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Abstract

This article examines Mahesh Dattani’s dramatic oeuvre as a sustained critique of contemporary Indian society,
arguing that his theatre dismantles the conventional rural-urban binary by revealing a continuous ideological
structure governing both spaces. Unlike earlier Indian dramatists who relied on mythic or historical frameworks,
Dattani constructs a theatre of the present that exposes the lived realities of gender hierarchy, sexual regulation,
and communal identity. Using a qualitative interpretative methodology based on close textual analysis, this
study examines Final Solutions, Tara, Dance Like a Man, and On a Muggy Night in Mumbai. The analysis is
situated within Feminist, Queer, and Postcolonial theoretical frameworks to demonstrate how Dattani
destabilizes normative identity structures. Findings suggest that his drama consistently reveals oppression as
structurally continuous across rural and urban contexts. The study concludes that Dattani’s theatre redefines
Indian English drama as a critical space of ideological interrogation rather than representational narrative.
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1. Introduction the socio-political realities of contemporary India. A
Indian English drama has historically evolved significant strand of criticism, as observed in
through mythological adaptation and historical Multani’s (2012) reading of Final Solutions, links
allegory, often distancing itself from immediate the play to the lingering trauma of Partition,
social realities. Mahesh Dattani represents a suggesting that historical violence continues to
significant shift in this trajectory by embedding shape present-day formations of identity and
drama within contemporary lived experience. communal  consciousness. This  perspective
This article argues that Dattani’s theatre dismantles underscores how Dattani’s theatre engages with
the rural-urban binary by exposing a unified memory not as a distant historical residue but as an
ideological system operating across both domains. active force that informs ongoing social relations. In
His plays demonstrate that issues such as patriarchy, feminist critical approaches to Tara, scholars
communal violence, and sexual repression are not emphasize the presence of deeply embedded
geographically confined but structurally embedded patriarchal systems operating within domestic
within Indian society. In Final Solutions, communal spaces, where decisions regarding gender,
identity emerges as a historically inherited condition inheritance, and  bodily  value  reflect
rather than a situational crisis, where prejudice institutionalized inequality rather than isolated acts
persists as lived reality (Dattani 87). of discrimination. Similarly, Sarmah (2019), while

examining Dattani’s portrayal of urban sexuality,
2. Literature Review foregrounds his attention to non-normative desire in
Critical scholarship on Mahesh Dattani consistently metropolitan settings, although such readings often
positions him as a playwright deeply engaged with tend to prioritize wurban experience without
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sufficiently addressing the ideological continuity
between rural and urban contexts. From a queer
theoretical standpoint, influenced by Butler’s
(1990) concept of performativity, On a Muggy Night
in Mumbai is interpreted as a space where identity
is continuously constructed through repetition,
social expectation, and regulatory norms rather than
being rooted in essential or fixed categories.
Postcolonial readings drawing on Bhabha (1994)
further highlight the instability of cultural identity in
Dattani’s work, emphasizing hybridity, negotiation,
and the fractured nature of postcolonial subject
formation. However, despite this rich and diverse
critical engagement, existing scholarship often
remains fragmented, treating themes such as gender,
sexuality, and communalism in isolation. Very few
studies systematically integrate these concerns
within a unified framework that accounts for the
continuity between rural and urban ideological
structures. It is precisely this gap that the present
study seeks to address by reading Dattani’s
dramaturgy as a cohesive system of socio-cultural
critique rather than a collection of discrete thematic
explorations.

3. Methodology
This study adopts a qualitative research design using
interpretative textual analysis. The primary texts
include: Final Solutions (1994),Tara (1995),Dance
Like a Man (1997) and On a Muggy Night in
Mumbai (1998).

This study moves through the discipline of
qualitative inquiry, where meaning is not measured
but interpreted, and where Mahesh Dattani’s
dramatic world is read as a living archive of social
ideology. It adopts Qualitative Content Analysis as
its primary mode of investigation, supported by
close reading as a sustained critical practice. In this
method, the text is approached not as a surface
narrative but as a structured field of signs where
gender, sexuality, and communal consciousness
repeatedly surface in coded and layered forms.
Rather than reducing drama into numerical
categories or empirical units, the study allows
meaning to emerge through repetition, contrast, and
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interpretative depth, treating language itself as a site
of ideological production.

Within this methodological frame, close reading
becomes a disciplined act of attention. Each play is
examined through its dialogue, silences, pauses, and
symbolic gestures, where meaning often resides
beyond explicit articulation. Words are not taken at
face value; instead, they are read as socially
embedded expressions shaped by cultural pressure
and emotional contradiction. In this process,
interpretation moves slowly through textual texture,
uncovering how identity and conflict are staged
within ordinary interactions that appear simple but
carry deeper structural weight.

The analysis unfolds across three interconnected
levels, forming a layered interpretative architecture.
At the micro level, attention is directed toward
linguistic detail—choice of words, tonal shifts,
symbolic expressions, and fragmented speech
patterns that reveal psychological tension. At the
meso level, the study examines how scenes are
constructed, how dramatic progression is shaped,
and how narrative rhythm reflects underlying
ideological movement. At the macro level, the focus
expands to thematic systems where broader
concerns such as patriarchy, communal tension, and
sexual regulation become visible as recurring
structures rather than isolated events.

Alongside these textual readings, the study is guided
by an integrated theoretical lens that brings together
Feminist, Queer, and Postcolonial perspectives.
Feminist theory, inspired by Simone de Beauvoir,
allows the reading of gender as socially constructed
hierarchy rather than biological destiny. Queer
theory, shaped by Judith Butler, provides a
framework for understanding identity as
performance, continuously produced through
repetition and social regulation. Postcolonial theory,
drawing on Homi K. Bhabha, situates these
identities within a broader cultural space marked by
hybridity, historical memory, and ideological
negotiation. These theories do not function as
external additions imposed on the text; rather, they
operate as interpretative energies embedded within
the reading process itself.
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The study adopts a comparative spatial model that
examines rural and urban settings not as separate
entities but as interconnected ideological spaces.
Instead of reinforcing binary oppositions, this
approach traces continuities across locations,
revealing how similar systems of power operate
within different social environments. Through this
methodological movement, the research constructs
a reading of Dattani that emphasizes structural
continuity, interpretative depth, and theoretical
integration, positioning his drama as a unified field
of social critique rather than fragmented thematic
representation.

4. Results and Discussion

Mahesh Dattani’s dramatic vision consistently
dismantles the assumed separation between rural
and urban experience by revealing that both spaces
are governed by parallel ideological systems rather
than distinct cultural logics. In Final Solutions,
communal identity does not emerge as a product of
geographical location but as an inherited structure
of belief, sustained through historical memory and
social repetition. Prejudice, therefore, is not
situational but transmissible, circulating across
generations and environments. This continuity is
sharply articulated in Javed’s observation, “It must
feel good being a majority” (Dattani 87), which
exposes how dominance is normalized within
everyday social arrangements, regardless of spatial
setting. A similar structural logic governs gender
relations in Tara, where inequality is not presented
as an isolated act of discrimination but as an
embedded system of violence within familial
ideology. The preference for the male child reflects
a deeply internalized patriarchal order, reinforcing
what de Beauvoir identifies as the cultural
production of woman as “Other” (16). Tara’s
expression, “I move, just move, without meaning”
(72), further conveys the gradual erasure of identity
under systemic exclusion. In On a Muggy Night in
Mumbai, sexuality is not treated as an essential
identity but as a socially regulated construct,
aligning with Butler’s concept of performativity,
where identity is continuously produced through
repetition and normative enforcement. Dattani thus

2092

ISSN: 3107-6513

destabilizes heteronormative assumptions by
presenting desire as culturally shaped rather than
biologically determined. Similarly, in Dance Like a
Man, the family operates as a disciplinary institution
that enforces dominant gender expectations,
suppressing artistic individuality through inherited
codes of masculinity. Across these plays, the family
emerges not as a private emotional unit but as a
microstructure of broader ideological systems,
mirroring the communal tensions and social
hierarchies evident in Final Solutions.

5.Formal Innovation

Dattani’s dramaturgy unfolds as a deliberate
disruption of linear storytelling, where time refuses
to move in a straight and comforting order, and
memory keeps intruding into the present like a
persistent ideological echo. His non-linear narrative
structure fractures chronology so that past and
present coexist, revealing how history is never truly
over but continuously active within contemporary
consciousness. Within this fractured temporal
space, the chorus emerges not merely as a theatrical
device but as a collective consciousness, a layered
voice of society that speaks through repetition,
judgment, and silence, embodying the pressure of
communal ideology rather than individual
perspective. Alongside this, minimalist staging
strips theatre of decorative excess, refusing
spectacle in order to foreground tension, dialogue,
and psychological depth; emptiness on stage
becomes a form of emphasis, drawing attention to
what is spoken and, more importantly, what remains
unspoken. Everyday conversational realism further
anchors the drama in familiar linguistic patterns,
allowing ideology to surface through ordinary
speech that appears natural yet carries embedded
systems of power, prejudice, and normalization.
Through the convergence of these techniques,
theatre is transformed from a medium of simple
representation into a critical space of interrogation,
where performance does not mirror reality but
actively exposes and destabilizes the ideological
structures that sustain it beneath the surface of the
everyday.
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6. Conclusion

Mahesh Dattani’s theatrical corpus emerges as a
sustained and incisive critique of Indian society
through its persistent exposure of ideological
continuities that operate across both rural and urban
environments. Rather than treating these spaces as
culturally distinct or oppositional, his plays
demonstrate that systems of oppression—whether
related to gender hierarchy, communal identity, or
sexual regulation—function through deeply
embedded social structures that remain consistent
across geographical boundaries. In this sense,
Dattani challenges the conventional spatial
imagination of Indian drama by suggesting that
inequality is not produced by location but
reproduced through shared cultural and ideological
mechanisms. His theatre therefore shifts attention
from external differences to internal continuities,
where power circulates invisibly through everyday
relationships, familial interactions, and social
expectations.

In comparison to other modern Indian dramatists
such as Girish Karnad and Vijay Tendulkar,
Dattani’s dramatic practice is distinguished by a
decisive movement away from mythological,
historical, or allegorical modes of storytelling.
While Karnad often reinterprets myth to comment
on contemporary politics and Tendulkar employs
social realism with overt political symbolism,
Dattani situates his narratives within intimate
domestic and psychological spaces. This shift
allows ideology to emerge not as a grand or
theatrical spectacle but as an embedded presence
within ordinary life. His characters do not operate as
symbolic archetypes but as fragmented individuals
negotiating pressure from family, society, and
internalized norms, thereby making ideology visible

through subtle emotional and conversational
dynamics  rather than external dramatic
exaggeration.

A further defining aspect of Dattani’s contribution
lies in his integration of queer subjectivity into the
mainstream discourse of Indian English theatre. By
placing non-normative identities at the core of his
dramatic  structure, he disrupts established
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representational  hierarchies that traditionally
marginalize such experiences. This inclusion is not
peripheral but structurally central, compelling a re-
evaluation of how identity, desire, and social
legitimacy are constructed within theatrical space.
In doing so, Dattani expands the ethical and
aesthetic boundaries of Indian drama, transforming
it into a more inclusive and critically aware form of
artistic expression.

Dattani’s theatre reconfigures the very function of
drama itself. Rather than serving as a medium for
storytelling or resolution, it operates as a critical

apparatus that interrogates the ideological
foundations of society. His plays transform Indian
English theatre into a space of sustained

questioning, where cultural assumptions are not
merely represented but actively destabilized,
making his work a significant site of intellectual and
social resistance within contemporary literary
discourse.
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