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Abstract: 
 Drama has a strong place in the field of literature. The play on the stage is what it is 
without before or after, the action is pure and complete and immediately viewed by the 
audience. Drama is a genre of literature in which the text and performance both have 
equal importance. Mahesh Dattani, is the first Indian playwright writing in English to 
receive the Sahitya Akademi Award in 1988. He projects the society (women, 
homosexuals and transgender) who has created their own society. These people have 
their own way of style, language, expression, feeling and behaviour. All of them are 
neglected by the society and thus they create their own society in which they make 
themselves comfortable but even then they are tortured and disturbed by the outer world. 

 
 He shows the female images that are not weak or nervous but are aware and 

confident to retaliate against the wrong doers. Dattani discuss both types of women that 
is suppressed and bold women and shows that how both of them lead their life in same 
society. Homosexuals too have their own way of expressing their ideas. They are 
attracted to the people of the same sex and this is the only universal sign. . Dattani shows 
it clearly that even homosexuals have strong bond of love, anger, jealous and affection 
like heterosexual. 

 
 Transgender too have their own way of speaking to others, actions, gestures, 

body movement which is totally different from the other genders. They are forced to live 
in cloistered groups, on the fringes of society and in extreme poverty. Dattani has 
beautifully depicted the sociological, sexual, psychological, cultural violence faced by the 
Transgender community in his play.  

 
Keywords: Women, Homosexuals, Transgender. 
 
Abbreviations: Dance Like A Man (DLM) and Bravely Fought the Queen (BFQ) 

I 

Drama has a prominant place in the field of literature. Drama is a genre of literature in 
which the text and performance both have equal importance. It is true that firstly the ideas of the 
dramatists are penned down in the form of text and the performance comes secondly. While 
writing a play, a dramatist has to co-ordinate various rudiments to make a complete authentic and 
pleasurable piece of work. Drama is a composite art, in which the performance of each and every 
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major and minor character must be perfect and it is only their performance that would cover the 
other mistakes if that plays has in it.  

Success and failure of the play depends only on the performance of the play and Dattani’s 

plays are the best examples as all his plays stood the test of time. Dattani’s plays are marked by 

high degree of stage ability and humanistic approach towards the marginalized sections of our 

society. His plays mirror in a very incisive manner a lot of issues which are common urban 

problems.  His strong belief is that drama can be perfectly used as a tool for social awareness. 

Dattani concentrates on contemporary society and reality in a fast changing world: 

His audiences have been large and responsive, both to the spectacle and the language: 

…people have come to terms with the fact that English is an Indian language!...India has 

this enormous capacity to absorb from all sources…the sooner we come to terms with 

that, we can get on with the rest (quoted in Chaudhuri 2005: 14) 

 

Dattani speaks openly that English is the language which he uses as his medium to 

express his views and ideas to the people who are in all the nooks and corners of the world and 

that is home grown and Indian - a “hybrid language” that is spoken normally and in an 

uninhibited way, as a matter of course by his characters who are essentially Indian. . As he says 

“you’ve got to be true to your expression and English is for me a sort of mode to spread my inner 

thoughts and   It’s my language as it is to a lot of Indians here and abroad‟ (Menon and K S 

Prakash online). 

 

Dattani’s plays reveal his preference much to the women society and for the virgin field, 

the sphere least discussed or not discussed at all such as that of homosexuals, eunuchs and incest. 

In Indian writing to some extent this kind of writing comes into the realm of “taboo”. The 

performer has to take great pain in creating atmosphere befitting to event and necessary make up 

and choreography befitting to the characters. Moreover, the presence of every character on the 

stage is very necessary in stage play. Dattani writes about the society he lives in. His plays depict 

the dynamic and mechanism of modern urban families. Therefore, he gives way to old theatrical 

device in order to show the moves and motives of the character. He uses many modern devices 
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like ‘thought’, ‘mobile phone’ conversations for revealing the feelings and thoughts of the 

characters. 

 

In this article I am going to discuss Dattani’s way of projecting the language(Dialogues), 

performance( employs bodies, motions, space, affect, image etc ), similarities and differences in 

both the societies  with reference to the plays like Dance like a Man(1989), Bravely Fought the 

Queen(1991), On A Muggy Night in Mumbai(1998), Thirty Days in September(2001), Seven 

Steps Around the Fire(1998). What matters most in a play or drama is performance. Dattani 

believes in the magic of the spoken words and therefore lays emphasis on the performance of his 

characters. While acting on the stage, Dattani’s characters are aware of the contemporary reality 

that stares us in our face. Dattani says “If you look at my plays, you would find that each 

characters, every character has, you know his or her space in the play, which an actor can 

develop” (qtd in Chaudhuri 104). Since much stress is not made on the printed words but on the 

utterance of words through the mouth of characters. 

Let me first discuss Dattani’s projection of women society as they are the half of the 

humanity. Women oppression is not only found on lower level but also on the women in rich 

families. Women are trapped by birth. She is traditionally bound, organized and manipulated by 

patriarchal in all age. In order to make the people realize the value of women in families, 

marriage life and of course to the society he produced the fabulous plays like Dance Like A Man, 

Bravely Fought The Queen, and Thirty Days in September.  

Language and Performance of Women Society in Dattani’s Select Plays: 

Language is the human capacity for acquiring and using complex systems of 

communication. Human language is unique because it has the properties of productivity and 

displacement, because it relies entirely on social convention and learning. Its complex structure 

therefore affords a much wider range of possible expressions. Women of India are the true 

embodiment of Shakti. They have the ability to share, care, nurture, cook, and perform their role 

perfectly although they have to face lots of trial and tribulations. The performance of a character 

includes (body position, gesture, facial expression, voice modulation, speech pattern, and social 
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space, markers of clothing, adornment and cosmetics). They laugh to express amusement, 

happiness, or disrespect, Smile to express amusement, pleasure, approval, or bitter feelings. 

  Womanhood shriek to express anger, excitement, or fear, they clench the hands to 

express determination, anger or a threat and raise eyebrows to express surprise or disapproval. 

Dattani projects female images that are not weak or nervous but are aware and confident to 

retaliate against the wrong doers. Mahesh Dattani has always been very particular about the 

correct portrayal of his women characters and he has no biases against them. He says to Lakshmi 

Subramanyam: 

They are humans. They want something. They face obstacles. They will do anything in 

their power to get it. All I focus on is the powerlessness of these people….. And I am not 

going to change my sensibilities for political correctness either. My only defense is to say 

that I am not biased against women (131). 

Some women characters are submissive, down to earth that can be seen in their dialogues 

and some are very bold, aggressive that too reflects from the dialogues. Both types of women 

fight for their identity in their home and in the society but in different manner that can be seen in 

their dialogues and performance. 

 In the play Danace Like A Man Ratna come across as a dominating and ruthlessly 

ambitious women. She bravely stands up to her autocratic father-in-law Amritlal Parekh in her 

youth and also dominates her husband throughout the play. Ratna is a highly strung woman who 

is always on the verge of a nervous breakdown and like a typical Indian women she is anxious 

about her husband’s heavy drinking and at one stage she burst outs into the declaration of her 

failure in her career: 

….. Yes, your father was right. Dance has brought us nowhere. It’s his curse on us. 

Nothing seems to be worth it anymore. Oh, its all so worthless. You should have listened 

to your father. He was right. We were never anything great but an average human being( 

DLM Act-1) 

Ratna is a woman of many devices. She is a partly devoted wife, loving mother, and 

defiant daughter-in-law. She is dominating and hateful. Ratna is very ambitious lady who could 

go to any extent to fulfill her dreams and desires. It is clear from the conversation between Ratna 
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and Jairaj that Ratna destroyed Jairaj’s dancing career only for her success in her dancing career. 

Dattani shows perfectly through the performance of Ratna that how modern women go to any 

extend to fulfill their own desire. 

Bravely Fought the Queen is family play that depicts the mother-in-law’s torture over 

their daughters-in –law which is quite common but a serious issue which seems to be spreading 

like a common disease and destroying the lives of many married woman’s life. Baa is an old 

woman who has suffered a stroke. She is confined to bed and alternates between the houses of 

her sons- Jiten and Niten, whose wives Dolly and Alka look after her by turn Although irritating 

and irksome with her frequent interruptions, Baa emerges as a strong and dominating character 

in the play. She controls her daughters-in-law through blackmailing and instigating one against 

the other. She is bed-ridden and is visible along with a small landing which leads to her bedroom 

and Dolly’s bedroom offstage. Baa summons her daughter-in-law Dolly by ringing a bell and 

shouting off-stage. All the dialogues involving her take place off-stage. She performs like a 

typical mother-in-law as she keeps on taunting Dolly: 

BAA: Your mother is a keep...a mistress! My sons have married the daughters of a 

whore! 

DOLLY: Your mother never understood that. She blamed it on us! 

BAA: Throw them out of the house.(BFQ ACTIII 96). 

 Baa is a horrible mother-in-law who kept on torturing her son’s wife in some or 

other way in order to prove that she is having control in the family. Even Baa too has been 

exploited in the hands of her husband. All the women characters in this play are exploited 

in some or other way. They represent the women who fight back if they are suppressed or 

not heard for a long time. As Simone de Beauvoir says, “The position that women occupy 

in the society is comparable in many respects to that of racial minorities in spite of the fact 

that women constitute numerically at least half the human race (102). Baa and Dolly are 

somewhat similarly exploited as both are tortured and beaten up by their husband and even 

Dolly was kicked up by Jiten when she is pregnant due to which she gives birth to a spastic 

child.Whereas it is Alka whose anguish and frustration is due to her husband’s homosexual 
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libido and her Praful’s deceit of not revealing Nitin’s reality to her. She takes out her 

resentment in the end: 

The saint gives sister to the sinner and disappears! Finished matter over…. The 

saint has another sister who is bad, bad, bad,. He beats her till she gets better. And 

he has thus friend. A best friend! The sinner’s brother turns out to be his best 

friend. Not such a confidence.(BFQ ACT III 46)  

In the play Thirty Days in September deals with the sexual abuse of Shanta and her 

daughter Mala. Mala’s voice on the tape which is played in the black-out takes her back to 

September 30th 2001 and presents herself as a more confused and nervous person. She assumes 

herself responsible for the disaster which turned her life, but sometime she suspect that his 

mother is the one behind her catastrophe. As she says: 

“I—I don’t know how to begin . . . Today is the 30th of September . . . 2001, and my 

name is . . . I don’t think I want to say my name . . . I am sorry . . . I know it is all my 

fault really . . . It must be. I must have asked for it . . . it’s not anybody’s fault, except my 

own. Sometimes I wish that my mother . . .” (Collected Play II 9). Later she says: “The 

only person who can, who could have prevented all this is my mother. Sometimes I wish 

she would just tell me to stop. She could have prevented a lot from happening . . .” 

(Collected Play II 18). 

Mala not only bears the pain of sexual assault that she undergoes during her childhood 

but also her emotional suffering by seeing her mother’s silence and even her ignorance during 

her molestation which subsides in her subconscious mind. When she grows up and realizes that 

her mother is still silent and pretending to be ignorant she hates her mother from her bottom of 

heart. This is the place where she hates her mother and a clash takes place between them and 

Mala says: 

Where were you when he locked the door to your bed room while I was napping in there? 

Where were you during those fifteen minutes when he was destroying my soul? Fifteen 

minutes every day of my summer holidays, add them up. Fifteen minutes multiplied by 
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thirty or thirty-one or whatever. That’s how long or how little it took for you to send me 

to hell for the rest of my life! (Collected Plays II 34) 

Shanta also suffers a guilt consciousness. Like Bharati, in Tara, who becomes more 

affectionate towards Tara to hide her guilt, Shanta also expresses her love for Mala to 

compensate for her guilt. She feels herself guilty of Mala’s pitiable plight and accepts: “It is 

always my fault . . . I-I forget things. I am the one to blame. But she is a very nice girl at heart” 

(Collected playsII 73). 

 

Moved by Mala’s pain, Shanta reveals the reality of her life and the reason for her 

keeping her lips shut: 

I was six, Mala. I was six. And he was thirteen . . . and it wasn’t only summer holidays. 

For ten years! For ten years!! (Pointing to the picture of God.) I looked to Him. I didn’t 

feel anything. I didn’t feel pain, I didn’t feel pleasure. I lost myself in Him. He helped 

me. He helped me. By taking away all feelings. No pain no pleasure, only silence. Silence 

means Shanti. Shanti. But my tongue is cut off. No. No. It just fell off somewhere. I 

didn’t use it, no. I cannot shout for help, I cannot say words of comfort; I cannot even 

speak about it. No, I can’t. I am dumb. (Collected Plays11 80) 

 

Dattani through the performance of the character of mother and daughter he shows 

Shanta’s image of traditional woman as a bearer of the pain by keeping their voices silent, and 

Mala’s as a girl with modern sensibility who revolts not only against her mother’s silence but 

also challenges male supremacy by rejecting Deepak’s proposal for living together. 

 

Language and Performance of Homosexuals in Dattani’s Play On A Muggy Night in 

Mumbai: 

Language is the one way for human beings to communicate with each other. We are able 

to exchange Knowledge, beliefs, opinions, wishes, threats, commands, thanks, promises, and 

feelings – only our imagination sets limits. Homosexuals too have their own way of expressing 

their ideas. They are attracted to the people of the same sex and this is the only universal sign. 
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There are two ways in which homosexual slang is used. The first is when it is employed by the 

outsider or “straight” individual to describe or refer to homosexuals and their activities.  

The other is “inside” language, which is used by the homosexual and serves several purposes 

other than simple communication. It helps to transform the feeling of being a despised minority 

to that of a special in-group. 

Gay face is undeniably real. It is like too much pursing of the lips or something and too 

much squinting of the eyes. Dattani makes full use of bold words in the dialogues of this play. 

Such words are not used in a conservative Indian society that too publically. One doesn’t have to 

look for gay connotations between the lines. Words like: bulge in the pants, coconut friend, 

buggery, dickhead, love bites, pelvis to pelvis, nerds, fucking hot, faggot, pansy, gandu etc. have 

been used without any restriction. These words have been taken from the gay vocabulary and 

used in this play to make the dialogues crisp and functional. Dattani makes the characters speak 

loud, open and long of their sexual desires and experiences in the play without any sort of 

hesitation. There are quick exchanges between the characters and sometimes long monologues 

are used wherever and whenever necessary. 

Dattani successfully recreates the characters when he allows them to mix their Hindi 

words with English- that makes their performance real and appealing. The code mixing goes in 

the play along with the movements. Let take the below conversations: 

Kamlesh: Tum, Kya…yeh sab….. paise ke liya kare ho? 

Guard: Nahin.(realizes the implication of what he said, hastily) Hahn! Hahn, main paise 

ke liye hi to karta hoon sab kuch! 

Kamlesh: You do enjoy it. What you do to me, what I do to you. Don’t you? 

Guard : (A little nervous) Ab main jaon?(MNM 14) 

All the characters remain more or less in the same position as Dattani displays their 

sexuality only through their actions by the movement of hand, leg, lips, gesture etc. The 

Homosexuals performance in the plays is different but real. The protagonists are comfortable 
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with their sexuality, they are afraid of showing it out. This can be seen in the play On a Muggy 

Night in Mumbai. We have Bunny, the well known public figure who does not want to come out 

of the closet, Ranjit, the flaming queen pouncing around the stage, Deepali and kamlesh are quite 

comfortable with their sexuality, and then there is Ed/ Prakash who is trying to be bi-sexual. 

Sharad the gay partner of kamlesh hates heterosexuality like all other characters in the play. 

There are many levels at which this play works. Dattani’s characters are filled with the courage 

to speak in front of the public with boldness and bluntness. The gays in Kamlesh party represent 

the varied faces of the homosexual community. Sharad, the flamboyant gay cares of a fig about 

how the world views him, Bunny, his antithesis, the clandestine homosexual who plays a happily 

married father on a television sitcom as well as in real life. These are the complex people who 

care deeply for each other. 

Dattani, through these characters explores the dynamics of personal and ethical choices 

made by them while focusing on interpersonal relationships and themes of friendship, love, 

deception and betrayal. M K Naik comments on the play: The play presents a group of well-to-

do homosexuals in Bombay, their changing mutual relationships, their revelations, their self-

delusions and self-discoveries.(quoted in Talwar and Bandhana 2005: 161). Love is more in the 

mind than in the body of homosexuals. Same-sex love could be as demanding as heterosexual 

love relationship and it also raise jealousy. Take for instance, the following conversation 

between Sharad and Kamlesh: 

Sharad: You know I still love you. 

Kamlesh: (in a matter-of-fact manner). Then why did you walk out on me? 

Sharad: You were relieved when I did. 

Kamlesh: I am sorry…… 

Sharad: I knew it within a month of moving in with you…… 

Kamlesh: I tried , Sharad, I….. 

Sharad:  Oh! Spare me the lies! You could never love anyone because you are still in love      

with Prakash.(MNM 56) 

Kamlesh was depressed and nostalgic about his friendship with Prakash. He became sick. 

On the top of it is his sister, Kiran, who wants to marry Pakash. Dattani has depicted the same –

sex love with frankness and boldness. After Kamlesh and Sharad, Ranjit too admits that he is 
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gay. As he is so much strong in his relation that he leaves his country to maintain his relationship 

as he puts it: 

Ranjit: Call me what you will. My English lover and I have been together for twelve 

years now. You lot will never be able to find a lover in this wretched country! 

Deepali: Tina and I can tell all of you to go jump! 

Ranjit: I guess you are an exception. But you guys will never 

Succeed because you end up loving all the wrong blokes.(MNM 70) 

In this play some characters are very weak and scared to reveal their relation and live 

dual life to hide their originality as Bunny says as: 

Bunny: Find yourself a nice woman. You can always have sex 

on the side. 

Sharad: And pretend to be straight like you? 

Bunny: What‟s wrong with that? Huh? Do you think I will be 

accepted by the millions if I screamed from the housetops that I 

am a gay. 

Ranjit: Yes, but you do scream from the rooftop that you are 

straight. 

 

On the other side there are some characters who accept their homosexuality openly 

without any fear as Kamlesh says: 

Kamlesh: Let them talk! If two men want to love one another, 

what’s the harm? 

Kiran: Being divorced doesn’t help. Everyone seems to know 

All details. Or think they do. At that party, I felt their stares, as 

If they were saying, „That’s Kiran. The one whose husband 

Dumped her.‟ Kamlesh, take my advice. Don’t let people know 

About you. You will spend your whole life defending yourself. If 

I had the choice, I would stay invisible too. 

Kamlesh: Are you embarrassed to be seen with me? 
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All the friends- Kamlesh, Sharad, Bunny, Deepali and Ranjit- know the secrets of each 

other’s private lives and same sex love. Heat and sound outside the window project two different 

worlds. Most of the gay characters are well aware of their status in the society and they are 

compelled to create a special space i.e. illusory world where they are not afraid to reveal their 

sexual identity. 

Language and Performance of Transgender in Dattani’s Play Seven Steps Around the Fire: 

Language refers to the Communication of thoughts and feelings through a system of 

arbitrary signals, such as voice sounds, gestures, or written symbols.  It can be compared to a 

sheet of paper. Thought is one side of the sheet and sound the reverse side. Just as it is 

impossible to take a pair of scissors and cut one side of the paper without at the same time 

cutting the other, so it is impossible in a language to isolate sound from thought, or thought from 

sound. Language is something which arises out of the work, needs, ties, joys, affections, tastes, 

of long generations of humanity, and has its bases broad and low, close to the ground. 

Transgender too have their own way of speaking to others, actions, gestures, body 

movement which is totally different from the other genders. They are forced to live in cloistered 

groups, on the fringes of society and in extreme poverty. That’s why they have developed this 

language called Gupti (the secret), as a weapon to defend themselves against any infringement in 

their cocoons. They proudly says ‘I am who I am’. Sociologists think there are subtle variations 

in the taal (beat) of the Hijra’s clap that apart from controlling the attention of normal’s are also 

used for internal codified messages. Besides, the visual beauty of the henna design on their hands 

gets a resounding slap — the accent on femininity is taken away. 

Gupti or ulti vhasa has remained an esoteric language till recently, as the Hijra 

community stonewalls attempts to probe. Even well-researched works like Gender, Sexuality and 

Language, an essay by Mary Bucholtz and Kira Hall in Encyclopaedia of Language and 

Linguistics edited by Keith Brown, have failed to take note of the clandestine nature of this 

language. Tariq Rahman, a Pakistani academic and intellectual, and author of Language, 

Ideology and Power: Language Learning Among the Muslims of Pakistan and North India 
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(2002), brings to light many language.“ have two kinds of languages. Muslim Hijras speak 

mostly Farsi and Hindu Hijras speak Gupti with regional dialects. So depending on where you 

are in India, a Hijra could be called hikra, kinnar, safadi or khujda. 

A community that survives largely on alms has to have numbers and its own counting 

system. This counting system in some dialects of Gupti is used just for alms and compensations 

— dasola (Rs.10), adhi vadvi (Rs.50), vadmi (Rs.100), panj vadmi (Rs.500), katka (Rs.1000), 

and nira patt (Rs.10,000).  

In performance several taps can be turned on the stage at the same time. Words, silence, 

sound effects, background music, facial expressions, gestures, movements across the stage, 

lighting, grouping, shadows, shapes and colors in the costumes etc seems to be telling something 

along with the performance of the characters. Dattni believes in the magic of the spoken words 

and therefore lay emphasizes on the performance of his characters. He mentioned the expressions 

of his characters also. Facial expression assists in penetrating minutely at the condition and 

emotion of the character. Anarkali’s sexual expression when she asks Munuswamy for a 

cigarette and her delight when Uma offers her a full pack of cigarette, the frightening appearance 

of Salim when Uma reaches at the house of minister and enquires about him, the stunning 

expression of the other people before whom Salim confessed that he only killed Kamla are 

necessary components to understand a play in totality. 

Salim: I-I confess Madam. I killed her(the other are stunned) 

Uma: Constable Munuswamy. Please take down his statement.(Munuswamy hesitates. 

Pause) 

What’s wrong? Why do you look so frightened? 

A single element should not be missed whether it is a pause or expression or even a 

comma or full stop. The author has a purpose behind everything that he uses in his plays. The 

expression helps in understanding the situation and characters of the play. Anarkali is kept in 

male cell where she is male-treated. Anarkali is fed up of false sympathy and avoids having a 

conversation with Uma. After knowing that Uma belongs to the family of Deputy Commissioner 
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of Police, Anarkali pleads Uma to release her. Munswamy behaves rudely to her and asks the 

prisoners to beat her. Uma gets so much disturbed with all this that she begins to think about 

their identity and present condition: 

Uma: Nobody seems to have anything about them. Neither do they. Did they come to this 

country with Islam, or are they a part of our glorious Hindu tradition? Why they are so 

much obsessed with weddings and ceremonies of childbirth?(SSAF ACT I 34) 

What matters most in this brief play is the proper use of some words and phrases 

symbolizing the character and activities of the hijras. Although transgender behave in a amicable 

manner but it is the society who never want to talk and be in touch with them and simply finds 

mistake in them as the below conversation proves it: 

Anarkali: We make our relations with our eyes. With our love. I look at him, he looks at 

me, and he is my brother. I look at you, you looks at me, and we are mother and daughter. 

Oh, brother give me a cigarette, na. 

Munswamy: Shut up. And don’t call me brother. 

Anarkali: If you had a beautiful sister, you will give her a cigarette for a fuck, no 

Munswamy: Just because madam is here… 

Anarkali: You are not a sister-fucker 

Munswamy: Just talk to the madam and then I will see you.(SSAF 34). 

This conversation shows how the hijras who are a part of our society speaks in a friendly 

manner but if somebody, like Munswamy misbehaves, they give a good retort, even go to the 

extent of using rude and vulgar expressions as Anarkali says in the above dialogue. 

 Feudalism only accepts the blood relations as relatives whereas third gender is totally 

against the feudalism. They are ready to accept the people in the society as their brothers and 

sisters if they really shower true love and affection on them. But it is the societies who always 

looks at them as sinners and try to maintain distance from them. Dattani through the language 

and performance of characters in the play Seven Steps Around the Fire has beautifully depicts the 
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pathetical condition of the hijras especially in India. He clearly shows that they are also human 

and we should respect and consider them also as a part of society. 
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