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Abstract: The paper explores the subtle nature of marginality that the women go through in the plays of choice of Mahesh
Dattani, in which the intersections of gender, identity, and socio-cultural constraints in modern Indian society have been
prefigured. The dramaturgy by Dattani challenges the micro-level, but widespread forms of exclusion that exist within
family and social systems and that especially impact women who must deal with multiple identities in their personalities
formed by patriarchy, tradition, and modernity. The study examines the placement of female characters in the peripheral
space that can be visible and invisible, and the voice of the female characters as resistance, negotiation, and sometimes
silence through a close text analysis of select plays. Although the current literature has already discussed the role that
Dattani played in drawing attention to the gender and social issues, this paper will elaborate on that by grounding female
marginality on a wider critical paradigm that includes the issues of agency, performativity, and cultural conditioning.
Reconsidering the experienced realities of women characters in the plays of Dattani, the paper will argue that marginality
is not just an external condition but also internalised and reproduced in the relationships within or among family members.
The paper, therefore, adds to the current debates concerning the Indian English drama by providing a fine interpretation
of the gendered marginalisation in the theatrical world of Dattani.
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1. Introduction: Indian English plays have undergone a
dramatic shift in the late twentieth century, especially
due to the contributions of playwrights who have
predicted socially pertinent and many controversial
topics. Mahesh Dattani stands out as one of them with
regard to his discovery of the peripheral identities and
suppressed voices in the Indian city context. His plays
touch on gender discrimination, sexuality and conflict in
the family, and the social exclusion patterns that prevail,
thus placing him in the general discourse of the modern
Indian theatre (Multani 2007).

The dramatic world that Dattani creates is characterised
by a long-standing care about people who are on the
margins of the normative society. Although a lot of
negative criticism has been given to his handling of
homosexuality and gender non-conformity, the subject
of the marginalisation of women in his plays should also
be subjected to a thorough critique. The woman
characters in the works of Dattani can be characterised
as bargaining in the social structures that oppress them,
but at the same time demand that they practice family
and cultural values (Chaudhuri 2005). This resistance
puts them into a multifaceted web of external and
internal marginality.

Researchers like Erin B. Mee (2008) have noted that the
modern Indian theatre often embodies the struggles
between tradition and modernity, and this has been most
pronounced by the way women in Indian literature are
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depicted by Dattani. His women are not purely
submissive or purely emancipated, but they are
somewhere in the middle ground between opposition
and obedience. This ambiguity highlights the necessity
to redefine their marginality not differently but as a
dynamic process, which is influenced by socio-cultural
factors.

Further, the very idea of marginality has been developed
in the domains of literary and cultural studies. The
subaltern subject is frequently disenfranchised through
the prevailing discourses, which poses a very important
critical question concerning the issue of representation
and agency. When applied to the context of plays by
Dattani, women are often vocal and articulate about their
experience in a manner that disrupts their marginal status
but is often mediated or limited by patriarchal
frameworks.

The given paper, thus, aims at re-exploring the
marginality of women in the plays chosen by Dattani by
providing a subtle discussion that would combine the
textual meaning of the plays and any theoretical
understanding related to it. By so doing, it also tries to
fill gaps that exist in the scholarship and give a more
thorough picture of gendered marginalisation within
Indian English drama nowadays.

2. Literature Review

Page: 505



The Marginality of Indian Women in the Select Plays of Mahesh Dattani

The critical work on Mahesh Dattani has always been an
anticipation of the subject of his active participation in
socially marginalised identities, especially when it
comes to the Indian urban society. Other scholars like
Asha Kuthari Chaudhuri (2005) have highlighted the
contribution of Dattani in taking the invisible matters to
the focal point of Indian English drama, where he has
given some attention to gender, sexuality and family
conflicts. Equally, Angelie Multani (2007) places
Dattani within the tradition of contemporary Indian
playwrights who put into question prevailing social
conventions by deft characterisation and dramatic
invention.

There is an extensive amount of criticism relating to how
Dattani approaches gender and identity, frequently, non-
heteronormative subjectivities. As an example, Erin B.
Mee (2008) points to the way in which the modern
Indian theatre, such as that by Dattani, challenges the
strictness of social dichotomies and creates a space of
otherness. Nevertheless, although these studies are very
useful in informing the wider questions of marginality,
they are keener on the issues of sexuality rather than the
experiences of women in patriarchal setups.

Other researchers discussed the significance of women
in the plays of Dattani, but not as a main point. Lakshmi
Subramanyam (2011) notes that female characters in
Indian drama are often the symbols of incompatibility of
tradition and modernity, which can also be traced in the
work of Dattani. Similarly, Anupama Mohan (2012)
indicates the limited agency of women in urban Indian
histories, in which autonomy is frequently bargained by
limited family structures.

The theories also serve to develop the concept of
marginality in the plays by Dattani. The major question
of Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (1988) is Can the
subaltern speak? which is still relevant when examining
the subjugation of the voice of marginalities, especially
women, in the mainstream discourses. Besides, the idea
of gender performativity introduced by Judith Butler
(1990) offers a helpful perspective to analyse the way in
which gender identities are established and controlled
through repetitive social behaviours.

Irrespective of these contributions, there has been a
relative deficit of specific analysis on the scope of
marginality in reference particularly to women in the
plays of Dattani. The presence of female characters is
usually mentioned in passing by existing studies or
included in the general discourse of marginal identities,
which provides a blank area to explore in greater detail.

3. Research Gap

Although the issues of gender, sexuality, and social
marginality in the plays of Mahesh Dattani have been
addressed comprehensively in the existing literature, the
particular aspect of female marginality in the domestic
and socio-cultural context has been poorly analysed.
Even most critical studies are inclined to pre-empt non-
heteronormative identities or broadly generalised
conceptualise marginalisation without providing a
lasting enquiry into the complexities of experiences of
women characters.

In addition, the role of marginality being not only
externally imposed but also internalised and reproduced
in the family frameworks is not given due attention;
therefore, working out the complex ways women
become subjectivities. Crossing patriarchy with cultural
demands and individual agency among the female
characters in Dattani, therefore, leaves a major gap in the
existing literature. The research aims to fill this gap by
offering a narrow and theoretically articulated
discussion of the marginality of women in some of the

plays.

4. Research Questions

i How are women portrayed as marginalised subjects
in the chosen plays of Mahesh Dattani?

ii How can we say that socio-cultural and familial
structures play a role in the marginalisation of female
characters?

iii How do these women bargain, struggle or internalise
their marginal statuses?

iv How far do we find that Dattani has treated the
women with a subaltern-gender performativity screen?

5: Objectives of the Study

i Toexamine how female marginality is represented in
some of the plays by Mahesh

it Dattani.

iii To look at the socio-cultural processes that create
and maintain this marginality.

iv. To understand the form of resistance and negotiation
that the women characters use.

v To place the description of women by Dattani in the
context of the theoretical

vi frameworks of gender and marginality.

6: Methodology

The paper is qualitative and interpretative and is based
mostly on close textual analysis of the chosen plays by
Mahesh Dattani. Theoretical standpoints of gender
studies and subaltern theory, especially those of Gayatri
Chakravorty Spivak (1988), and Judith Butler (1990),
conceptualisations  of  subalternity and gender
performativity are applied as theoretical perspectives to
analyse marginal identity.

Along with the primary texts, the study also interacts
with the secondary materials, such as critical essays and
scholarly literature on the topic of Indian English drama,
which allows putting the contribution of Dattani in the
context of the contemporary literary discourse. Through
the interpretative approach, it is possible to thoroughly
investigate the characterisation, dialogue and dramatic
structure, which in turn enables a subtle insight into the
construction and representation of marginality.

The study also resorts to the comparative analytical tool
to distinguish the patterns of recurring marginalisation
in various plays so that the results will not be narrowly
specific to individual moments but will capture the
thematic issues in the works of Dattani (Mee 2008).

7. Theoretical Framework
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The current research is grounded in a theoretical
framework that relies on marginality, subalternity, and
gender performativity to look at the portrayal of women
in plays by Mahesh Dattani. Such frameworks make it
possible to understand the construction, limitation, and
sometimes disagreement of female identities in the
framework of socio-cultural structures.

This analysis is based on the concept of marginality.
Marginality as a socio-cultural state is the condition of
being put at the edges of those in power and usually leads
to fewer opportunities to be represented and to have
agency. Marginal characters in the literary discourse
often represent the contradictions that arise between the
visible and the invisible, voice and silence. This
conceptualisation is especially applicable to dramaturgy
written by Dattani as in many cases, women find
themselves in the areas of the play that are at the centre
of the story, yet peripheral to society.

The paper equally interacts with the understanding of
subalternity in the view of Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak
(1988), where the subaltern is structurally deprived of
the ability to speak in the hegemonic discourses. As it
applies to Dattani's plays, the female characters of the
plays often express their experiences, but their voices are
somehow mediated, cut off or made useless by
patriarchal authority. Such a paradox raises significant
issues concerning agency and representation.

Also, the theory of gender performativity by Judith
Butler (1990) enables the critical approach to studying
the performances that construct gender identities and are
not innate. The women in the Dattani plays tend to be
gender roles as prescribed, not as passive observers of
the tradition but as agents of the repetition of this
tradition. Meanwhile, the instability of these
performative norms is seen in the instances of disruption
and resistance.

The combination of these theoretical views is aimed to
go beyond a descriptive understanding of marginality
and, rather, provide a critical understanding that
predetermines the multi-facets of female subjectivity in
the dramatic works of Dattani.

8. Discussion.

Marginality to Domestic Space.

The most notable thing about the plays by Mahesh
Dattani is how domestic spaces, which tend to be viewed
as places of comfort and belonging, become places of
exclusion and marginalisation for the women. Instead of
being a place of safety, the home is often a mechanism
that supports the relationships of control and limits
female agency.

The role of women in several plays by Dattani is at a
certain level that they are placed within the family as a
caretaker and moral compass, but the emotional and
intellectual needs of women are still not represented.
This contradiction highlights the strongly patriarchal
principles which dictate the life of a family, where
women should maintain peace in the family and, in the
process, negate the desires of their own. The Indian
family, as observed by other scholars, has tended to be a
miniature of larger social forces of power, recreating

models of dominance and subordination (Chaudhuri
2005).

The marginality of women in these homestead
environments does not necessarily take direct forms but
occurs subtly in terms of control, which takes forms of
emotional control, silence, and autonomy denial. The
female characters can be seen to take up their roles
willingly but this is being done within the framework of
internalised norms which restrain their ability to fight
back. This is in concurrence with Butler's (1990)
argument that gender roles are represented in repetition
and hence they seem natural and unavoidable.
Moreover, the home environment frequently turns out to
be a place where women are defined as opposed to others
(usually their wives, mothers or daughters) so that their
identity is lost. This relational identity leads to their
marginalisation in that their value is what they can do to
fit into society rather than to achieve personal fulfilment.
Meanwhile, Dattani does not introduce women as
passive victims only. An underlying sense of resistance
can be seen in moments of tension, confrontation and
self-reflection that make their marginal status more
challenging. These examples indicate that marginality is
not a given state but a process, which is determined by
the continuing negotiation between personal desire and
social limitation.

8.2. Silencing, Voice, and Internalised Marginality.
The theme of the silencing of women is a recurrent
theme in the plays of Dattani that works as both the
external force and internalised state. Although women
characters are usually allowed to voice their experiences,
their voices are usually subdued by the overwhelming
male point of view or brushed off as irrelevant.

This suppression is elicitable in the concept of Spivak
(1988) of the subaltern who is deprived of effective
speech in the hegemonic discourse. In the world of
Dattani, women can speak, yet their speech does not
always lead to agency or change. Rather, it tends to be
trapped in the four corners of the domestic space,
powerless to combat structural inequalities.

Besides, the internalisation of marginality is an
important factor in perpetuating these dynamics. The
women characters are at times ready to accept their
subordinate status as natural or inevitable because of the
firmly rooted impact of cultural conditioning. This
internalisation makes the issue of resistance rather more
difficult since it renders the distinction between coercion
and consent obscure.

Meanwhile, the plays written by Dattani also represent
the situations when the silence itself is an expression.
Minor displays of resistance can be strategic withdrawal,
hesitation or nonconformity, and this challenges the
belief that voice is the sole way of resistance. These
representations provoke a less simplistic
conceptualisation of agency, one that accounts for the
constraints placed on marginal subjects and
acknowledges their ability to negotiate. The interaction
of silence and speech in the plays by Dattani, therefore,
shows how female marginality is a complicated issue
that can be brought to light not only by the overt
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domination of women but also by routine practices and
internalised values.

After discussing the greater theoretical outlines of
marginality and its expression in domestic and
discursive space, one then needs to resort to a more
special analysis of individual plays to see how these
abstractions are concretised in drama. Although the
above discussion has described the structural conditions
that create and maintain female marginality, the plays by
Dattani provide certain narrative situations where these
conditions are embodied, challenged, and in some
instances even restructured.

An intensive examination of some plays proves that
marginality does not take a similar form, but it takes
various forms, which vary with the interaction of family
expectations, social norms, and individual agency. Each
play is thus a microcosm upon which the intricacies of
the lived lives of women can be explored further.
Subsequent chapters keep the essence of the current
analysis but develop it further by having a more
protracted dialogue with the nuances of the text, and thus
positioning single characters in the greater context of
gendered marginalisation already described.

8.3. On a Muggy Night in Mumbai (1998)

Although On a Muggy Night in Mumbai (1998) by
Mahesh Dattani was focused on the everyday lives of
homosexual people in urban India, it also creates a
common space of marginality in which women are also
caught up in systems of secondary power. As
demonstrated in the play, the various types of marginal
identities overlap and tend to support each other in a
strictly socio-cultural system.

As an example, the idea of marriage by Bunny to
Kamlesh, which he presents as an excuse to make
himself straight and thus forget about Prakash, works as
a cutting remark about the way women are treated in a
patriarchal society as tools. His comment, Find a nice
woman. You can always have sex on the side (Collected
Plays I, 2000), which might seem a shallowly pragmatic
statement, but on a more fundamental level, it reveals
how women are diminished in their human aspect and
become more of a social mask. This kind of
representation is in line with feminist criticism, which
emphasises the commodification of women in
heteronormative institutions (Butler 1990).

On another plane, the defence of concealment on the part
of Bunny highlights the overwhelming levels of urgency
to conform in Indian society. His justification—
“Camouflage! Even animals do it. Fuse with the
environment...” (Collected Plays I, 2000) -is a statement
of a survival policy that is, though disturbing, hard to
disapprove in a society full of social intolerance. The
opposition of Sharad and camouflaging in such a way is
an ethical form of opposition, but the argument put
forward by Bunny reveals the ugly face of social
ostracism of the non-conformists. In that regard, Dattani
previews not just the marginalisation of homosexual
identities, but the culture of denial and hypocrisy at
large, which supports it.

In this context, the state of women turns out to be just as
problematic. The character of Kiran is an example of the
dilemma of the middle-class woman who is trapped in
the oppressive household set-ups. Her marriage to Ed,
who in turn is trying to be heterosexual due to the
pressure of society, is a revelation of how much women
are lured by the kind of structures that are constructed
based on deceit. The fact that Kiran was unaware of Ed
having a sexual identity is an added disadvantage, which
can only be described as the shock which makes her
further marginalised when the truth is eventually
revealed. The subaltern subject, as postulated by Spivak
(1988), is usually deprived of knowledge, which can be
used to effect agency; Kiran can be understood to be in
an extremely similar category.

Another twist is the fact that Kamlesh is the one who
orchestrated this marriage, allegedly to make his sister
happy. His choice shows how marginalised people have
inner contradictions which, when they are trying to find
acceptance, end up marginalising other people. The way
Sharad tries to tell the truth, and he is expelled, is yet
another example of how silencing systems are preserved
in the sphere of the home.

It is also important how the wife of Bunny is depicted,
and her case makes the internalisation of marginality
apparent. Bunny, who is openly excessive in his
homosexual affairs, still lives in the role of husband, who
is fulfilled by the traditional symbols of success: She
brags about my work... We have kids in school who are
popular. The seeming mutuality of this set-up is an
indication of what can be called a socially approved
illusion of marital bliss. In these situations, women are
found to be brainwashed to identify social validation as
a form of personal fulfilment, thus clouding the realities
of their oppression (Chaudhuri 2005).

The dramaturgy of Dattani, therefore, poses a question:
how long can such systems of cover-up and compromise
last? The fact that he gave a voice to the marginalised
people, women and homosexuals, indicates a strong
involvement in his work with suffering on an ethical
level. In that respect, his artistic ideal can be regarded as
close to the humanist issues professed by such
philosophers as Albert Camus, who stressed that it is the
duty of the writer towards the victims of injustice. The
theatre of Dattani, too, aims not just at representing
reality but at criticising the injustices of this reality by
raising the suppressed experiences into the world of
discussion.

Finally, the play proves that marginality does not exist
in one category of identity but functions within a web of
social relations that entrap people in different levels.
More specifically, women have been depicted as twice
marginalised as actors and victims of these structures.
Revealing such stratified interactions, Dattani not only
criticises the hypocrisy of society, but also hints at the
potential of a more truthful and open-minded interaction
with identity.

8.4. Bravely Fought the Queen (1991)
The highly ingrained forms within the Indian society
through which the identity of women is mediated and, in
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many instances, subsumed within patriarchal systems, is
prefigured in Bravely Fought the Queen (1991) by
Mabhesh Dattani. At the beginning of the play, the issue
of the identity of a woman is often determined in relation
to a husband, making the emergence of an independent
personality a close to a miracle. This state of affairs is
well reflected in the introduction of Lalitha, in which she
is not mentioned by her name, but by her workplace,
specifically her marriage. I mean what I say, that your
husband is working with my husband, I know (Collected
Plays I, 2000, p. 234). Lalitha is hence marginally
marginalised twice, as a spouse and as one in a lower
socio-economic group.

This marginality is also heightened by the hierarchical
nature of the Trivedi household. Being wealthy
businessmen, Jiten and Nitin are in positions of power
not only in the business world but in the domestic one.
They live with their wives, Dolly and Alka, in an
uncomfortable space: the socially advantaged
individuals belonging to an elite family structure, the
structurally disadvantaged women in a patriarchal
society. This is the conflict that is seen when Dolly is
bragging about the twin fancy houses constructed to the
brothers, but turns shy when she is asked about the
property possession, showing a lack of confidence in the
rights of women in a property that is dominated by men.
Dattani succeeds in dramatising the changing relations
of centre and periphery through the play of Lalitha and
Dolly. They are characterised by subtle points of
superiority and inferiority in regard to class, which can
be described as layered marginality, which is influenced
by gender and class. The vulnerability of Lalitha is
further ascertained when she says that she cannot go out
at night alone because she is afraid of being victimised
by men; a case that places her marginality in the wider
socio-cultural anxieties.

Although she has been invited to have a discussion
concerning the advertising undertaking, Lalitha is soon
pushed to a caregiving position where she is attending to
the ailing Baa. Such a moment sums up the continuity of
the prejudice of classes, in which intellectual
participation is refused due to the social position.
Meanwhile, the life of Dolly and Alok shows another,
however, no less tragic, version of marginalisation. By
being confined in the domestic areas, they are portrayed
as bargaining with loneliness, emotional anguish and an
overwhelming feeling of emptiness. The fact that they
turn to alcohol and social rituals is an effort to grapple
with what seems to be an existential emptiness in
material comfort lives (Kumar 2007). The following is
one of the central themes of the drama: discord in
marriage based on the conflicting expectations of a man
and a woman out of marriage, and based on the
corrosiveness of the materialistic yearning (Vijay
Kumar: 2007). This is enhanced by the structural
imbalance in patriarchal domesticity, where women are
depicted to be in an emotional state of dispossessions
despite material comfort (Sanjiv Kumar 164).

Another aspect of marginality explored in the play is
added by the character of Baa. Being a victim of the
oppression of a patriarchal order, nevertheless, she

reproduces these mechanisms of power over her
daughters-in-law. The detached attitude is depicted
through her humiliating appearance, the curt note,
leaving her alive (239), and this shows a failure of
empathy at home. Such domination is cyclically passed
on, reflecting Spivak's (1988) observation that
subalternity is not always imposed on the dominating
classes, but rather created internally within the
hierarchies.

The character of Lalitha, on the contrary, represents the
self-control of the woman of the lower-middle classes.
The way she is involved with such activities as writing
columns, keeping bonsai plants and household finances
is both aspirational and restrictive. The bonsai,
especially, becomes a potent symbol; it is not just the
aesthetic mastery of the desire, but the systematic
scissoring of desire. The metaphor even spills over into
her own life, where she can discuss only those things she
is quite familiar with, such as her bonsai (248), which is
characterised by limited ambitions and heavily
controlled speech. Her tendency to take up cash rather
than a vacation, as much as she values leisure, is another
indication of this ethos of self-restraint that she has
conditioned herself to.

Dolly and Alka, on the other hand, live in a consumerist,
over-indulgent world: full of parties, booze, and
flaunting, but it turns out that this is a facade of their
discontent. The emotional inaccessibility of their
husbands and their regular neglect make them feel even
more isolated. The figurative act of Nitin being annoyed
by the bonsai indicates that he has an underlying urge to
trim the feminine independence, which strengthens
patriarchal dominance despite the contemporary and
urban environment.

The ulterior nature of materialism on matrimonial
relations is another theme in the play. According to
Vijay Kumar (2007), the argument between spouses is
usually caused by conflicting expectations and the loss
of emotional closeness. This can be seen through the
many arguments that occur between the couples, which
are made worse by the intrusive nature of Baa, who is at
times offensive. The constant sound of the bell is a
symbol of dominance and interference, driving Dolly to
the edge of insanity: God should fix her arms... That bell
and her loud mouth” (249).

The story of Alka, in this case, shows the devastating
effects of emotional neglect and social pressure. Her
alcoholism and her outburst in front of Baa lead to her
being sent home temporarily, and this incident reveals
the weak point of her role, even though it seems she is in
a privileged position. Equally, the secretive nature of
Dolly and the young servant Kanhaiya as they both
engage in a sexual experience is an expression of the
need to rediscover emotional and physical satisfaction in
an otherwise oppressive setting. Her erotic memory,
with a thumri in the background, reveals a brief instant
of sexuality that is in dramatic contrast to her marital
reality.

Dattani also criticises the commodification of women by
the advertisement project that the Trivedi brothers are
doing. Not only is the objectification of women seen
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through the representation of women as objects of desire,
a woman is here only to please a man (279), but also, the
rest of society has a similar view of the role of women.
This is consistent with the feminist view of consumer
culture, where the female bodies have been stolen to
perpetuate patriarchal and capitalistic agendas (Butler
1990).

However, it is not that the play rules out the possibility
of resistance. The fact that Alka associates herself with
the figure of Rani of Jhansi, invoked by her attendance
at her masquerade, is a sign of defiance and self-
assertion. Her dancing in the rain turns into symbolic
emancipation, when years of suffering are turned into an
act of power. The rain, with its hint at purification and
emotional release, is a momentary breakage in the
structures that imprison her.

Lastly, the psychology behind this chain of oppression
is indicated by the backstory of Baa. Being a victim of
violence and repression as a child, she adopts the same
patterns and translates them into her family. The long-
term consequences of patriarchal trauma are her
disjointed memory and emotional instability. The tense
relationship between Baa and her sons, especially Nitin
can be interpreted in a psychoanalytic approach where
the lack of an emotional attachment in the past
influences the identity of the adult- a phenomenon akin
to literature studies like the metaphorical Sons and
Lovers by Sons and Lovers.

Therefore, the book Bravely Fought the Queen is a
complicated piece of marginality, a blend of gender,
class, and psychological inheritance. Dattani does not
just reveal the systemic aspect of the oppression of
women, but she also demonstrates the mechanism of the
continuation of the structures across generations. By so
doing, the play also highlights the necessity to question
and challenge the cultural construct of these inequalities.
8.5. Tara: Ardhanarishwar Neglected (1990).

The Tara by Mahesh Dattani (1990) is a story told
through the memory of the character, Dan, and is almost
like a bare live wire, which is shocking and disturbing to
the reader, as it reveals the intricate Indian society,
divided by classes, caste, gender, and even by physical
deformity. The play shows the working of these forces
in an unspoken but conclusive manner to determine
destinies in a manner that they seldom get expressed
openly. Fundamentally speaking, the play explores the
theme of gender discrimination, favouring the male
child. The disregard of differently disabled bodies
against the symbolism of Ardhanarishwar questions the
rigidity of the binary of male and female distinctions.
The Ardhanarishwar concept, which is based on the
Hindu philosophy, comes to the forefront of the tragedy
of the Siamese twins, Tara, and Chandan. The fact that
they become two lives within a single body, in a single
comfortable womb, implies that there used to be a unity
that is violently shattered by social and medical
encroachment. This concept of wholeness is
strengthened by the theological concept that existence is
a place where masculinity and femininity balance each
other out, so their separation is not a surgical operation
but a symbolic one. The fact that Tara eventually turns

into a marginalised is not a chance occurrence, as the
idea of structural silencing, introduced by Spivak (1988)
implies that the system that places the male child at its
centre is designed in a way that reinforces the
marginalisation of women.

Dattani also makes it as difficult by criticising scientific
rationality. This procedure of separating the twins by
surgery, with the help of Dr Thakkar and his seemingly
objective authority, creates some uncomfortable ethical
concerns. Although science attempts to be non-partisan,
its use in this case is highly intertwined with patriarchal
bias, in which Chandan has been favoured over Tara.
This supposed objectivity of such intervention is thereby
brought into the spotlight because it is not known what
the emotional and existential fall-outs are. The conflict
between nature and man-made action, which is implied
in larger intellectual discussions, implies that all the
steps at the name of progress might harbour the seeds of
loss.

This complexity is supported through the use of a multi-
level structure in the play. The current life of Dan in
London, where he tries to write the story about Tara,
turns into a memory and guilty and self-recovery. His
work is not only creative but confessional, an effort to
come to terms with a divided identity. His confession, or
perhaps I did not forget her. She is lying deep,
unreachable, inside, (324) insinuates that Tara still lives
in him, but not as a memory only, but as a part of his
being. The same concept of the necessary unity
overcoming the physical separation is repeated through
the Tara herself, who says: ‘Oh, perhaps we are...
inseparable... (325)’.

The contradiction that the play centres, as even Dattani
himself implies, is inherent in life: a fight between
nature, society, and the man. The destiny of Tara, as Dan
admits, is characterised by injustice- she never received
a fair deal. Not even from nature” (330). But a more
tragic outcome is not nature itself, but the conscious
decisions that have been made under the influence of
patriarchal ideals, in which the girl child is gradually
deprived of equal value. This echoes the feminist
arguments about gender bias, in which discrimination is
being institutionalised in the family decision-making
process (Butler 1990).

The fact that Dan tries to give justice to Tara not only by
writing her story but also by trying to find a common self
is an attempt to cross the strict gender lines. His
association with Tara implies a not strictly gendered
consciousness, which is fluid and has both the masculine
and the feminine aspects. It is reflected in his
interactions, where emotional and physical reactions
become indistinct, and suggest a more deeply human
wholeness than the categories that society imposes.

So, Tara can be interpreted as a great critic of a society
that breaks the balance of nature in favour of artificial
hierarchies. Such a metaphor of Ardhanarishwar ends up
pointing to an ideal of harmony, which is never realised
in the play because of prejudice, ambition, and moral
failure. By revealing this disconnection, Dattani not only
indicates the marginalisation of the girl child but also
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contends that identity is to be revisited as something that
is not fragmented and divided.

8.6. Do the Needful (1997)

Mabhesh Dattani (1997), predicts marginality by looking
at it through the prism of both gender and generation
gap, giving women a subaltern presence with little to no
voice of their own in Do the Needful (1997). Like in his
other plays, the family is the place where the
controversial topics like inter-caste marriage, forced
marriage, and non-heteronormative marriages are
explored.

The marginalisation of Lata is dual: she is restrained like
a woman, as well as a member of a younger generation,
who is under the control of her parents. She is married to
Alpesh against her desire, thus exhibiting the fact that
the male dominion over the female choice persists even
today. Although they understand that this kind of union
can result in emotional dissonance, they both have no
right to oppose the familial authority. The rebellious
nature of the statement made by Lata that she will take
him to hell, and the unmentioned yet implied nature of
the homosexual orientation of Alpesh, are indicators of
defiance, but that defiance is restrained within the social
boundaries.

The narrative is marked with a strong contradiction.
Even though inter-caste marriage between Lata and
Alpesh is approved, the marriage between Lata and
Salim is denied because of religious and political
suspicions. Such a discrepancy reveals the skewed
inflexibility of social norms. The two characters
eventually find their ways in the extramarital affair with
Salim and Alpesh, respectively, thus going against the
norm.

The fact that Lata is more audacious in the Indian
context may not be any less a transgression; it is a form
of protest against the structures forced on her, as it was
in the case of other Dattani female characters. The play
proposes that people should do the needful as per
individual realities but not based on the strict traditions
or they will turn marriage into a restricting institution
(Konar, 2012).

At the end of the play, there is a weak element of
compromise, marriage is offered as an alternative and
not a solution. Although this will provide a short-term
reprieve against marginality the future effects of this are
not known. Dattani therefore leaves the viewer with a
rude awakening of the uncomfortable truth that this so-
called marriage of convenience can also be repeated
patterns of silence and bargaining, especially to women.
9. Conclusion: In a limited sense, Mahesh Dattani has
differentiated his themes in every play but they
generalise to a common denomination of
marginalisation. In all of them, an ontological question
of being and becoming is prefigured by the protagonists.
The characters such as Alka and Lata are doubtful of
their becoming and Lata even crosses the stipulated line.
The tragic destiny of Tara, specifically, begs a very
troubling question: should the girl child keep on being
repeated victimhood to keep the male superiority? The
plays thereby hint about a shift in an evolving social

reality and it is up to the audience and the readers to
witness these unresolved tensions. Dattani uses tropes of
drama, such as the bonsai being used to symbolize
women, and gives parallel or apparently minor
characters, such as Roopa in Tara, Lalitha in Bravely
Fought the Queen and Mali in Do the Needful. Serving
as comic relief at times, these characters open up the
inner world of the main characters and underscore the
silence of marginalised identity.

Tara, specifically, pre-empts the marginalisation of the
disabled girl child and it is also indicative of the more
extensive discrimination of women. The inability to
acknowledge that so-called womanly qualities are part
of the human nature perpetuates the gender hierarchies.
So far as this disequilibrium exists, women will continue
to stand in the shadow or as an appendage of the male
gender, instead of being viewed as equal beings in the
human predicament.
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