Delmon Publications Impact Factor:7.695(SJIF) ISSN: 2583-1232

International Council of English and Literature Journal (ICELJ)
An International Peer-Reviewed and Refereed Journal; Volume-5, Issue-3; July-Sept, 2025

RESEARCH ARTICLE

Exploring Identity Crisis and Personal Struggles in Mahesh Dattani’s Drama: A Study of
Social, Gender, and Religious Conflict

Anowar Hossain
Research Scholar,Department of English, Sunrise University,Alwar, Rajasthan (India)
Email: anowar.amu@gmail.com

Article Received: 15/07/2025; Article Accepted: 25/07/2025; Published Online: 29/07/2025
Abstract
Mahesh Dattani, a leading figure in contemporary Indian theatre, intricately explores the theme of identity
crisis and personal struggles in his works. Through plays like Tara, Final Solutions, Dance Like a Man, and
Bravely Fought the Queen, Dattani examines the complex interplay between personal desires and societal
expectations. His characters often face profound emotional and psychological conflicts as they attempt to
reconcile their authentic selves with the identities imposed by family, religion, gender, and culture. These
struggles reflect the broader socio-cultural tensions within Indian society, where individuals are often forced
to conform to restrictive norms that stifle personal expression. This research paper investigates how Dattani’s
portrayal of identity crises provides a critical lens through which to understand the impact of social structures
on individual identity. By delving into the internal conflicts of characters such as Tara, Bobby, and Jairaj,
Dattani reveals the deep-seated issues of marginalization, alienation, and repression. The paper further
explores how Dattani critiques these societal systems while highlighting the universal human struggle for self-
acceptance, authenticity, and belonging in a world fraught with external pressures and expectations.
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Introduction

Mahesh Dattani, a pioneering figure in contemporary Indian theatre, is known for his insightful
exploration of social, cultural, and psychological issues. His plays often delve into the complexities of identity,
particularly focusing on marginalized individuals such as women, homosexuals, and those from minority
religious backgrounds. Central to Dattani’s work is the theme of identity crisis, where characters struggle to
reconcile their personal desires and authentic selves with the societal roles and expectations thrust upon them.
Through his nuanced portrayal of these struggles, Dattani critiques the deep-seated social norms that shape
and often suppress individual identity. In plays like Tara, Final Solutions, Dance Like a Man, and Bravely
Fought the Queen, Dattani examines the intersection of personal conflict with larger socio-cultural pressures.
His characters grapple with issues such as gender inequality, religious divides, and the tension between
societal conformity and personal expression. Through these dramatic narratives, Dattani unveils the emotional
and psychological toll of living inauthentically in a world that demands conformity. This research paper aims
to explore the theme of identity crisis in Dattani’s characters, analyzing how their personal struggles reflect
broader societal issues and the human desire for self-acceptance in a complex, often oppressive, world.
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Theoretical Framework: Identity, Performance, and Subjectivity

In analyzing identity crises in Mahesh Dattani’s characters, a critical theoretical framework that can
be applied is the intersection of identity, performance, and subjectivity. These concepts are fundamental in
understanding how Dattani’s characters navigate their internal and external struggles.

Identity in postmodern and postcolonial theory is viewed as fluid, multiple, and constantly evolving,
shaped by social, cultural, and psychological forces. Stuart Hall’s theory of identity emphasizes that identity
is not fixed but constructed through ongoing interaction with cultural narratives and power structures. In
Dattani’s plays, characters struggle with their sense of self as they navigate complex social environments that
challenge their personal and cultural understandings. For example, in Final Solutions, Bobby’s identity is
shaped by his struggle to reconcile his religious background with his sexual identity, revealing how identity
is negotiated between private desires and public expectations.

Performance, as theorized by Judith Butler, is another crucial aspect of identity. Butler’s concept of
performativity argues that gender and other aspects of identity are not inherent but are enacted through
repeated performances in society. In Dattani’s works, characters perform roles that align with societal
expectations, such as masculinity or religious norms, often at the cost of their true selves. This performative
aspect of identity helps explain why Dattani’s characters often experience a crisis- they are forced to perform
identities that conflict with their inner truths, resulting in alienation and personal turmoil.

Subjectivity is the lens through which we understand the internalized emotions and personal
experiences of the characters. It refers to how individuals perceive and relate to themselves in a given context.
Dattani’s characters often deal with the tension between their subjectivity- how they feel about themselves—
and the objectivity imposed by societal norms. This internal conflict leads to identity crises as characters seek
authenticity amidst societal pressure.

Tara: Gender Discrimination and Psychological Disintegration

In Tara, Mahesh Dattani masterfully weaves the theme of gender discrimination with psychological
disintegration, particularly through the character of Tara, a conjoined twin who suffers the devastating
consequences of societal biases based on gender. The play presents a poignant examination of how deeply
ingrained societal norms and familial expectations shape a woman’s sense of self and identity, leading to her
emotional and psychological collapse.

The central narrative of Tara revolves around the tragic inequality faced by Tara and her twin brother,
Chandan, who share a single body. The family’s decision to prioritize Chandan’s survival over Tara’s, based
on her gender, is a reflection of the patriarchal mindset that undervalues women. While Chandan is considered
the more “worthy” twin because he is male, Tara’s life becomes secondary, marked by gendered neglect. This
decision to separate the twins surgically underscores the societal hierarchy where male lives are seen as more
important and deserving of survival, leading to Tara’s first confrontation with gender-based discrimination.

Tara’s psychological disintegration begins as she realizes the profound consequences of this gender
bias. She internalizes the belief that she is less valuable than her brother, and her sense of worth is shattered.
Despite her early hopes for a future beyond her physical limitations, the stark reality of her condition- both
physical and emotional- dawns on her. She faces an unbearable internal conflict, as her gender becomes a
marker of inadequacy in a society that judges women by a different standard. Tara’s emotional turmoil
intensifies as she feels increasingly alienated and powerless, leading to feelings of isolation and self-loathing.

Dattani uses Tara’s plight to critique the broader societal structures that perpetuate gender
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effects of societal and familial norms on an individual’s psyche. Tara’s eventual collapse- both emotionally
and physically- illustrates how gendered expectations can fracture an individual’s sense of self, leaving them
in a state of psychological disintegration. Ultimately, Tara is a stark portrayal of how deeply gender
discrimination affects women’s mental health and their struggle for recognition and equality in a patriarchal
world.

Final Solutions: Religious Identity and the Search for Human Connection

Mahesh Dattani’s Final Solutions is a compelling exploration of the intersection between religious
identity, communal tensions, and the quest for human connection. Set against the backdrop of a deeply divided
Indian society, the play delves into how religious identities shape individuals’ perceptions of self and others,
leading to internal and external conflicts. Dattani’s treatment of religion is not just a critique of communalism
but also a nuanced reflection on the human need for acceptance, understanding, and unity.

The play focuses on two families- one Hindu and one Muslim- who are brought together by a violent
encounter rooted in religious hatred. The characters are locked in a struggle between their religious affiliations
and their desire for meaningful, personal connections that transcend these divisions. The central conflict
revolves around the strained relationship between the two families, highlighting the societal pressures that
force individuals to define themselves by their religious identities rather than their humanity. Dattani uses the
characters’ interactions to expose how religious identities are often imposed from the outside, creating a sense
of division that alienates people from one another.

At the heart of Final Solutions is the exploration of religious identity as a double-edged sword. While
religion offers individuals a sense of belonging and community, it also becomes a tool for exclusion and
division. The characters in the play struggle with the internal conflict of reconciling their religious identity
with their yearning for personal connection. The play portrays how the rigid boundaries between religions,
coupled with the weight of history and communal violence, prevent true human connection. Characters like
Shahid, a Muslim man, and Vasant, a Hindu man, are representative of this tension as they navigate their
religious identities while secretly seeking empathy and understanding from one another.

Dattani also explores the generational divide, where younger characters question the inherited
prejudices of their elders, reflecting the potential for change and reconciliation. Ultimately, Final Solutions
serves as a meditation on how religious identity can both unite and divide, highlighting the importance of
transcending these barriers to find common ground in human connection. The play suggests that the path to
overcoming religious hatred lies not in erasing identity but in recognizing the shared humanity that binds
people across religious lines. Through this, Dattani calls for introspection and healing, urging society to move
beyond the limitations of religious identity and embrace empathy and understanding as a means of fostering
unity.

Dance Like a Man: Masculinity, Art, and Repressed Identity

In Dance Like a Man, Mahesh Dattani intricately explores themes of masculinity, artistic expression,
and repressed identity through the struggles of the central characters. The play revolves around the tension
between societal expectations of traditional masculinity and the pursuit of artistic passion, particularly through
the lens of Bharatanatyam, a classical dance form typically associated with women in Indian society. Dattani
uses the character of Jairaj, a man caught between his love for dance and the societal pressure to conform to
conventional notions of masculinity, to delve into the complexities of gender identity and self-expression.

Jairaj, a former dancer, is trapped in a personal and familial conflict as he tries to reconcile his desire
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disapproval of his artistic aspirations embodies the broader cultural belief that dancing is not an appropriate
pursuit for a man. This tension between artistic passion and rigid masculine ideals becomes the core of Jairaj’s
identity crisis. The play highlights how societal expectations of masculinity stifle individuality, forcing men
like Jairaj to repress parts of themselves that do not align with traditional gender roles.

The generational conflict in Dance Like a Man further emphasizes the theme of repressed identity.
Jairaj’s daughter, Ratna, represents the new generation that challenges traditional gender norms. As she
pursues dance herself, she embodies the desire to transcend gender constraints and live authentically.
However, the play also illustrates how the repressed emotions and unfulfilled desires of the past continue to
affect the present. Jairaj’s inability to fully embrace his artistic identity leads to emotional estrangement from
his family and deep psychological trauma.

Dattani’s exploration of masculinity and repressed identity in Dance Like a Man critiques the societal
norms that dictate what it means to be a man. The play interrogates the damaging effects of these norms,
especially in artistic fields, where self-expression is often seen as incompatible with traditional masculinity.
By highlighting the psychological turmoil caused by this repression, Dattani underscores the importance of
allowing individuals, regardless of gender, to pursue their passions without fear of judgment or societal
constraint. Ultimately, Dance Like a Man is a poighant commentary on how rigid notions of masculinity
restrict personal fulfillment and the pursuit of true identity.

Bravely Fought the Queen: Repressed Sexuality and Marital Oppression

In Bravely Fought the Queen, Mahesh Dattani delves into the complex themes of repressed sexuality
and marital oppression, exploring how societal norms and personal fears shape the relationships between
individuals. The play is a powerful exploration of how sexual repression and the suppression of desires within
marriage can lead to emotional disillusionment, manipulation, and ultimately, the breaking down of personal
identities.

The central character, the Queen, symbolizes the forced conformity and emotional repression faced
by women in traditional, patriarchal marriages. She is trapped in a loveless, emotionally stifling marriage
where her desires, both sexual and personal, are ignored or dismissed. The play portrays the Queen’s struggle
as one of self-denial, where her own sexuality is not only repressed but weaponized against her. Her husband’s
lack of understanding and emotional neglect cause her to retreat into her fantasies, particularly around the
concept of a “perfect” lover- an ideal that contrasts sharply with the reality of her oppressive marriage.

Sexuality in the play is depicted as a deeply repressed and suppressed aspect of the Queen’s identity.
The characters are constrained by cultural taboos that restrict open discussions about sexual desires, leading
to inner conflict and emotional turmoil. The Queen’s internal battle between her desire for intimacy and the
societal pressures to maintain a ‘proper’ role as a wife leads to her psychological breakdown. Her fantasies
about an ideal lover are a manifestation of her unmet needs and desires, providing a temporary escape from
the harsh reality of her marital oppression.

Dattani also critiques the gendered expectations within marriage, where women are often expected to
suppress their sexual and emotional needs to maintain familial honor and societal respectability. This
oppressive dynamic stifles the Queen’s personal growth and diminishes her autonomy, highlighting the
dangers of emotional neglect in relationships. By depicting the Queen’s struggle with sexual repression and
marital oppression, Bravely Fought the Queen offers a profound commentary on the societal forces that limit
women’s sexual and emotional expression.
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Ultimately, Dattani’s play sheds light on the destructive effects of repressed sexuality within the
confines of marriage, exposing the psychological trauma caused by a lack of emotional intimacy and
understanding. Through the Queen’s journey, the play emphasizes the importance of acknowledging and
embracing one’s sexual identity in order to achieve personal liberation and fulfillment, both within marriage
and in life.

On a Muggy Night in Mumbai: Queer Identity and Internalized Shame

In On a Muggy Night in Mumbai, Mahesh Dattani tackles the complex themes of queer identity,
societal rejection, and internalized shame. Set in the vibrant yet conservative backdrop of Mumbai, the play
portrays the struggles of its central characters as they navigate their desires in a society that condemns
homosexuality. Dattani’s exploration of queer identity highlights not only the external homophobia that these
characters face but also the internalized shame and self-loathing that stem from societal rejection of their
sexual orientation.

The play’s central character, Pooja, is a middle-aged woman who has long repressed her sexual
identity. As the narrative unfolds, Pooja’s emotional conflict becomes the focal point of the play, revealing
the psychological consequences of living in a heteronormative society that devalues queer identity. Her desires
are suppressed by both societal pressures and her own feelings of inadequacy, which are exacerbated by the
stigma surrounding her sexuality. Pooja’s struggle is emblematic of the internalized shame that many queer
individuals experience when they are taught to view their identities as unnatural or immoral.

Dattani uses the character of Pooja to explore how internalized shame can prevent individuals from
embracing their true selves. Her sexual desires are framed as something that needs to be hidden, and as she
seeks a connection with another woman, her fears of judgment and rejection continually haunt her. The play
reveals how deeply societal norms can influence an individual’s self-perception, leading to a fractured sense
of identity.

The setting of On a Muggy Night in Mumbai underscores the tension between societal norms and
individual desires. The city, known for its cosmopolitan nature, represents the paradox of modernity and
conservatism in contemporary India. The characters are trapped between these contrasting worlds, where the
public face of Mumbai may seem accepting, but the undercurrent of judgment and homophobia remains
deeply ingrained.

Ultimately, Dattani’s portrayal of queer identity in the play is a poignant critique of how societal
norms perpetuate feelings of guilt and shame. By focusing on the emotional and psychological struggles of
Pooja and other characters, On a Muggy Night in Mumbai highlights the destructive impact of internalized
homophobia and the importance of self-acceptance in the journey toward personal liberation. The play calls
for greater acceptance of queer identities and underscores the necessity of embracing one’s true self in the
face of societal disapproval.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Mahesh Dattani’s plays offer a profound exploration of the complexities surrounding
identity, societal pressures, and the human condition. Through works like Tara, Final Solutions, Dance Like
a Man, Bravely Fought the Queen, and On a Muggy Night in Mumbai, Dattani delves into themes of gender
discrimination, communal identity, repressed desires, and the struggle for self-acceptance. His characters
grapple with the limitations imposed on them by societal norms, and their personal journeys highlight the
emotional and psychological toll of these restrictions. In Tara, the destructive consequences of gender-based
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calling for unity and empathy. In Dance Like a Man, he critiques rigid gender expectations, especially in
artistic expression, while Bravely Fought the Queen exposes the repression of sexual desires within traditional
marriages. Finally, On a Muggy Night in Mumbai poignantly captures the inner turmoil of queer identity and
the painful effects of internalized shame in a homophobic society.

Dattani’s works not only reflect the socio-cultural tensions of contemporary India but also serve as a call for
introspection and societal change. His plays emphasize the importance of embracing one’s true identity and
fostering a more inclusive, understanding world.
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