray that shame is not a psychological process that is internal but a socially constructed 
practice of gender performativity. The expulsion of Anjum by her family and the violence experienced by 

Nalan in the street illustrate how failed references to normative gender, defined by clothes, movement or 
even character, cause regulatory shame which controls intelligibility (Butler, 1990). Heteronormative 

matrix manifests the abject transgender bodies as repetitive acts bounded by taboo which makes them 
unlivable in both family and social locations (Butler, 1993, p. 3). Butler puts transgender characters in a 

constitutive outside that is required to maintain normative gender coherence but is systematically pushed 
aside. Khwabgah and Nalan water family are inhabited with high concentrations of the non-inhabitable 

areas. Water families and Jannat Guest House are the counter-arguments, performative resignifications 
of Roy and Shafak that erase the normative shame and heteronormative reproduction parody. These 

structures show the citational weakness of kinship, which allows subversive alliances to communities 
beyond biological determinism. These results validate the theories of Butler and Sedgwick in South Asian 

and Turkish settings, showing the mechanisms of shame as universal, that is, through the language, law, 
ritual, and class, and also showing cultural peculiarities, such as Hijra liminality and Istanbul precarity. 

 
Conclusively, this paper has revealed the ability of literature to reveal and upset the regulatory regimes 

of shame. Roy and Shafak are not only documenting the oppression against transgenders, but they are 
also engaging in the theoretical intervention, exposing the performative production of unintelligibility 

and demanding new frames of recognition. Anjum and Nalan can be seen as the embodiment of Butler 
paradox: the abject subjects whose failure at citations create the gender trouble and give them the routes 

to subversion by means of parody, chosen kinship, and narrative witnessing (Butler, 1990). In the 
analysis, scholarship in which resilience is considered superior to regulation, is challenged to show that 

shame is constitutive, and not incidental to transgender subjectivation. Literature becomes an important 
queer praxis, challenging the heteronormative matrix by making precarious lives grievable and unlivable 

spaces livable. These novels bring together the structure of Butler in cross-cultural settings where 
performative gaps are used to resist everywhere regardless of the situation at hand in the world. The cure 

of shame does not involve overcoming its transcendence but understanding its production within society, 
something which literature is singularly undertaking. Foregrounding the constitutive abjection of 

transgender life and elucidating the subversive possibilities, Roy and Shafak contributes to the Butlerian 
notion that there is an urgent need to provide all the rights the people of alternative sexualities so that 

their lives become livable.  
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