
 
Based on four years of investigative journalism within the Annawadi slim, Katherine Boo’s 
2012 non-fiction text Behind the Beautiful Forevers: Life, Death and Hope in a Mumbai 
Undercity explores the ability of slum-dwellers to escape their miserable circumstances and 
state of marginalisation. Not satisfied with ad-hoc ‘snapshots of Indian squalor’, Boo’s text 
highlights the broader societal factors oppressing the residents of Annawadi and presents 
these factors as catalysts of social disunity, leading to further chaos and unpredictability 
within desperate communities. The characteristics of ‘Old India’ including divisions based on 
caste and gender combine with overcity apathy to oppress India’s most vulnerable. This 
state of desperation allows cruelty and resentment to flourish within an increasingly 
globalised and interconnected world, further adding to the fragility and vulnerability of 
Annawadians whose fate is seemingly out of their control.  
 
As residents of a slum in India’s financial capital, Annawadians are oppressed by social 
divisions based on caste, class, religion and gender. The undercitizens are characterised by 
a wide range of ethnic and caste-based identities but are portrayed as being deeply 
marginalised due to their unfortunate position as an embodiment of intersectionality. Meena, 
the ‘first girl…born in Annawadi’ is not only a low-caste Dalit residing in a slum, but she is 
also female and from an ethnic minority of Maharashtra state. India’s obsession with the 
caste system, the ‘most artfully oppressive division of labour’ ever created, fuels its tendency 
to compartmentalise individuals, denying them of opportunity and agency. The Dalits – like 
Meena – are deemed the ‘untouchables’, excluded and marginalised due to a characteristic 
they never had control over. Gender also plays a significant role in the inherently 
misogynistic society where females only assume positions of power through inheritance or 
as ‘stand-ins’ for their husbands. Moreover, the value attributed to the life of a female in 
Annawadi is shown to be of a lesser magnitude with girls dying regularly under ‘dubious 
circumstances’. Boo’s vague euphemism symbolises the indifference of Annawadians to the 
cruel disposal of young females deemed a ‘liability’ to their family, alluding to the tragic 
circumstances Annawadian girls are subjected to. In terms of the ‘old Hindu-Muslim 
resentments’ which plagued Indian society, Abdul not only accepts but understands and 
tolerates the motivations of those who discriminate, particularly towards his own kind. 
Observing that in a ‘polyglot city, people sort themselves out like he sorted his garbage, like 
for like’. Abdul’s justification of the systematic religious discrimination and empowerment of 
which he and his families are victims of, indicating how widespread and endemic such 
divisions had become in Mumbai. He is neither surprised nor vindictive towards this 
debilitating reality, instead accepting it as a characteristic of his home city which he cannot 
control.  Thus, in an India defined by division and compartmentalisation, the residents of 
Annawadi are marginalised based on societal factors in which they have no control.  
 
The under citizens are also subject to the apathy and cruelty of an overcity eager to exploit 
society’s most helpless citizens. While being interrogated in the ‘unofficial cell’ at Sahar 
Police Station the officers ‘go after [Abdul’s] hands, the body part on which his livelihood 
depended’. Such shocking abuse of power portrays the police as the antithesis of their 
fundamental purpose in society – an institution where ‘victimhood was redressed’ - instead, 
contributing directly to the persecution of residents to whom they have a duty and 
responsibility to protect. In a mocking undertone, Boo derides the police who label Abdul’s 
business as an ‘usurpation of public space’ and ‘crime on Annawadi’s quality of life’. Her 
verbal irony exposes the blatant hypocrisy of an institution destroying residents’ quality of life 
by targeting their livelihoods, before using the same justification for an unofficial 
interrogation.  
  



The extent of this ingrained, institutionalised economic disempowerment captures how 
vulnerable the Annawadians are to the systems operating around them, emphasising their 
non-existent chances of assuming control of their own lives. With the airport authority 
preparing to clear the slum for expansion the same overcity exploit ‘anti=poverty schemes’ 
intended to compensate the Annawadians by ‘concocting legal papers…to take a hunk of 
the loan money for themselves’. Such systematic corruption represents an overcity which is 
seemingly apathetic and indifferent to the plight of the undercitizens but actively exploiting 
and manipulating public institutions for their own pecuniary advantages. Thus, the 
prevalence and power of an elite class which disrupt the socio-economic apparatus of 
Mumbai present an insurmountable obstacle which Annawadians appear to have no 
effective ability to evade.  
 
The desperation and misery of the slum-dwellers plight fester social discord and cruelty as 
residents seek to extract the slightest advantage from a hopeless situation. Subject to 
marginalisation based on caste, class and gender, Annawadians turn on each other in an 
attempt to seek social mobility. The systematic corruption of the ‘first-class people’ is 
emulated by slum-dwellers who recognise deception and manipulation as an avenue to the 
Middle Class. Asha and Manju seek to rise through ‘by hearting’, whereby the duo observes 
the behaviour and mannerisms of ‘over city people’ to effectively ‘become them’. Boo 
presents this strategy through the symbolism of the ‘Marquee Effect’, a social migration 
achieved by emulating those deemed successful. But this ‘migration’ extends beyond mere 
dress and mannerisms as Asha recognises that corrupt politics is the means by which the 
overcity gains its advantages. With this understanding, she sacrifices her moral integrity 
through her eagerness to assist in educational and microfinancial schemes which undermine 
potential opportunities for her fellow Annawadians. She deflects her culpability by dismissing 
guilt as an ‘impediment to effective work in Mumbai’s back channels’ and by deflecting the 
programs as not being ‘[her] corruption’. While Asha enacts cruelty to rise into the Middle 
Class, Fatima’s desperation due to her intersectionality leads to her self-immolation to seek 
vengeance upon the Husains. As a disabled woman in a society fixated on appearance she 
suffers ‘daily punishment’ with her physical incapabilities rendering her ‘affairs [as a] joke’ to 
her fellow Annawadians. Trapped in such a miserable state, Fatima’s vow and subsequently 
cruel act to ‘put [the Husains] in a trap’ is directly caused by her helplessness and lack of 
control. Her self-immolation is fundamentally an act of agency where she is able to make an 
independent decision which finally renders her ‘a mattering person’, despite the fatal 
consequences. Deprived of control, agency and self-determination her entire life, her final 
act of self-immolation indeed becomes the final link in a chain of marginalisation and 
oppression. Thus, the cruelty and resentment which erupts and festers within Annawadi is a 
consequence of the residents being victimized by factors largely beyond their control.  
 
Finally, Boo foreshadows that in an increasingly globalising political-economy, the extent to 
which Annawadians are victims of broader factors will only intensify. In the early stages of 
the text, globalisation is portrayed as an opportunity, with Chinese demand ahead of the 
Beijing summer Olympics ‘inflating the price of scrap metal worldwide’. But as the novel 
progresses, Boo employs pathetic fallacy to symbolise the unpredictability of the 
undercitizens’ lives. Adopting the conventions of narrative fiction within her journalistic text, 
Boo frames moments of hope as merely a ‘break in the rains’ while Fatima’s self-immolation 
is foreshadowed by the sky becoming ‘purple like a bruise’. Furthermore, the chaos of 
Fatima’s death and the Husains’ trial coincides with the monsoon season said to make even 
the ‘most sensible Annawadian pensive’. This constant undertone of cosmic irony implies 
that Annawadians are victims of a hostile fate, no matter the decisions they make.  
Despite her engagement in political corruption, Asha leaves the audience ‘stepping into the 
darkness’ while Abdul is trapped in a ‘suspended state of guilt and innocence’.  
  



Boo’s portrayal of supernatural forces being perpetually against the interests of 
Annawadians is analogous to the concept of globalisation; seemingly implying that broader 
factors and threads influencing the world around them are all ultimately detrimental to a 
community trapped in a constant state of abject misery. Thus, while Annawadians are 
victims of social division, overcity oppression and subsequently their own cruelty – Boo 
presents the residents as being trapped within a cycle of hopelessness from which there is 
no feasible escape.  
 
Katherine Boo’s analytical exposition Behind the Beautiful Forevers: Life, Death & Hope in a 
Mumbai Undercity explores the ability of India’s most vulnerable to escape their dire 
circumstances. The text presents the Annawadians as victims of an overcity and socio-
economic apparatus of which they have no control over. Consequently, the desperation of 
their lives leads to Annawadians becoming more susceptible to cruelty, however, they are 
trapped in a state of abject misery from which there is no plausible escape. Ultimately, Boo 
intends to discover the means by which ‘ribby [children] may grow up to be less poor’, and 
her text illustrates that India’s poor have no control over their miserable state, and that 
meaningful change if pursued, must permeate the entire social hierarchy.  


