© 2024 JETIR November 2024, Volume 11, Issue 11 www.jetir.org (ISSN-2349-5162)

N ifel{el ISSN: 2349-5162 | ESTD Year : 2014 | Monthly Issue

JOURNAL OF EMERGING TECHNOLOGIES AND
INNOVATIVE RESEARCH (JETIR)

An International Scholarly Open Access, Peer-reviewed, Refereed Journal

Reflection of Social Realism in the Plays of Mahesh
Dattani

Anowar Hossain, Research Scholar, Department of English, Sunrise University, Alwar, Rajasthan, India

Dr. Wasim Qadir, Assistant Professor, Department of English, Sunrise University, Alwar, Rajasthan,

India

Abstract

Mahesh Dattani, a prominent voice in contemporary Indian theatre, is known for his portrayal of social realism.
This abstract analyzes how Dattani’s plays employ social realism to engage with and critique the socio-cultural
challenges of modern India. Through this genre, which emphasizes the authentic and critical depiction of
everyday life, Dattani delves into themes such as gender, sexuality, family relationships, and caste. Dattani’s
work is characterized by its realistic portrayal of characters and settings, reflecting the complexities of Indian
society. Plays such as Bravely Fought the Queen, Final Solutions, and Dance Like a Man reveal the intricacies
of marginalized identities, family conflicts, and social hierarchies. Through these narratives, Dattani challenges
traditional norms and offers a critical examination of social issues, including gender roles, communal tensions,
and class divisions. This study reviews existing literature on Dattani’s social realism, highlighting key themes
and motifs in his plays. It explores how his realistic depictions of social issues contribute to a deeper
understanding of contemporary Indian life, emphasizing the role of theatre in reflecting and critiquing societal
norms. By engaging with various scholarly perspectives, this review underscores Dattani’s contributions to

modern theatre and his impact on the discourse surrounding social realism.

Introduction

Mahesh Dattani is an essential figure in modern Indian theatre, known for his deep involvement with social
realism. This literary genre aims to portray the daily experiences and challenges faced by common people,
frequently emphasizing the socio-political issues that affect marginalized groups. Dattani’s plays offer a
compelling exploration of this genre, reflecting the complexities and contradictions of modern Indian society.
Born in 1958, Dattani’s career has been marked by a commitment to addressing pressing social issues through
the medium of theatre. His work is distinguished by its nuanced portrayal of characters and realistic settings,

which collectively serve to scrutinize and critique societal norms. Mahesh Dattani’s plays are recognized for
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addressing themes such as gender, sexuality, family relationships, caste, and class, which underscores his
important role in social realism. In works like Bravely Fought the Queen, Final Solutions, and Dance Like a
Man, he explores the personal and societal conflicts experienced by his characters, offering a reflection of the
broader social tensions present in modern India. His realistic depictions challenge traditional norms and
provoke critical reflection on issues of identity, social justice, and equality. This introduction sets the stage for
an in-depth analysis of how Dattani employs social realism in his plays. By examining the thematic concerns
and narrative techniques used by Dattani, this study aims to reveal how his work contributes to a broader
understanding of social issues and enhances the discourse on social realism in theatre. Through a critical review
of his plays and existing literature, this exploration will highlight Dattani’s role in shaping modern Indian

theatre and his impact on the representation of social realities.
Literature Review

Asha Kuthari Chaudhuri: Asha Kuthari Chaudhuri highlights in her critique of Dattani’s oeuvre that the
plays exhibit a profound engagement with the socio-cultural realities of urban India. She makes the point that
his analysis of issues like gender identity, homosexuality, and the marginalisation of specific groups paints a
realistic picture of the social milieu in contemporary India. Chaudhuri argues that Dattani’s ability to capture

the complexities of these issues with nuance and sensitivity is a testament to his commitment to social realism.

Anita Singh: Anita Singh discusses how Dattani’s plays are grounded in social realism, particularly in their
portrayal of the conflicts within middle-class Indian families. She points out that Dattani’s work is
distinguished by its focus on the unspoken, suppressed issues in Indian society, such as gender discrimination
and the stigmatization of LGBTQ+ individuals. Singh praises Dattani for his courage in addressing these

subjects, which are often ignored in mainstream Indian theatre.

John McRae: John McRae, a well-known critic of Indian theatre, highlights Dattani’s role in bringing social
realism to the forefront of Indian English drama. He commends Dattani for his realistic portrayal of issues like
communalism, child abuse, and the treatment of marginalized groups. McRae argues that Dattani’s plays are
powerful because they force the audience to confront uncomfortable truths about Indian society, thereby

serving as a catalyst for social change.

Angelie Multani: In her critique, Angelie Multani asserts that Dattani’s plays offer a realistic portrayal of the
socio-political issues affecting marginalized communities in India. She discusses how Dattani’s works, such as
Final Solutions and Bravely Fought the Queen, use social realism to expose the contradictions and hypocrisies
in Indian society, particularly regarding gender and communal identities. Multani praises Dattani’s use of the
stage as a space to bring these hidden narratives into public discourse.

R. K. Dhawan: The plays of Dattani are considered to be groundbreaking pieces in the social realism genre by
an eminent expert on Indian English literature, R. K. Dhawan. He notes that Dattani pushes boundaries in
Indian theatre with his examination of forbidden issues like the lives of eunuchs in Seven Steps Around the Fire

and the struggles of gays in On a Muggy Night in Mumbai. Dhawan suggests that Dattani’s commitment to

JETIR2411519 | Journal of Emerging Technologies and Innovative Research (JETIR) www.jetir.org | f186


http://www.jetir.org/

© 2024 JETIR November 2024, Volume 11, Issue 11 www.jetir.org (ISSN-2349-5162)

depicting the harsh realities of Indian society makes his plays essential reading for anyone interested in

understanding contemporary social issues.

Ananda Lal: Ananda Lal, in The Oxford Companion to Indian Theatre (2004), compares Dattani with other
Indian playwrights like Vijay Tendulkar, who also use social realism to address societal issues. Lal notes that
while both Dattani and Tendulkar focus on the darker aspects of Indian society, Dattani’s work is distinct in its
emphasis on urban middle-class life and marginalized identities. Lal argues that Dattani’s portrayal of the
LGBTQ+ community and his focus on the intersection of personal and societal issues set him apart from his
contemporaries. Lal’s analysis suggests that Dattani’s work offers a fresh perspective on social realism, one that
is more inclusive of marginalized voices and more attuned to the complexities of urban life in contemporary
India. This comparative approach highlights the diversity within Indian social realism and underscores

Dattani’s unique position within this tradition.
Understanding of Social Realism

Social realism is a subset of realism that emphasizes the actual conditions of society. It exposes social injustices
and contradictions by revealing stark realities that often go overlooked, even when they are right in front of us
Modern playwright Mahesh Dattani addresses both traditional societal concerns and modern issues, such as
homosexuality, which is frequently regarded as a Western notion and remains a sensitive topic in numerous

communities.

Dattani’s works explore a broad spectrum of social issues that continue to have detrimental effects on
society. These include the preference for male children, the silencing of eunuchs, and the marginalization of
homosexuals. In Tara, Dattani portrays the ongoing perception of a girl child as a burden, an inferior being who
is denied even a fair chance at survival. The play sheds light on a mother’s bias, who, despite being considered
the most understanding and loving figure for a child, still chooses a favorite among her own children. In Seven
Steps Around the Fire, Dattani examines the plight of eunuchs in society, exposing how they are denied basic
rights and subjected to unjust treatment simply because they do not belong to the majority. The drama reveals
how those who don’t fit the mold frequently experience injustice and serious bias, casting doubt on the validity
of social and legal structures. Even more so when the victims are members of marginalised groups, violent
crimes are frequently overlooked. This is particularly true when upper class individuals are involved. Whether
we want to face it or not, the truth is that, even in contemporary society, not everyone receives equal treatment.
Despite proclamations of democracy, numerous individuals are deprived of equitable chances to thrive, and,

saddest of all, some are not even considered fully human.
Social Realism in Dattani’s Plays

The unwavering depiction of the socioeconomic problems that afflict modern Indian society in Mahesh
Dattani’s plays is a prime example of social realism. His protagonists are typically members of the middle and
lower middle classes, people whose lives are moulded by the social institutions that both define and constrain
them. The audience is forced to face the harsh realities that are frequently disregarded or avoided by Dattani’s

art, which exposes the paradoxes and hypocrisies of Indian culture.
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Gender Discrimination and the Marginalization of Women

Mahesh Dattani’s theatrical works provide a moving examination of gender inequality and women’s
marginalisation within Indian society. Dattani depicts the life of a girl who is born as a conjoined twin and is
not given the same possibilities as other girls due to her gender in Tara. Through institutional persecution of
women even within their own families, the drama exposes deeply ingrained patriarchal attitudes that place a
premium on male offspring. Tara’s battle for recognition and identity serves as a stark reminder of the broader
societal presumption that a girl’s value is inherently less than a boy’s. In every aspect of life, this belief is
ingrained. Likewise, Dattani studies the repressed lives of women trapped in violent marriages and forced to
follow social conventions that rob them of their freedom and happiness. The women in these plays endure
emotional and psychological abuse, often silenced by the very structures meant to protect them. Dattani’s
portrayal of gender discrimination goes beyond individual stories to critique the societal norms that perpetuate
inequality. His plays underscore the urgent need to address these deep-seated biases, advocating for a more
equitable society where women are valued and empowered to lead lives free from discrimination and
marginalization. The play’s social realism lies in its depiction of the everyday discrimination that women face,

often within their own families, and its critique of the societal norms that perpetuate such discrimination.
The Struggles of the LGBTQ+ Community

Mahesh Dattani’s plays effectively illustrate the challenges faced by the LGBTQ+ community in a society
where they are frequently marginalized and stigmatized. In On a Muggy Night in Mumbai, Dattani examines the
experiences of homosexual individuals dealing with societal rejection, internalized shame, and the demands to
adhere to heteronormative norms. The characters find themselves navigating a complicated landscape filled
with secrecy and apprehension, mirroring the harsh truths encountered by LGBTQ+ individuals in India.
Likewise, Bravely Fought the Queen explores the concealed lives of gay characters ensnared in oppressive
marriages, emphasizing the mental anguish and solitude they suffer. Dattani’s representation of the LGBTQ+
experience encompasses not only personal battles but also offers a wider critique of social conventions that
sustain discrimination. His work challenges the audience to confront their own biases and recognize the
humanity of those who live on the fringes of societal acceptance. By giving voice to the silent suffering of
LGBTQ+ individuals, Dattani’s plays serve as powerful commentaries on the need for empathy, understanding,
and change in a society that often denies these communities their right to live openly and authentically. The
play’s realism is evident in its portrayal of the characters’ internal conflicts, their fear of societal rejection, and
the constant struggle to reconcile their true identities with the expectations imposed upon them by society.

The Marginalization of Eunuchs

Mahesh Dattani’s plays powerfully depict the marginalization of eunuchs, a community that has long faced
societal exclusion and discrimination in India. In Seven Steps Around the Fire, Dattani brings to the forefront
the harsh realities faced by eunuchs, who are often ostracized and denied basic human rights. The play centers
around the murder of a eunuch named Kamla, whose death reveals the deep-seated prejudice and violence
directed at this community. Through the character of Uma, who investigates the murder, Dattani exposes the
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systemic injustices eunuchs face, including their lack of legal protection and the social stigma that forces them
into the fringes of society. The play highlights the challenges eunuchs encounter in their struggle for dignity
and recognition, as they are often reduced to mere objects of curiosity or pity. Dattani’s portrayal is both
empathetic and critical, shedding light on the intersection of gender, sexuality, and caste that complicates their
marginalization. By giving voice to the struggles of eunuchs, Dattani challenges the audience to rethink their
perceptions and to advocate for a more inclusive society where eunuchs are treated with the respect and
equality they deserve. The play’s social realism is evident in its unflinching portrayal of the brutal realities
faced by eunuchs, from social exclusion to physical violence, and its critique of the societal structures that

perpetuate such discrimination.
Communalism and Social Division

Mahesh Dattani’s plays incisively address the themes of communalism and social division, exposing the deep-
seated prejudices that fuel conflict in Indian society. In Final Solutions, Dattani portrays the tensions between
Hindus and Muslims, delving into the historical animosities and cultural stereotypes that perpetuate communal
strife. The play unfolds during a period of riots, bringing to light the fears, mistrust, and scapegoating that arise
in such times. Through the experiences of a Hindu family that shelters a Muslim boy, Dattani reveals how
communal identities are often manipulated, leading to divisions that tear at the fabric of society. He critically
examines the role of history, memory, and inherited biases in maintaining these divides, suggesting that true
resolution requires confronting these uncomfortable truths. Dattani’s work reflects a broader critique of how
social divisions-whether based on religion, caste, or ethnicity-are ingrained in societal structures and
perpetuated through generations. By bringing these issues to the stage, he forces audiences to reflect on the
destructive nature of communalism and the need for greater understanding and empathy across social
boundaries. Dattani’s plays thus serve as a call to dismantle the prejudices that continue to divide communities
in India. The play’s realism lies in its depiction of the characters’ internal conflicts, their struggle to reconcile
their personal beliefs with the larger social narratives, and its critique of the societal structures that perpetuate

communal divisions.
Family Dynamics

Family dynamics in Mahesh Dattani’s plays reveal the intricate relationship between personal desires and
societal expectations, often highlighting the tensions within the Indian family structure. Through his realistic
portrayal, Dattani critiques patriarchy and traditional gender roles. In Bravely Fought the Queen, for example,
the lives of women trapped in a male-dominated family structure show how societal norms restrict their
autonomy and self-expression. These women grapple with both domestic responsibilities and their internal
struggles, reflecting the emotional and psychological toll of patriarchal oppression. Dattani also explores
generational conflicts, where the younger generation’s aspirations clash with the older generation’s adherence
to tradition. In Dance Like a Man, the protagonist Jairaj’s passion for Bharatanatyam dance, a traditionally
female art form, creates friction with his father, who embodies societal norms. This conflict symbolizes the
larger struggle between personal freedom and rigid cultural expectations. Additionally, Dattani often portrays

families where hidden identities complicate relationships. In Bravely Fought the Queen, characters conceal
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aspects of their identity to conform to societal standards, which leads to emotional disconnection within the
family. Through these dynamics, Dattani provides a mirror to society, using the family unit to expose broader
issues of identity, power, and societal pressure, all while underscoring the struggles faced by individuals within

this complex framework.
Caste and Class

Caste and class play significant roles in Mahesh Dattani’s plays, where he highlights the deep-rooted social
hierarchies and inequalities prevalent in Indian society. Dattani’s exploration of these themes is particularly
evident in Final Solutions, where communal tensions between Hindu and Muslim families reflect broader
issues of class and caste divisions. He exposes the prejudice, stereotypes, and discrimination that perpetuate
social boundaries, often showing how these divisions are internalized within families and passed down through
generations. In Dattani’s works, class distinctions are also intricately linked to personal relationships.
Characters are frequently seen navigating their identities in a world where social status determines
opportunities, respect, and power. For instance, in Tara, class and gender intersect, as the Patel family’s
decision to prioritize their son over their daughter for medical treatment stems not only from gender bias but
also from concerns about family honor and societal perception-a reflection of how class influences personal
decisions. Dattani’s portrayal of caste often goes beyond explicit references; instead, it is woven into the fabric
of his narratives through characters’ interactions, prejudices, and internalized biases. His characters grapple
with their positions in society, highlighting how deeply ingrained caste and class systems limit personal
freedom, relationships, and self-worth. By realistically depicting these social divides, Dattani critiques the
rigidity of India’s caste and class systems, urging the audience to reflect on the consequences of such social

stratification on both individual lives and communal harmony.
Conclusion

Mahesh Dattani’s plays exemplify the significance of social realism in modern Indian theater. By delving into
themes such as gender inequality, the challenges faced by the LGBTQ+ community, the marginal of eunuchs,
and the problem of communal strife, Dattani reveals the stark truths of Indian society, urging audiences to
confront the often-overlooked realities. His work mirrors the socio-cultural intricacies of contemporary India
while critiquing the societal standards that sustain inequality and injustice. Consequently, Dattani’s plays
transcend mere artistic expression; they act as influential catalysts for social change, highlighting the necessity

for increased awareness and comprehension of the issues impacting the lives of countless individuals in India.
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