
Research Journal of English Language and Literature (RJELAL) 
A Peer Reviewed (Refereed) International Journal 
Impact Factor 6.8992 (ICI) http://www.rjelal.com;  

Email:editorrjelal@gmail.com; ISSN:2395-2636 (P); 2321-3108(O)  

Vol.12.Issue 2. 2024 
 (April-June) 

 

54 Sourav Santra & Dr. Mukesh Tiwari 
 

 

 

 

 

 

HETEROTOPIA AND SPACE: FOUCAULDIAN READING IN THE 

WRITINGS OF CONTEMPORARY INDIAN FICTION 

  

SOURAV SANTRA1, Dr. MUKESH TIWARI2 

1Ph.D. Research Scholar (English), C.V. Raman Global University, Bhubaneswar, Odisha 

Email: souravsantra6@gmail.com 
2Assistant Professor, Department of HSS, C.V. Raman Global University, Bhubaneswar, 

Odisha.  

Email: mukeshtiwari@cgu-odisha.ac.in 

DOI: 10.33329/rjelal.12.2.54  
  

Abstract  

This article delves into ‘heterotopias’ as a concept used in Indian fiction to 

explore the idea of “otherness” in Indian culture, often used to explore the 

complexities of Indian culture, society, and history. Foucault’s ‘heterotopias’ 

and ‘Space’ are useful ways to think about the ways in which social norms 

and conventions shape our everyday lives also, can also gain insight into how 

power and privilege shape our societies. Indian fiction is often characterized 

by its heterotopic nature, in that it often deals with multiple and conflicting 

spaces. This can be seen in the way that Indian fiction often incorporates 

elements of both realism and fantasy, or in the way that it often deals with 

both the local and the global. “Of Other Spaces: Utopias and Heterotopias” is a 

seminal essay by Michel Foucault that explores the ways in which spaces are 

organized and experienced in modern societies. Foucault argues that 

heterotopias and Spaces have a number of important functions in modern 

society. They serve as sites of resistance and subversion, offering the 

possibility of alternative forms of social organization and experience. 

Foucault’s concept of heterotopias has been used to explore the idea of 

“otherness” in many contemporary Indian fiction. Our observation explores 

include Amitav Ghosh’s “The Hungry Tides”, Karan Mahajan’s “Family 

Planning”, Arundhati Roy’s “The Ministry of Utmost Happiness”, Aravind 

Adiga’s “Selection Day”, and Vikram Chandra’s “Sacred Games”. Foucauldian 

reading has allowed us to understand the complex and contradictory nature 

of Indian fictions, and it has also allowed them to explore the ways in which 

Indian fiction can be seen as a form of resistance and subversion. The concept 

of heterotopia has been embraced to analyze contemporary fiction that dealt 

with the themes of globalization, migration, the construction of national 

identity and deal with the themes of violence, trauma, and the representation 

of the Other.  
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"Of Other Spaces: Utopias and Heterotopias" 

is a seminal essay by Michel Foucault that 

explores the ways in which spaces are organized 

and experienced in modern societies. The essay 

was originally delivered as a lecture at the 

‘Cercle d'études architecturales’ in 1967 and was 

subsequently published, entitled “Des Espace 

Autres” in the French journal Architecture/ 

Mouvement/Continuité in 1984 and it was 

translated from the French by Jay Miskowiec. 

Foucault was an influential French philosopher 

and social theorist who wrote extensively on 

issues of power, knowledge, and discourse and 

his work has had a major impact on 

contemporary Indian fiction writing, 

particularly in terms of its engagement with 

cosmopolitanism. Foucault's concept of the 

“heterotopia” considered the complex interplay 

between the local and the global in Indian fiction, 

as well as the relationship between the 

individual and the collective. Moreover, his 

work has delved into the role of language in 

constructing identities and navigating the world 

and also his ideas of discipline and power have 

been used to analyze the ways in which Indian 

fiction writers explore how class, gender, and 

caste shape our lives.   

As Foucault points out, heterotopias have 

several characteristics. First, they are often 

spaces of crisis or transformation, such as 

prisons, hospitals, or cemeteries, where 

individuals are separated from the outside 

world and undergo significant changes. Second, 

they often have a precise and predetermined 

function or purpose, such as a library or a 

museum, and are arranged in a specific way that 

is conceived to achieve that function. And 

thirdly, they can exist in multiple forms and in 

different places at the same time, such as a train 

or an airport, which are similar in structure and 

function but exist in different physical locations. 

Foucault propounds that heterotopias are 

important because they allow us to experience 

‘otherness’, or a space that is fundamentally 

different from our own. By experiencing 

otherness, we are able to question our own 

reality and our place within it. Heterotopias also 

allow us to break away from the constraints of 

our everyday reality and experience something 

new and different; offers a fascinating 

exploration of the concept of spaces that exist 

outside of our everyday reality. Using 

Foucault's analysis of heterotopias as well as 

their importance in our understanding of reality, 

he provokes us to rethink our assumptions 

about reality and to consider the possibility of 

other, more distinct spaces that exist beyond our 

everyday experience by identifying their 

characteristics.  

Foucault argued that these spaces create a 

‘strange space’, i.e., separate from everyday life 

and which can allow for new ways of rationality 

and being. This can be cognized in the way that 

libraries and museums can serve as a space for 

open dialogue and exploration, while 

cemeteries and gardens can provide a place of 

solace and contemplation. His concept of 

heterotopias extends a way of understanding 

the complex and often contradictory nature of 

human life. By recognizing and embracing the 

variety of physical spaces that exist in our world, 

we could thrive the different perspectives and 

values that shape our lives and our 

understanding of the world. Not only it exists 

outside of the familiar conventions of our 

everyday world but it is also governed by its 

own set of rules and customs.  

In the context of Indian fiction, our study 

finds, a Foucauldian reading focuses on how 

power relations are shaped by issues such as 

caste, gender, class, place, and religion. This 

could involve looking at how certain characters 

are positioned as authorities on certain topics or 
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experiences, and how their knowledge is 

nurtured to maintain or challenge existing 

power relations. Foucauldian reading of 

contemporary Indian fiction would involve an 

analysis of the power relations and discursive 

formations that are present within the selected 

works of contemporary writers. This approach 

could reveal the ways in which dominant 

ideologies shape the lives of the characters in the 

novels, and could provide insights into the 

broader social and political context in which the 

works were produced. Furthermore, a 

Foucauldian reading can also highlight the ways 

in which power operates in the narrative itself. 

The author's position as a writer can be 

distinguished as a form of power, and their 

narrative choices can shape the readers’ 

understanding of the world depicted in the 

novel. Like, the author’s choice to focus on 

certain characters or events can create a certain 

perspective that reinforces dominant societal 

norms and values.  

As Foucault endures on to explore 

various points on heterotopias, such as 

museums, gardens, cemeteries, and ships, he 

argues that these spaces have their own rules 

and rituals, and that they have the power to both 

reflect and challenge the dominant cultural and 

social norms. Unlike the current paradigm of 

existence, Foucault's otherness refers to the 

constant flux of identities and the need to be 

open to new ways of seeing ourselves and others. 

In the current context of postmodern, 

poststructuralist theoretical discussion, 

Foucault's essay has become a touchstone for 

understanding the idea of heterotopia and the 

role of constructed spaces in the production of 

knowledge and meaning. Foucault's work has 

been applied to explore topics such as the 

relationship between utopia and heterotopia, 

the nature of power and knowledge, and the 

implications of the production of space in a 

postmodern world. In addition, Foucault's essay 

has been engrossed the implications of the 

construction of space in terms of individual and 

collective identity.  

Foucault's analysis of space highlights the 

ways in which it is both a spatial arrangement of 

elements and a form of social control. Foucault's 

discussion of the concept of space can be 

observed as a precursor to later debates over the 

nature of the postmodern and poststructuralist. 

His analysis of the concept of space can behold 

as a way of exploring the complexities of these 

issues, while also illuminating the ways in 

which they are shaped by a variety of social and 

political forces. He identifies six types of 

heterotopias, each with its own distinct purpose. 

These include cemeteries, which represent the 

ultimate transition from life to death, 

institutions of confinement (such as prisons, 

cemeteries, and monasteries), which serve to 

keep certain people separated from the rest of 

society, and gardens, which have been used 

since ancient times as places of contemplation 

and reverie. In an article, “Unravelling Foucault’s 

‘different spaces” by Peter Johnson examined 

Michel Foucault's concept of 'different spaces'. 

For Johnson, space was an integral part of 

Foucault's critical theory, and it was used to 

explore how power and knowledge interacted 

to build and maintain specific social structures. 

Through an analysis of Foucault's work, 

Johnson showed how Foucault’s notion of space 

was a product of the power/knowledge 

relationship and the mechanisms by which 

power structures were structured. He 

concluded that Foucault's concept of space was 

an integral part of his overall approach to critical 

theory and demonstrated the importance of 

understanding the relationship between power 

and knowledge in order to better comprehend 

the physical and symbolic structures of space.  

In the context of Indian society, a 

Foucauldian reading of contemporary Indian 

fiction would examine how power is exercised 

through social hierarchies such as caste, class, 

gender, religion and violence to some extent. 

Some critics and scholars too have argued that 

Indian fiction is often characterized by its 

heterotopic nature, in that it often deals with 

multiple and conflicting spaces. This can be felt 
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in the way that Indian fiction often incorporates 

elements of both realism and fantasy, or in the 

way that it often deals with both the local and 

the global. Contemporary Indian fiction that 

could be analyzed through a Foucauldian lens is 

Arundhati Roy's “The Ministry of Utmost 

Happiness.” The novel explores the lives of 

marginalized communities in India, including 

Dalits, Muslims, and transgender individuals. A 

Foucauldian analysis of the novel would 

examine how power is exercised through the 

marginalization of these groups, and how 

knowledge is produced and disseminated 

through dominant cultural narratives. In 

another instance, in the contemporary fiction of 

Sundarbans in Amitav Ghosh’s novel “The 

Hungry Tide”, Sundarban is a heterotopia of 

isolation and community, where people live in 

close proximity to nature. It is also a heterotopia 

of memory, where people remember the events 

of the past. While Karan Mahajan’s novel 

“Family Planning” explores the complexities of 

identity, the dynamics of family, and the ways 

in which individuals construct and negotiate 

their own roles within the larger world. 

Mahajan’s protagonists grapple with both the 

constraints of cultural norms and the 

possibilities of personal liberation, ultimately 

finding ways to define themselves 

independently of the traditional roles expected 

of them. Besides, “Selection Day” is a novel by 

Aravind Adiga, published in 2016, it extends the 

story of Manjunath and Radha, from a slum in 

Mumbai who are groomed by their domineering 

father to be star cricket players. Manju and 

Radha are taken to cricket trials in Mumbai, 

where they must compete with the city's best for 

a place on one of the professional teams. Along 

the way, they learn hard lessons about life, 

cricket, and the corrupting power of money. 

Likewise, “Sacred Games” is a 2006 novel by 

Vikram Chandra. It is a fine work of crime 

fiction, set in Mumbai, and tells the story of 

Sartaj Singh, a seasoned and cynical police 

officer in Mumbai, and Gaitonde, the most 

wanted gangster in India. It covers a period of 

twenty-five years, from 1984 to 2009, and links 

the criminal underworld of Mumbai with its 

political and business elite. It is an exploration 

of the city of Mumbai and its dark and intricate 

web of organized crime, corruption, politics and 

espionage. The novel is split into two parts: the 

first part focuses on Sartaj's investigation of 

Gaitonde's death; and the second part delves 

into Gaitonde's past and his rise to power. 

This article demonstrates how fiction 

explores different cultural norms, thought 

processes, and ways of being. A Foucauldian 

reading of Amitav Ghosh’s “The Hungry Tide” 

analyzes how power is exercised through 

environmental discourses and scientific 

knowledge, and how these discourses are used 

to justify and legitimize the exploitation of 

marginalized communities. The fictional island 

of Lusibari is another example of a heterotopia. 

It is a place where the laws of nature and the 

conventions of Indian society clash in 

unexpected ways. Novel sets in the Sundarbans 

region – a vast mangrove swamp of Bengal. It 

follows the story of Piya, an Indian-American 

marine biologist who travels to the Sundarbans 

to study the rare river dolphins. While there, she 

meets a local fisherman named Kanai, who 

helps her navigate the treacherous waters and 

introduces her to the people and culture of the 

area. As Piya and Kanai become closer, they 

uncover a hidden world of secrets and lies, 

leading them both to confront the complex 

political and ecological issues facing the 

Sundarbans. In the end, they must decide how 

to protect this fragile ecosystem, and the lives of 

those who depend on it. At the same time, they 

confront the human dangers of the region, 

including the poachers and smugglers who 

threaten the wildlife. Piya and Fokir must battle 

their own prejudices and preconceptions, as 

they try to bridge the cultural and social gulf 

between them. Ghosh here employs the concept 

of heterotopia to explore the idea of identity, as 

the characters are forced to confront the 

different aspects of their own identities in the 

face of the changing natural environment of 

Sundarbans that physical space exists in a state 
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of flux. The novel also delves into the concept of 

heterotopia, exploring the ways in which the 

physical space of the Sundarbans is affected by 

the tension between traditional and modern 

worldviews. He also uses the concept to 

examine the idea of hybridity and the ways in 

which individuals negotiate their own identities 

within a constantly shifting landscape. This 

reflects Foucault’s idea of heterotopia, which is 

a space that allows for the co-existence of 

different cultures in harmony. The Hungry 

Tides is a powerful exploration of the idea of 

otherness and how it shapes identity. 

Ghosh highlights the concept of otherness 

by presenting the differences between Piya's 

Western culture and Fokir's traditional culture, 

and how the two must struggle to understand 

each other. Furthermore, Ghosh enhanced “The 

Hungry Tides” to illustrate the importance of 

understanding and accepting differences in 

order to bridge the divide between cultures. In 

another recent novel, “Family Planning” by 

Karan Mahajan that comes after the lives of two 

families living in Delhi. Set in the late 1990s, the 

novel paints a vivid portrait of Indian culture, 

focusing on the complex and changing 

dynamics between men and women in the 

country. Through the characters of Arjun and 

Sangita, the novel scouts the idea of family 

planning in a rapidly changing India, as well as 

the novel also examines the various themes of 

love, loyalty, and duty, and how these intersect 

with the idea of family planning. The Ahujas are 

a microcosm of the country's changing society, 

and the novel pioneers the ways in which they 

are both shaped by and resistant to these 

changes. The novel is divided into three parts. 

The first part, ‘The Family,’ introduces the 

Ahujas and their various problems. Rakesh 

Ahuja, the father, is a minister who is constantly 

trying to balance his work with his family life. 

His wife, Sangita, is a stay-at-home mom who is 

struggling to cope with the demands of raising 

a large family. Their children are all at different 

stages in their lives, and they are all dealing with 

their own problems. The second part, ‘The City,’ 

follows the Ahujas as they navigate the 

challenges of living in New Delhi. The city is a 

bustling metropolis, full of opportunity but also 

danger. The Ahujas are constantly trying to stay 

safe and make ends meet. The third part, ‘The 

Future,’ looks at the future of the Ahuja family. 

The children are all growing up and starting to 

make their own way in the world. The Ahujas 

are trying to come to terms with the fact that 

their family is not as close as it used to be. Here 

Mahajan's use of heterotopic spaces speaks to 

the idea of a liminal space, or a space that exists 

between these points. This liminal space is 

exemplified through the couple's journey, as 

they search for a new path forward in a society 

that is changing and evolving. The couple's 

journey, and the use of a heterotopic space, 

serves to highlight the dichotomy between 

traditional Indian culture and modern western 

ideals. Through this journey, Mahajan conveys 

how the couple is forced to navigate the tension 

between these two worlds, while ultimately 

attempting to find a place where they can create 

their own family and identity.  

“The Ministry of Utmost Happiness” is 

a novel by Arundhati Roy, published in 2017. 

The narrative leads Anjum, a hijra (transgender 

woman) living in an old graveyard, who forms 

a makeshift family of other outcasts, forms a 

makeshift community in the graveyard, which 

they call the Khwabgah (Dream House). Anjum, 

who used to be Aftab, unrolling a threadbare 

carpet in a city graveyard that she calls home. A 

baby appears quite suddenly on a pavement, a 

little after midnight, in a crib of litter. The 

enigmatic S. Tilo Manto, a Kashmiri woman 

who has trained as an architect in Delhi and 

worked on building projects in Kashmir, is 

drawn to Anjum's makeshift home and becomes 

a regular visitor. Anjum tells Tilo her story, 

which begins with her birth in a small village in 

Rajasthan. Her parents, Jahanara Begum and her 

husband, were overjoyed to have a son, but 

when they discovered that Anjum was intersex, 

they were devastated. They tried to raise her as 

a boy, but Anjum always felt like she was in the 
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wrong body. When she was 16, she ran away 

from home and joined a group of hijras. Anjum 

and Tilo become close friends, and they share 

their stories with each other. Anjum tells Tilo 

about her life as a hijra, and Tilo tells Anjum 

about her work in Kashmir. They also talk about 

their love lives. Anjum has been in love with a 

man named Musa, but he has never been able to 

accept her for who she is. Tilo has been in love 

with a man named Shakil, but he has been killed 

in the Kashmir conflict. The novel follows 

Anjum and Tilo's lives over the next few years. 

Anjum becomes a well-known figure in the hijra 

community, and she is often called upon to 

mediate disputes. Tilo continues to work on 

building projects in Kashmir, and she becomes 

increasingly involved in the conflict there. The 

novel ends with Anjum and Tilo still living in 

the graveyard. Anjum has become a 

grandmother, and Tilo has become a mother. 

They have both found happiness in their lives, 

despite the many challenges they have faced. In 

course of the narrative, this novel explores the 

concept of heterotopia in many ways. Like, it is 

set in different places, and it follows the lives of 

a diverse group of characters, including a hijra, 

a Muslim man, a Hindu woman, and a Kashmiri 

separatist. It is set in a variety of different 

heterotopic spaces, including a cemetery, a 

brothel, and a prison. Even the novel's title, ‘the 

ministry’ is a place where people can go to find 

happiness, even in the midst of oppression and 

violence. In his essay Foucault himself refers to 

a ‘cemetery’, here it becomes a space where 

Anjum can be herself, and where she can find a 

sense of peace and happiness. Musa's home in 

Delhi is also a heterotopia. The city of Delhi is a 

place of great wealth and opportunity, but it is 

also a place of great poverty and inequality. 

Musa's home is a space where he can dream of a 

better future, but it is also a space where he is 

constantly reminded of the challenges that he 

faces. In this way, both “The Ministry of Utmost 

Happiness” and Foucault's heterotopia and space 

can be seen as exploring the power of non-

normative spaces to challenge the status quo. 

Foucault's concept of heterotopia is similar, as it 

is concerned with places that are simultaneously 

real and unreal, or otherworldly. The idea of 

heterotopias, or spaces of contradiction, is 

explored in Roy's novel as the characters create 

a space that exists both with and against the 

existing power structures. Both Roy's work and 

Foucault's theory are concerned with how 

identity and power interact with spaces, and 

how these spaces can be used to create a sense 

of freedom and meaning. 

“Selection Day” is another novel by 

Aravind Adiga that accounts the lives of two 

brothers, Manjunath and Radha, who live in the 

slums of Mumbai. The two boys are the sons of 

a cricket-obsessed father who has groomed 

them since childhood to become professional 

cricketers. As they come of age, they must face 

the reality of their chosen profession, and the 

complex realities of life in modern India. 

Manjunath struggles to find his place in his 

father’s world, while Radha discovers the 

beauty and power of cricket, as well as its 

capacity to bring joy and tragedy. It is a story of 

family, ambition, and dreams in a world of 

social and economic inequality, and a vivid 

portrait of modern India. It is set against the 

backdrop of modern India, and explores the 

complex relationship between money, power, 

and sports. Adiga's characters are vividly drawn, 

and the story is full of moments of insight, 

humour, and heartbreak. Throughout the novel, 

the brothers fight their own ambitions and 

insecurities while capturing a vivid image of 

Mumbai's vibrant and chaotic life. Heterotopias 

are places everywhere that are outside of the 

normal social order, and can act as a metaphor 

for a collective otherness. Here this is presented 

through the cricketing world and its associated 

values, which stand in stark contrast to the 

traditional Indian values of Manju’s family. As 

Manju navigates this different world, he 

balances his own desires and ambitions with the 

expectations of those around him. This is a 

struggle of otherness, as Manju must reconcile 

his place in two different worlds, the concept of 

otherness in Indian society, and how it is 
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experienced by those who are outsiders in the 

traditional social system. The stadiums also 

force the players to confront their own identities 

as they must compete with players from 

different social backgrounds where it creates 

unique opportunities for self-expression and 

exploration of identity. 

Finally, winner of the ‘Hutch Crossword 

Book Award’, “Sacred Games” is a novel by 

Vikram Chandra, published in 2006. It is an 

exquisite crime fiction set in Mumbai, and 

engulfs the intertwined lives of two characters: 

a police officer, Sartaj Singh, and a powerful 

gangster, Ganesh Gaitonde. The novel is set in 

the 1980s and 1990s, and it explores the themes 

of crime, corruption, and violence in Mumbai. 

Ganesh Gaitonde is a charismatic and ruthless 

gangster who rises to power in Mumbai's 

underworld. He is a complex character who is 

both loved and feared by those around him. 

Sartaj Singh is an honest and dedicated police 

officer who is determined to bring Gaitonde to 

justice. He is a flawed character who is 

struggling with his own demons. The novel is 

told from multiple perspectives, including those 

of Gaitonde, Sartaj, and several other characters 

too. This allows one to get a deep understanding 

of the characters and their motivations and vivid 

descriptions of Mumbai, its people, and its 

culture. Like Foucault, Chandra shows how the 

city’s physical and cultural diversity shapes and 

influences the lives of its inhabitants. Chandra 

follows the lives of several characters on the 

fringes of society, including a gangster, a 

transgender woman, and a police officer. These 

characters confront the harsh realities of crime 

and poverty in Mumbai, and their stories 

illustrate how these marginalized communities 

live in a state of perpetual ‘otherness’. Foucault 

expands more on the concept of otherness by 

exploring the ways in which people and places 

are excluded, marginalized, or otherwise made 

to feel 'other'. He looks at how heterotopias 

(spaces of difference) are created, how they are 

maintained, and how they can be used to 

challenge or reinforce existing power structures. 

Both Chandra and Foucault examine how 

otherness affects our understanding of the 

world around us, and how it can both liberate 

and oppress individuals.  

To Foucault, “the heterotopia is capable 

of juxtaposing in a single real place several 

spaces, several sites that are in themselves 

incompatible”. It is not just places, but also 

places of resistance. They are places where 

marginalized groups can challenge the 

dominant discourse and create their own spaces 

of possibility. It refers to the idea of a space that 

is neither homogeneous nor static, but rather a 

space that is in a constant state of flux and 

change. Such a space is characterized by its 

multiple and ever-changing layers of meaning 

and significance, can be physical spaces, such as 

a museum or an airport or graveyards, or they 

can be mental or metaphysical spaces, such as a 

dream or a memory. Foucault believed that such 

spaces could be used to explore and understand 

the complexity of human experience. The 

concept of heterotopia has been used to analyze 

Indian contemporary fiction in a number of 

ways. In our article, we found out in these 

novels of Amitav Ghosh, Karan Mahajan, 

Arundhati Roy, Aravind Adiga, and Vikram 

Chandra implies these concepts of spaces of 

resistance, where characters can subvert the 

dominant order, as spaces of reflection, where 

characters can explore their own identities and 

values, as spaces of imagination, where 

characters can create new worlds and 

possibilities.  
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