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CHAPTER - I 

INTRODUCTION 

The Indian society is basically patriarchal in nature. The father acts as the chief 

agent of patriarchy. He enjoys a favourable position in the hierarchy and holds the 

dominant position within the family unit. Manu, the earliest of lawgivers, propounded the 

male supremacist ideology. Likewise, ancient dramatic and epic texts, in keeping with 

Manu's principles glorified the father figures. These texts endorse the patriarchal culture 

through the portrayal of strong father figures. 

Patriarchy is something that cannot be separated from the structure of Indian 

society. The family in the Indian society is dominated by a male and it is he who is 

considered as the head of the family. The power that he enjoys over his family members 

is unquestionable. Since he is the head of the family, the freedom is hardly given to the 

other members of the family, Being the head of the family and more powerful than others 

in the family, the important decisions of an individual’s life and career such as education, 

marriage, property etc. are taken by him.  Mahesh Dattani portrays suffering under the 

oppression of patriarchy in his writings. 

Dattani, like his British counterparts, tried his best to pen down his feelings and 

visions in the medium of English. This is the reason that his plays are not only staged in 

India but also in various parts of the world. He has expanded the Indian drama as he is a 

playwright who primarily wrote in English and he can safely be called a mainstream 

playwright. He also made innovations in theatrical art that ensured prominent position to 



2 
 

Indian drama at the universal level. The primary duty of a writer is to instill social 

awareness in the mind of readers by projecting the various problems that need to be 

solved, and in Dattani’s plays this is his primary concern. 

Contemporary Indian Writers in English (CIWE) is a series that presents critical 

commentaries on some of the best-known names in the genre. Mahesh Dattani is perhaps 

one of India`s most daring, innovative and important playwrights in English today. He 

blends conventional themes with some emerging new ones in his work. His plays 

combine the intimate with the social, the personal and the public, often exploring the 

boundaries between these realms. In this volume the researcher explores Dattani`s central 

themes - the familial hierarchy, gender, morality and identity. 

Modern Indian Drama is an important cultural performance of a society.  Drama 

not only registers but also manifests the changes (social, political or cultural) the society 

undergoes.  Thus, the study of drama would enable to reconstruct the history, understand 

the society and comprehend its identity.  Modern Indian English drama can be taken into 

consideration to conceive the cultural identity of the society to which it belongs. 

Contemporary urban, middle-class English speaking stratum of Indian society is the 

society to which it belongs. 

 When we consider Indian drama, obviously we are reminded of ancient drama.  

Ancient Sanskrit drama was so popular that the world recognizes India with ancient 

drama and the critical treatise associated with that of Natyasastra.   
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Drama in India is revoked during the British rule. Though vernacular drama 

became popular, English drama also saw the beginning during this time.  Thus English 

theatre in India is essentially an 18th century phenomenon that began with a purpose of 

entertaining the British who came to serve British administration in India.  European 

touring companies performed comedies, farces and operas in major urban Indian spaces 

where the British used to live. 

Indians trained through British education system took interest in this art form.  

Their efforts resulted in the form of Indian English drama which grew as an off-shoot in 

the spread of nationalism.  When these Indians wished to express themselves through the 

stage plays, their immediate role model was the European play presented in India.  Ever 

since those times, Indian English drama was striving to grow as an independent genre of 

Indian English Literature. 

Indian English drama thus began its primary development following the European 

drama. A question that triggers our attention is, though Indians have had a well developed  

and well sophisticated theatre history why the ancient drama failed to attract the Indians?  

The reasons may be, firstly the immediate availability of a role model and secondly the 

cultural changes already taking place in urban India.  These two factors influenced the 

Indian English drama to follow the western drama mainly in the aspects of stage and 

setting.  One of the main reasons is, the living style, clothing, commutation, technological 

development, home keeping - many such aspects of urban Indian living were influenced 

by the British.  Thus the stage construction, setting was immediately accepted but English 

language was not accepted as language of communication in Indian home till the recent 
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times.  Natural conversation is the significant feature and vital necessity of drama.  M.K. 

Naik observes this fact and writes: 

One major hurdle which the playwright in English is supposed to encounter is that 

of language.  It is often said that we have so a few actable English plays, because 

a dialogue in English between Indians will not sound convincing, except when the 

characters are drawn from an urban, sophisticated milieu, or actually Anglo 

Indians whose mother tongue is (supposed to be) English. 

Though a substantial number of plays are contributed by the playwrights from Sri 

Aurobindo to the contemporary Mahesh Dattani or Manjula Padmanabhan, English 

drama took off only recently.  Increasing number of Indians with English acquaintance 

and increasing interest of foreign countries in Indian English Literature inspired few more 

writers to contribute their best to this genre.  Meanwhile, a substantial contribution by 

translations from Kannada, Hindi, Marati and Bengali helped this genre’s emergence 

with a new vigour.  But these translations could not substitute or replace the original 

texts.  This gap is addressed quickly by contemporary playwrights like Manjula 

Padmanabhan, Mahesh Dattani and some others. 

The Indian English drama during colonial rule and in post-colonial India depicts 

the cultural changes sealed into Indian culture.  As observed earlier, the revoked Indian 

drama did not follow ancient drama but followed modern, Western drama.  The cultural 

changes that initiated with the advent of Britishers are quite evident in the stage, setting, 

costume (trousers and shirt), music and other architechtonics of theatre.  But the subjects, 

themes, issues, characters, actors were Indian, indicating the hybrid identity of this genre. 
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Contemporary Indian English drama takes up the issues related to the urban, 

middle class, English speaking society which is undergoing a noticeable cultural change.  

Issues like marital infidelity, homosexuality licentiousness are common place subjects of 

plays ex: Do the Needful, On a Muggy Night in Mumbai, The Harvest etc.  The necessity 

to focus on the conflicts in the lives of contemporary Indians springs from the complex 

situation in which he/she exists.  Socio-cultural scenario of India was affected to a great 

extent by the colonial rule.  Traditional Indian society which was inherently hierarchized 

was further stratified with the master-servant paradigm of colonial rule.  This resulted in 

new personality types marked by clusters of characteristic traits such as submissiveness, 

psychofancy, dependence and lack of self-confidence.  Therefore in post-independence 

India, an individual is caught in complex situation that is a result of the combination of 

traditional Indian culture and the culture of the British. His/her attempt to break these 

shackles at familial, social and cultural levels becomes significant feature of 

contemporary urban Indian life.  In terms of values, individuals [especially urban Indians] 

in India are highly influenced by the new money power.  Guru Charan Das in India 

Unbound discusses the new middle class at length and he writes, 

“-----  it has no clear ethos beyond money  and the here and now.  It has no heroes 

other than cricketers and Bollywood stars.  The soul has gone out of the old merit middle 

class, and an aggressive capitalism has replaced the socialist idealism of the youth” [328] 

Issues relating to this become the themes of the plays in post-colonial India.  

The plot and construction of dramatic text of these plays follows modern western 

drama and not ancient Indian drama. The characters of these plays generally belong to the 
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society to which these plays are meant for and they are ordinary, middle class urban 

Indians.  Their emotions, body language, in terms of values, ideas and ideals are 

exhibiting the cultural changes. The stage and setting in contemporary India has 

undergone a considerable development.  The technological outburst has effected the stage 

setting.  Apart from lighting techniques, stylish settings and other developments, the 

typical urban, middleclass Indian home on the stage would focus on the influence of the 

west in home keeping. 

Mahesh Dattani is one of the best playwrights the country has ever produced. 

Born in Bangalore on 7 August 1958, Dattani studied in Baldwin's High School and St. 

Joseph's College of Arts and Science, Bangalore. He has worked as a copywriter in an 

advertising firm and subsequently with his father in the family business. 

Mahesh Dattani's plays combine the intimate with the social, the personal and the 

public, often exploring the boundaries between these realms. His characters are rooted in 

the urban cosmopolitan setting of modern middle class India. Dattani’s is a postmodern 

world. His characters are self-absorbed in their own world. Dattani deals with the unit of 

the family and its disintegrating relationships caused by the inflated ego of power and 

how it dominates one's own self and others.  

In patriarchal families, the father dominates the entire family by restricting their 

freedom. They want to mould their children according to their whims and fancies, but 

their aims and objectives are not fulfilled, because love and care are the forged fetters for 

them. Love without freedom and care without freedom paved the way for their adamant 

psychology. The sons in both the plays Dance like a man and Where There’s a Will never 
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tries to understand the anguish of the fathers, more over they feel their individuality is 

surpassed by the superiority of their fathers. They are the victims of the “Power” and 

“dominance” in the play. “Power” is the staff in the hands of the fathers, with which they 

can rule the family. 

 Mahesh Dattani is a wonderful playwright, actor and stage artist, he is a man who 

is aware of displaying his time, place and socio economic background. His plays portrays 

steady transformation in attitudinal changes. He has written his plays on various themes 

including themes on familial ties, homosexuals and Indian ways of seeing things. He 

touches the untouchable in his ideas for the plays. In his preface to his collected plays 

Mahesh Dattani writes of his desire to write plays of social relevance holding a mirror up 

to society. His Final solution and other plays won him the Sahitya Akademi award. His 

filmed play Dance Like a man has won the award for best picture in English. His first full 

length play Where There’s a Will also has won awards.  

 Dattani's theatre group Playpen was formed in 1984 and he has directed several 

plays. The author of more than 15 plays, he made his directorial debut with Mango 

Souffle. Over a career spanning twenty-five years he has written radio plays for the BBC. 

The International Herald Tribune while praising Mahesh Dattani described him as one of 

India's best and most serious contemporary playwrights writing in English (published in 

International Herald Tribune, 27-07-1994, pp. 7). This thesis has selected plays of Dattani 

to show patriarchal dominance, and those plays are Where There is a Will, Dance Like a 

Man and Do The Needful.  
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Dattani is a modern Indian playwright in English who indicated oppressive nature 

of patriarchy and highlights issues of gender and violence. This thesis is an attempt to 

read some plays of Dattani from the point of view of patriarchal dominance. 

His first play Where There is a Will (1988), has depicted aspects of Patriarchal 

dominance. Let it be daughter, wife, daughter-in-law or mistress, all are dependent on 

man for financial and physical security. Man has always taken up family as a liability and 

a source of requirement. This play also deals with conflict between father and son. 

 Dance Like a Man (1989), a stage play in two acts is a play where dance is an 

integral part of life. The play examines prejudice against the traditional dance form, 

Bharatanatyam. The characters in this play Jayaraj, Ratna and their daughter Lata are 

dancers. Ratna believes that her daughter should reach such heights which she could not 

achieve because of opposition from Jairaj's father Amirtlal. She considered herself a 

failure and for this she blames Jairaj. She vents her frustration on Jairaj and accuses him 

of being a jelly in front of his dominating father. The impact of patriarchal authority in a 

joint family and kowtowing of the rest of the family members before their decision has 

been specifically spotlighted in this play by Mahesh Dattani. The play also portrays the 

son and father conflict.  

Tara (1990) is a play in which Mahesh Dattani picks up an issue which is glaring 

in our society and itches an Indian female in every walk of life. The preference of a boy 

child over a girl child forms the infrastructure of the play. The dominance of the father 

choose the life of the boy over the girl 
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Do the Needful (1997) is about two upper class families which do not understand 

their children's desires and want to marry them against their wishes. In this play, the dual 

problem of love and homosexuality is deftly handled. The children, a gay Gujarati boy 

and a south Indian girl who loves a Muslim boy, cleverly clinch the deal between their 

parents, get married and under the cover of a traditional happy married couple go their 

own ways. Alpesh can carry on his affair with Trilok and Lata can meet Salim whenever 

she wants to. Both keep each other's secret. So the play is about social restraints against 

gays and against the social inhibition of inter-caste marriage. The play also depicts the 

conflict between father and son. 

 Dattani in the family-centred plays, brilliantly portrays the relation between 

father and son. The father-son relationship emerges as one of the predominant themes in 

his plays. There are strong father figures like Hasmukh Mehta, Amritlal Parekh, and 

Chandrakant Patel; there are also rebellious sons like Ajit, Jairaj, and Alpesh. In most of 

his plays, Dattani assigns the role of the protagonist to the son. Ajit in Where There's a 

Will, Jairaj in Dance Like a Man, Alpesh in Do the Needful. The fathers, who are the 

chief agents of psychic disintegration, act as opponents-as antagonists. Naturally, there is 

dissatisfaction within the family unit. Contradictions and conflicts arise between father 

and the son.  

In Dance Like a Man, Jairaj considers his father to be the source of all authority, 

and the source of repressive force. It is because of Amirtlal that Jairaj has to repress his 

desire of becoming a dancer. Jairaj unwillingly submits to his father's compulsion. He 

sees his father as an enemy. So it may be in Where There's a Will, Dance Like a Man, 
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Tara, Do the Needful in all these plays, the fathers repress the sons by taking advantage 

of their hierarchical position and financially viable condition. Even some times existing 

social conditions contribute greatly to preserve the patriarchal oppression of the father 

figures. Social conditions are reflected on individual life and family. The members of the 

society are often punished by the established norms. At times, they are even pushed into 

stereotypes, into playing definite roles. Dattani's plays clearly deal with the matter and 

analyze the ways in which the father figures utilize the existing social conditions in their 

favor. 

Dance Like a Man examines the conflict between the artist and society in our 

country. The society does not approve of a male's aspiration to perfect traditional dance-

forms like Bharatnatyam; instead, it considers him effeminate if he does so. In the play, 

Amirthlal Parekh, father of Jairaj prevents Jairaj from becoming a Bharatnatyam dancer. 

He fears that the family name, even the prestige he enjoys in the society might get 

destroyed if his son were to become a dancer. 

Dattani portrays the conflicts of the middleclass Indian sons trapped between 

individual aspirations and patriarchal demands. Ajit in Where There's a Will is the joint 

managing director who has his own ideas and plans to develop and modernize the 

factory. He says, 'Give me five lakhs and I'll modernize whole bloody plant. That's what I 

tell my dad' “Collected Plays of Mahesh Dattani”(CPD 455). To make his plan a success, 

he has 'even made out a project report’ (CPD 456); and having certain innovative ideas, 

Ajit thinks that he can assert his individuality. He wishes to be honored not only in the 

office but also at home. But it has always been Hasmukh, the patriarchal father who has 
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imposed such restrictions on Ajit as to hinder his natural way of acting and thinking. 

Therefore, Ajit asks his father, ' and what becomes of me? The real me. I mean if I am 

you, then where am I?' (CPD 461) His father nonchalantly replies, 'Nowhere! That is just 

my point!' (CPD 461) Here, the conflict between the father and the son arises precisely 

out of their attempts at asserting their respective point of view. On the one hand we have 

Hasmukh's attempt to reinstitute the patriarchal social order; on the other, we see Ajit's 

continual struggle to define his identity.  

In Dance Like a Man, the relation between the father and the son is drawn by 

conflict. Dattani internalizes Jairaj's unremitting struggle to establish himself as a 

Bharatnatyam dancer. The struggle acquires intensity with Amritlal's determined efforts 

to constrain his son's ambition. Jairaj is fond of dancing. His sole passion in life has been 

to establish himself as a Bharatnatyam dancer. The traditional Indian dance-form is to 

him a medium to assert his individuality as well as creativity. In addition, he is also 

'interested in reviving his dance' (CPD 417). Jairaj asks his father to give him freedom-

'The independence to do what I want' (CPD 415). But Amritlal considers his son's effort 

to be an effeminate one, unmanly and sick. Therefore, he tries to mould Jairaj's approach 

to life and asks him to 'Grow up', shunning all unmanly activities (CPD 422). Jairaj rebels 

against his father but the rebellion is weak, and, in the end, he sacrifices his ambition on  

Amritlal's patriarchal desires.  

The sons, as protagonists, continually struggle to find space for themselves within 

the family unit. In ‘Do the Needful’, the conflict between the father and the son takes on 
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a different dimension. Alpesh, the son approves of homosexual relations, while 

Chandrakant, the father, swears by traditional matrimonial relationships.  

 The relationship between the father and the son as Dattani presents it in his plays 

can also be viewed in terms of the oppressor and oppressed relation. Dattani presents the 

father as the oppressor and the son as the oppressed. The father, taking advantage of his 

hierarchical position and economic stability, threatens the son both economically and 

mentally. In Where There's a Will, Hasmukh, as mentioned earlier, is the chief provider 

on whom Ajit and other family members, are economically dependent. Ajit is the joint 

managing director of a company but, ironically, the company belongs to his father, 

Hasmukh Mehta. The relation between them is that of the employer and the employee. 

The father takes advantage of his power and position to suppress the son both within the 

family and in the factory. He compels Ajit to follow his institutions. 

The oppressor-oppressed issue recurs in the play Dance Like a Man. Amritlal is 

the only earning member in the family, and his son, Jairaj, has to abide by his 

instructions. Amritlal, who supports the family, knows quite well that other members are 

dependent on him. He is the head of the unit and the other members his subordinates. He 

exploits his position and takes advantage of his economic supremacy but eventually turns 

out to be the principal agent behind his son's psychic disintegration. Jairaj never has a 

scope to run his life according to his own sweet will, and the father's tyranny ultimately 

ruins everything that the son could have achieved on his own. It has been a continuous 

influence on Amritlal's part to gain power from his economic cohesion. Lata exposes the 

fact when she tells Jairaj, ' your father had this house and could supports us' (CPD 411).  
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Though not so revolutionary, Dattani’s plays deal with socially relevant and 

interesting themes. Dance Like a Man and Where There’s a Will reveal the relationship 

between generations. In traditional life, the elder generation is allowed very great 

privileges over the life of the younger generations. The privileges may have their own 

reasons and roots in love and good will on the part of the elder generations yet the elder 

generations should realize that each generation has to make its own way and values. As 

Robert Frost puts it ,”good fences make good neighbours ”. One must know where one’s 

involvement in another’s life becomes intrusion. Parents want to be the deciding 

authorities on the education, career, marriage and what not of the children. 

The ties between the generations in a family tend to get strained in the modern 

times especially. The reasons are not far to seek. Parents believe that they know better 

because they have a longer life and  therefore a better knowledge of the world and its 

ways and that as people with the welfare of their children have in their minds that they 

should have a say in deciding the future of their children. The children now live in a fast 

changing society, and values, even very fundamental values change very fast in modern 

times . All religion and communities face this problem of the progressive disintegration 

of a strong community life. 

Mahesh Dattani is interested in this problem of the filial response to parental 

imposition. Dance like a Man is the story of a son who resents his father’s insensitivity to 

his aesthetic aspirations but Jairaj’s inability to make money out of his art to support 

himself expose him to his father’s stranglehold and Jairaj’s humiliating defeat. That 

defeat rankles in his heart, poisons his domestic life and makes an utter failure of his 
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family life. Where There’s a Will is a play that presents a father imposing his ideas over 

his son and the entire family, even from the grave. But in Tara he presents parents who 

are apart from one another building a future for their twins, out of good will they try to 

overreach each other but ruin their children in the process. The difficulty in every life is 

the mix up of motives in individuals. The parents in Tara are ego driven and yet they feel 

that they are doing everything right for the sake of their children. Even in Do the Needful 

the father decides whether the son needs a marriage or not, the son never gets to live the 

life he aspires because of the ignorance and dominance of the patriarchal figures. These 

plays deal with the relationship between parents and children. 
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CHAPTER-II 

WHERE THERE’S A WILL 

Mahesh Dattani’s first play Where There’s a Will is set in a middle class Gujarati 

family. He has often referred to the idea of patriarchy in the play as one of the major 

concerns. He has made the play about Indian society through Indian family and Indian 

lives. He calls the play an ”exorcism of the patriarchal code”(CPD 451). Mahesh Dattani 

uses the stage to denounce many of the perversions and shortcomings present in our 

family system.  

Dattani’s play Where There’s a Will deals with the fractured relationships in the 

postcolonial Indian family especially between father and son. There are nine characters in 

the play. Five of them appear on the stage and four never appear on the stage. But these 

four invisible characters make their contribution in the progress of the play and also 

affect the course of action. Each of the four members of Hasmukh family contradict their 

names. Hasmukh is not “a smiling face” (CPD 474) and Sonal is completely tarnished 

“Gold” (CPD 472). Ajit is “not victorious” (CPD 497), at least in his father’s eyes, and 

Preeti has no love. Yet they are attached together in a family with no choice and must 

function as a unit under the patriarchal command. Hasmukh says, “When I was twenty-

one, the greatest tragedy of my life took place. I got married…. The following year Ajit 

was born. Tragedy after tragedy…” (CPD 464). But the fifth character Kiran is the ray of 

optimism, who makes all the family members of Hasmukh family realize their deeds and 

misdeeds and establish an affinity between them. The play is neatly divided into two 

halves. The first half of the play covers the period of Hasmukh’s life and the second half 
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deals with the period after Hasmukh’s death. Hasmukh is ever present throughout the 

play, physically in the first half and metaphysically in the second half. We can trace the 

absence of individualism and independence, values integral to modern society, due to the 

existence of parental tyranny where father holds the supreme power. 

The play is set in Gujarati family headed by Hasmukh Mehta survives by his wife 

Sonal, son Ajit and daughter-in-law Preeti. “What interested me particularly was its 

philosophical twist. To be the watcher of one’s self is to make intelligent changes in this 

life. In Where There’s a Will, has control over his family through his money and forgoes 

an opportunity to improve his interpersonal relationships. As do most of us. 

Consequently, when he became the watcher of his actions, he perceives that his desire for 

control had led him to be the victim of his own machinations unlike Kiran who uses 

powers play to essentially improve her relationship but since I was not familiar with that 

millieu, Mahesh agreed to localizing it” (CPD 451), says Raina, the Delhi based actress 

who directed the play. Dattani has exposed the intricacies and convulsions involved in the 

interpersonal liaison in Mehta family. Chaudhuri writes: 

Dattani has in a sense chronicled the follies and prejudices of Indian society as 

reflected within the microcosm of the family unit, the most tangible and dynamic 

reality in middle class Indian lives (27). 

In his debut play Where There’s a Will Dattani takes up the issues of the 

patriarchal supremacy. Indian society has inherited strong patriarchal values from our 

predecessors, which are the bone and flesh of our present modernized traditional families. 

Fathers are keen to have sons, as they believe that they carry forward the name of the 
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family. So fathers hope to live out their own dreams and aspirations in their sons. Under 

this impression, a father demands wholehearted deference from his son to comply with 

his decisions. Because he is under the impression that he is his only well-wisher and he 

alone knows what is best for him. Consequently this subjugation denies the son any 

opportunity for his independent growth and confidence. In Where There's a Will, Dattani 

exposes the futility of this patriarchal code, which is not acceptable in the post-colonial 

arena. 

The play revolves around a “self-made” (CPD 459) successful “Garment Tycoon” 

(CPD 479) —Hasmukh Mehta, who “is proud of his achievements” (CPD 472). 

Hasmukh recounts: 

Where was I? My father. Yes. My father had only me to help him out. Hard 

work…. We made money! I remember… with in no time we were running a very 

successful export house. Mehta Exports. And then—Ajit Exports…Today I, 

Hasmukh Mehta, am one of the richest men in the city. All by my own efforts. 

Forty-five years old and I am a success in capital letters (CPD 464). 

This intolerant patriarch Hasmukh is the unhappiest person in the play. He may be 

the most successful and the richest businessman of the city but his views on marriage and 

family are still primitive. He has, no doubt, made advancement economically and socially 

but ethically, morally and logically he is still a bankrupt. Vengeful Hasmukh says: 

Why does a man marry? So that he can have a woman all to himself? No. There’s 

more to it than that. What? May be he needs a faithful companion? No. If that was 
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it, all man would keep dogs. No. No. I think the important reason anyone should 

marry at all is to get a son. Why it is so important to get a son? Because the son 

will carry on  the family name? (Pause.)Why did I marry? Yes, to get a son. So 

that when I grow old, I can live life again through my son (CPD 474-75). 

Hasmukh acts as a selfish giant in the play, who never thinks about the dreams of 

others but only of his own. His statement about his wife portrays sarcasm and sexual 

colonialism. To hasmukh’s eyes his faithful wife is as good as a faithful dog.“Then I 

should be a very happy man. I’ve got a loving wife who has been faithful to me like any 

dog would be”(C.P.,p.475). 

Hasmukh tries to dictate to his wastrel son—Ajit, because he refuses to dance to 

his tune. Though he makes Ajit the “joint managing director” (CPD 455) of his firm, but 

he regrets “appointing him as the JMD was a big mistake” (CPD 455). He is so 

remorseful at the lack of managerial skills in his son that he says, 

“What makes it worse is knowing that I actually prayed to get him” (CPD 455). 

He considers him “crackpot schemes” (CPD 455) maker and does not allow him to 

formulate any company policy due to his mental bankruptcy. However he fails to make 

Ajit do what he wants. Hasmukh says: 

Twenty-three years old and he (Ajit) is on the road to failure, in bold capital 

letters! At this age, I was a mature responsible man, not eating my father’s 

head…(CPD 464). 
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Hasmukh Mehta  exercises hegemonic power over the rest of the family members 

to implement what he has in turn received from his father. He doesn’t allow his son Ajit 

to even speak to the government officials. He mocks his son sarcastically questioning his 

identity, Hasmukh Mehta believes he has every right.” It’s my phone you are using in my 

house, and it’s my business secrets you are leaking to Government officers, and my typist 

your friend is flirting with” (CPD 458) Ajit remains a subaltern who has no voice, he 

can’t take decisions against his father in the family business. 

The postcolonial Indian society has endured some radical changes. Now-a- days a 

young man wants his views and suggestions to get due recognition in his family business 

even when there are other senior working partners from the family like father or grand-

father. These changed tendencies have greatly challenged the patriarchal code. This play 

shows the duel between the efforts to preserve the endangered old generation’s authority 

over the young and the determined bid of the young to break free the fetters of this 

patriarchal code. 

Hasmukh is well aware of his authority over the family members especially his 

son. For him his son Ajit is an investment and he seeks the return of his investment. 

Hasmukh is a nagging and stubborn person. He interferes in the smallest matters of the 

family members. Even Ajit’s talking over the phone with his friends irritates him. “He 

(Hasmukh) has every right to humiliate” (CPD 458) all the family members in the name 

to “put some sense” (CPD 458) and “to fill up empty spaces” (CPD 458) in them. They 

are like bonded labour living on his left over morsels. They have no say in the family 

matters and they are not even allowed to raise a voice of dissent. They have the right 
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in the house, Hasmukh says, “You have the right to listen to my advice and obey my 

orders” (CPD 458). Sonal says, “He thinks he is king of all he surveys! And we are his 

subjects” (CPD 472). He prefers “nincompoop” (CPD 458) Ajit to “polish [his] shoes” 

(CPD 458) to make him happier. But Ajit is not bewildered at this treatment; he rather 

attributes his stubbornness because he is “a self-made man and had a deprived childhood” 

(CPD 459) but Sonal, Hasmukh’s wife, opines that “money has made him stubborn” 

(CPD 472). The only thing that pinches Ajit time and again is the lack of faith in him. He 

regrets “I don't think he has ever listened to me in his entire life” (CPD 455). 

In this play Hasmukh Mehta wants to have control over his family. He wants his 

son to be simple and hardworking. In the play Where There’s a Will Hasmukh feels for 

the failure of Ajit but not the failure of himself, who tries to restrict his freedom. The 

restricted freedom is the hindrance for independence.  

Hasmukh is like a ‘mother eagle’. He makes all his attempts to take Ajit under his 

wings. Hasmukh’s possessive nature is not self-made. He inherits this attitude from his 

father. Hasmukh’s father is an archetypal patriarch. When his elder son “ran away to Goa 

with some hippies” (CPD 463), he tightens the noose over Hasmukh, and takes him out 

of the school. He is put to hard work in his father’s factory. Hasmukh is obliged to his 

father for inculcating work-culture in him. He feels indebted to his father for becoming a 

very successful industrialist and one of the richest men in the city at the age of forty-five. 

And all the credit goes to his father’s tutoring under his strict control and discipline. In 

spite of hordes of wealth, comforts and resources, Hasmukh is unhappy. He says: 
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Why am I unhappy? Because I don’t have a son. Who is Ajit? Isn’t he my son? 

No. He’s just a boy who spends my money and lives in my house. A son should 

make me happy. Like I made my father…happy. I did what he told me to do. I 

worked hard for him. That is what I wanted my son to make me. But he failed! 

Miserably! He has not a single quality I look for in a son! He has made my entire 

life worthless! He is going to destroy me! It won’t be long before everything I 

worked for and achieved will be destroyed! Finished because of him! Well, I 

won’t let it happen! (CPD 475).  

Where there’s a will works with clever dialogues filled with direct-to-audience 

addressed by the dominating patriarchal presence(both dead and alive)of  Hasmukh 

Mehta. The archetypal pictures of an overbearing father and domineering husband, is 

unpleasant and even nasty, Hasmukh is equally unhappy with everyone around  him as no 

one have lived according to his expectations, the way he had fulfilled his father’s. He 

says that his son has made his life worthless. Meanwhile, Ajit fiercely resists Hasmukh  

but plays up to his father’s wishes.  

  “you are raw! Under all the pressure in the office, you will bend. You will 

break. That’s why I’m toughening you. Somebody tough has to run the show”(CPD 460) 

Hasmukh is worried about the future prospect of his son. He says, “It is my duty 

to see that you are capable of fending for yourself when I’m not here” (CPD 460). He 

holds Sonal responsible for pampering Ajit. Hasmukh soliloquizes: 

I am sure his mother had something to do with his being spoilt. I am also sure his 

mother had something to do with old Lala popping off. Sonal. My wife. My son’s mother 
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(CPD 472). 

Hasmukh tries to change the attitude of Ajit and to make him fit to run the 

company when he will no longer be there. Hasmukh visualizes: 

HASMUKH. . . . I will retire one day, either from the company or from this         

world. What will become of you then? I have to season you now. You need 

seasoning. 

AJIT. Seasoning! What do you mean seasoning? I'm not a block of wood! (CPD 

460). 

Ajit gets so irritated and he speaks out: 

AJIT. I mean that you want to run the show, Play Big Boss as long as you can. Or 

as long as God permits. And when all of a sudden, you are ‘called to a better 

world’, you still want to play Big Boss. And you can do it through me. In short 

you want me to be you. 

HASMUKH. I should have prayed for a daughter. Yes, I want you to be me!  

What’s wrong with being me? 

AJIT. And what becomes of me? The real me. I mean, if I am you, then where am  

I? (CPD 460-61) 

Hasmukh Mehta executes hegemonic power over the family members to establish 

his own conception of ‘self’ which he has inherited from his father.  ‘Father proposes 
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and the son disposes’ is the cause of conflict between the two in this play. The father 

wants a distinctive, meek, meticulous and obedient son who follows his footprints. He 

does not want a son who is imaginative, resourceful and independent. The son, on the 

other hand, is not ready to be merely a replica of his father. He believes in freethinking 

and living life according to his design. “Why is it that everything I say or do has to be 

something that somebody has told me or taught me to do?” (CPD 459). Ajit is the 

representative of the modern young generation which has raised banner of revolt against 

the supremacy of the old patriarchal setup. 

It is hasmukh who dominates the family members both in life and after his death. 

As Ajit says after his  father’s death ,”Ever since I was a little boy, you have been 

running my life. Do this do that or don’t do that, do this. Was I scared of you!” 

(CPD487). 

Almost all the characters are in contrast with their counterparts. Hasmukh is a 

despotic type husband but his wife Sonal is an obedient housewife. Hasmukh dominates 

the corporate world, Sonal reigns in kitchen and pooja room. Hasmukh always complains 

but Sonal is adjusting in nature. Whenever they talk it ends in a verbal duel between 

them. 

HASMUKH. I know my son better than you know him. 

SONAL. Oh. So now I don’t know my own son. What makes you so sure you 

know him? 

HASMUKH. I don’t. But I know he doesn’t want parathas right now (CPD 468) 
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Like a traditional mother, Sonal is a very caring mother. She looks after her son 

very well. With the cook going on leave, she goes to the kitchen irrespective of her ill 

health and age factor. She neither allows her daughter-in-law nor the domestic help to 

enter the kitchen. Hasmukh holds Sonal’s undue care and attention for making his son a 

parasite. In Hasmukh’s family life, there are two distinctive spaces representing his 

interpersonal relationship with his wife and son and with his business world. Hasmukh 

does not mingle these two relationships. Sonal also takes care of her husband and tries to 

dictate the terms to Hansmukh with no positive results. 

Hasmukh is a despotic personality. He is a headstrong person who is just not 

ready to consider any opinion of any other person except his own. In their conversation, 

Hasmukh is always brusque and contemptuous while the rest of the family members are 

defiant. Hasmukh always find fault with other family members. Whether it is 

housekeeping or cooking, he accuses his wife for wasting money in preparing rich dishes. 

HASMUKH. Only sick people eat carrot, cucumber and beetroot. I want some 

real food. What’s this? 

SONAL. You can’t eat that! What about your diabetes? The doctor said… 

HASMUKH. (Quite sternly) Enough! One more word from you and I’ll 

personally put you on the next plane to Ahmedabad (CPD 471-72). 

He considers Sonal as dunderhead. But on the contrary and ironically, she is very 

caring and concerned lady. She takes utmost care of his medicines and high blood 

pressure. Amid the skirmishes there are some moments of sentimental humour and 
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bickering between the husband and the wife. 

Similar contrast is seen between Preeti and Ajit. He is timid and good for nothing 

in eyes of his father but Preeti is calculative. When Preeti arrived in the house of 

Hasmukh, she was “pretty, charming, graceful and sly like a snake” (CPD 456). 

Hasmukh who is adept in worldly ways quickly assess the real motive of Preeti 

marrying his ‘nincompoop’ son Ajit. Hasmukh foretells, “She is an intelligent girl, I 

can tell you. She has her eyes on my money. Why else would she agree to marry a dead 

loss like my son?” (CPD 456) but, “my son isn’t after my wealth. That’s because he 

doesn’t have any brains” (CPD 456). The real cause of his worries was his twenty-three-

year-old worthless son and “his scheming daughter-in-law” (CPD 456). But unlike his 

father, Ajit is a caring husband who takes the care of the minutest thing related to Preeti. 

He tries to make her comfortable in his ‘house’, which he believes is a “marble and teak 

wood monstrosity” (CPD 497). The things change overtly with Preeti’s pregnancy. 

Preeti, who was at the target of everybody, is now at the helm of affairs. Both Sonal as 

well as the ghost of Hasmukh tries to comfort her because “upset mothers upset babies” 

(CPD 498). To soothe Preeti, Ajit looks for a sedative but Hasmukh advises Ajit: “Don’t 

give her Calmpose. It’s not good for my grandson!” (CPD 499). Both Ajit and his father 

are foil to each other. Ajit is sympathetic to Preeti while Hasmukh is more concerned 

about the unborn baby as Ajit is a “big mistake” (CPD 499) in his life. He wants to rear 

the child himself according to his whims. He doesn’t want his wife to bring up the child 

because in case of Ajit “she didn’t bring him up right” (CPD 498). He is in no mood to 

take the risk in case of the unborn child. The highly disappointed Hasmukh is completely 

unhappy with the manner his life has been spent with no one living up to his 
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expectations. He must therefore get back at his family and teach them a good lesson. 

PREETI. Your father. He’s… gone.  

AJIT (moves towards them). What! (CPD 477). 

Totally disappointed and unhappy over the course of action on the part of his 

family members especially with Ajit, he takes his revenge upon them through his Will 

which is disclosed by the solicitor to them after his sudden death. The will leaves all of 

them devastated as they have to comply with the codicils of the will in letter and spirit. 

SONAL. He has ruined us! The old man has taken us for a nice ride. (CPD 484) 

AJIT… Father has formed a trust. A charitable trust. The Hasmukh Mehta 

Charitable Trust. All his property, finances, shares—he has donated to the trust. 

SONAL. (Punctuating Ajit’s conversation with sobs). Including the house we are 

living in. 

AJIT. We can also continue in this house. (Listens.) What will become of the 

money? It stays in the trust, till I’m forty-five years old… The trust will be 

dissolved when I, Sri Ajit Mehta, turn forty-five! Then I can do what I want with 

the money…. 

SONAL… Aju has to attend office every day at nine a. m. and he can only leave 

at six p. m. He even has to have his lunch there. 

AJIT… no new business project of mine should be sanctioned! 



27 
 

AJIT. Do you know who the trustee is?… The trustee for the Hasmukh Mehta 

Charitable Trust is Kiran Jhaveri… Who is he? Kiran Jhaveri is not a who-is-he, 

she’s a who-is-she… Yes. Yes. She’s a marketing executive turned company 

director—and my late father’s mistress (CPD 484-85). 

Hasmukh considers his wife as mud—“a woman sans savour, sans sweetness”. 

Sonal is unaware about her husband’s illicit relationship with Kiran. She was “busy 

making paranthas for him” and “he was seeing other woman!” (CPD 485). It is Sonal 

whom Hasmukh holds responsible for his extra- marital affair. Hasmukh says: 

When we were newly married, I used to joke with her and say she was as good as 

gold. But that was when we were newly married. I soon found out what a good-

for-nothing she was. As good as mud. Ditto our sex life. Mud. Twenty-five years 

of marriage and I don’t think she has ever enjoyed sex. Twenty-five years of 

marriage and I haven’t enjoyed sex with her. So what does a man do?. . I started 

eating out. Well, I had the money… And what about my sex life? Well, I could 

afford that too. Those expensive ladies of the night in five star hotels! … but that 

didn’t go on for long. I mean, a man in my position has to be careful. I needed a 

safer relationship. Something between a wife and a pick-up. Yes. A mistress! It 

didn’t take me very long to find her. She was right there in my office. An 

unmarried lady… A shrewd hard-headed marketing executive (CPD 472-73). 

The sour relationship between Ajit and Preeti develops in elaborate vignettes with 

the disclosure of Will. Preeti was very caring when Hasmukh was alive, but with the 

death of her father-in-law, the real face of Preeti appears. Preeti has become aggressive, 
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nonchalant, disrespectful and insolent to her husband and mother-in-law. As the play 

develops the apparition of Hasmukh Mehta, who is witnessing everything with triumph, 

realizes with consternation the folly of his desire. He succinctly says, “My daughter-in-

law certainly has changed overnight, hasn’t she?” (CPD 480). Preeti, who was always on 

her heels to help her mother- in-law in daily chores, now even refuses to bring water for 

her. 

SONAL (lies down on a sofa and groans). Somebody get me some water. 

PREETI (flops on a chair and groans also). Get it yourself! And while you’re at 

it, get me some too (CPD 480). 

This drastic change in Preeti is due to change in her fortunes. She holds Ajit and 

Sonal responsible for disinheriting her from the property. Sonal bemoans: 

Preeti was never like this before. She was nice and caring, when he was alive. 

Now, after the will, she has become unbearable. She frightens me. Sometimes I think she 

is capable of doing anything for money (CPD 506). 

And to add salt to the injury, over all command is given to an outsider. Their 

dream of becoming the owners of the multi-crore business is dashed to the ground. 

All the members of Hasmukh family are angry and bitter over the loss of fortunes. 

Preeti is uncontrollably angry because the millions she was expecting are nowhere near. 

Ajit is furious because his father has again out-witted him even after death. He is in a fix, 

he is neither in a position to surrender his claim over the property nor he can do job 
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anywhere else in order to abide by the clauses of the Will. He says, “He [Hasmukh] is 

making me do things he wanted me to do. Through her! In the office… Everything she 

tells me to do is exactly what he would have wanted me to do. We are living out a dead 

man’s dream!” (CPD 501). 

Dattani cleverly sets the play in a way that Hasmukh comes out of the illusion of 

parental authority. By giving hasmukh the character of a ghost. Hasmukh even after his 

death wants to control his family, he never goes out of thirst for authority, so his ‘Will’ 

was designed in such a way that still the family comes under his control but on behalf of 

him, his mistress Kiran will run the house by Hasmukh’s will. Kiran Jhaveri an intelligent 

woman who manipulated Hasmukh until his death and took a decent place in the 

company and earned a lot of money.  

“Kiran: I think I must clear some misunderstandings you may have about my 

authority. I am only the trustee of all his wealth. Not the owner.”(CPD 493). 

The Will of Hasmukh Mehta is the superior authority that runs the actions of the 

members of the family. Even Kiran is subordinate to the will of Mehta. She is only an 

agent who has no choice of her own. 

Dattani gives a bolder look to the new woman of the society in the form of 

Hasmukh’s mistress Kiran Jhaveri. She is unlike Sonal, who is a powerless woman as she 

is confined to the four walls of the house and financially reliant on her husband. Dattani 

puts question mark on the patriarchal moral code which stresses the fidelity of a woman 

to her husband but not vice-versa. Sonal is flabbergasted to know about the tryst of her 

husband with his mistress Kiran Jhaveri only after her husband’s death. Sonal remembers 
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well that Husmukh is the replica of his father. Kiran Jhaveri, his mistress, also recollects 

how her drunkard father is a real patriarch who beats his wife and “how repetitive life 

is?” (CPD 508). Her brothers also “turned out to be like their father, going home with 

bottles of rum wrapped up in newspapers” (CPD 508). Kiran recollects: 

I learnt my lessons from being so close to life. I learnt my lessons from watching 

my mother tolerating my father when he came home every day with bottles of 

rum wrapped up in newspapers. As I watched him beating her up and calling her 

names! I learnt what life was when my mother pretended she was happy in front 

of me and my brothers, so that we wouldn’t hate my father (CPD 508). 

Kiran is very successful in the corporate world. Hasmukh respected her judgments 

and intelligence while “he never trusted anybody” (CPD 506). This gives her a lot of 

confidence. Her unhappy married life and weak financial position compel her to be the 

mistress of Hasmukh. She confesses, “Mrs. Mehta, no woman has an affair with an older 

man, especially a married man, for a little bit of respect and trust. It was mainly for the 

money” (CPD 506) and “It’s just a question of circumstances. I got my money one way” 

(CPD 506). 

Husmukh Metha in his lifetime remains a complete failure both as a father as well 

as a husband. Love, sympathy, concern and compassion have no place in his life. Where 

There’s a Will focuses on the powerful relationship between the father-figure and the 

other family members. The life of Husmukh Metha establishes the fact that with a 

loveless the patriarchal system which he follows becomes hollow and meaningless. 

Hasmukh believes that the only way to tackle all these obstacles and to correct his family 
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members is through strict control and discipline and ironically enough he is unable to 

correct them in his lifetime. Kiran, who in the beginning was an eyesore, elevates herself 

to the status of the head of the Hasmukh family by her honest and modest behaviour. 

Kiran calls Hasmukh a pitiable fellow. She demeans late Hasmukh and says: 

KIRAN. He was so insensitive to other people’s needs… He was almost cruel to 

Ajit in the office. 

SONAL. He was like a village buffalo. What did he understand about other 

people’s feelings? (CPD 508) 

KIRAN. He was like his father, wasn’t he?. . .The same bossy nature?. . . Did he 

ever disagree with his father?. . . Did he ever do anything at all without consulting 

his father first?. . . He was living his life in his father’s shadow… He had no life 

of his own…. Where were his own dreams? His own thoughts? Whatever he did 

was planned for him by his father…. At times he even sounded like his father. So 

crude and loud…. Poor Hasmukh. At times I really pitied him (CPD 509-10). 

Kiran calls Hasmukh a ‘Papa’s boy’ who has no individuality of his own: 

KIRAN. I should have hated him. Like I should have hated my father, my 

brothers and my husband. But all I felt for him was pity. 

HASMUKH (As a ghost). Enough: I say, enough: I paid you to do my work. Not 

ridicule me! 
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KIRAN. Even his attempts at ruling over you after his death, through his will, are 

pathetic (Hasmukh sticks his fingers into his ears and shuts his eyes). The only 

reason he wanted to do that is because his father had ruled over his family. All his 

life he was being a good boy to his father. (CPD 510) 

Kiran’s questioning of Hasmukh’s individuality forces the latter to think of his 

life: 

HASMUKH. Is it . . . true? Have I merely been to my father what Ajit has been to 

me? Have all my achievements been my father’s aspirations for me? Have I been 

my father’s ghost? If that is true, then where was I? What becomes of me? 

(Realizing.) Oh, my God! I sound like Aju! No-o-o! (CPD 510). 

On the other hand Kiran appreciates and commends Ajit’s efforts and declares his 

protests and resistance as the need of the hour. Her open support to Ajit puts Hasmukh in 

a very embarrassing situation. She says: 

He [Ajit] may not be the greatest rebel on earth, but at least he is free of his 

father’s beliefs. He resists. In a small way, but at least it is a start. That is enough to prove 

Ajit has won and Hasmukh has lost (CPD 510). 

Kiran is placed in the house very cleverly by Hasmukh with an intention to be a 

perennial cause of discomfort to his wife. But Hasmukh’s intention falls flat. Kiran is not 

only accepted as a family member in his house but also elevated to the status of ‘father 

figure’. Kiran is doing the duty of a father, which is not done by Hasmukh during his 

lifetime. She leads Sonal on the path of self-discovery. Sonal confesses: 
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Yes, it’s true of me too. I have always lived in my sister’s shadow. It was always 

Minal who decided what we should wear, what games we should play. She even 

decides which maharaj is suitable for our family. Even at my husband’s funeral, 

she sat beside me and told me when to cry” (CPD 511). 

After this phase of self-realization, there is a surprise twist at the end of the play, 

Preeti who appears to be submissive, meek, obedient and faithful lady in reality is very 

calculative and scheming girl. It was Preeti who actually plans to hasten the death of her 

father-in-law. Preeti replaces Hasmukh’s high blood pressure tablets with her vitamin 

tablets. But Kiran, instead of taking undue advantage of this news against Preeti, keeps it 

a secret. She does not want to disturb her family relations. Kiran shows great attitude of 

forgiveness and gives Preeti a chance to become and prove herself a better human being. 

Due to her attitude, “a true bond of understanding, recognition and mutual appreciation 

between Sonal and Kiran has been established that can withstand the test of time or 

circumstances” (Jaishankar Jha 133). Sonal’s words of gratitude are the clear indication 

that the quality of interpersonal relationship will enhance in the due course of time. 

SONAL. You have made things clear to me. I am glad you are living with us. I 

hope you’ll stay with us forever.(CPD 511). 

Each of the family members has attained his or her own identity and ultimately 

detached themselves from Hasmukh’s overpowering self. Kiran makes the appropriate 

use of opportunity, which she comes across to make interpersonal relationships better in 

terms of quantity and quality. Hasmukh, who could not be able to establish a cordial and 

amicable atmosphere in the family while he was alive, is irksome to see all of them in 
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jovial mood. He [ghost of Hasmukh] enters in the house like a stranger. He muses: 

HASMUKH. No, I don’t think I can enter this house. It isn’t mine … more. I will 

rest permanently on the tamarind tree. (Laughter at the table) They are not my 

family any more. I wish I had never interfered with their lives. They look quite 

happy together. With Kiran Sitting in my place. Oh, I wish I had been more—I 

wish I had lived (Exits) 

SONAL. Oh, by the way, Aju, I wanted to tell you our neighbours complained 

today. Our tamarind tree is over… and obstructs their electric wires. Why don’t 

you have it trimmed? (CPD 515) 

The play Where There’s a Will is an optimistic play, which shows that happiness 

is not a rare thing. It depends on men and women who can reciprocate happiness on their 

own terms. In the beginning, the character of Ajit is first presented through his father’s 

unsympathetic eyes as a spoilt child, an apple of mother’s eye and an ineffectual, and 

nincompoop. The same assessment is given by Preeti. But Ajit remains undeterred and 

finally “he is free from his father’s beliefs…. In a small way, but at least it’s a start. That 

is enough to prove that Ajit has won and Hasmukh has lost” (CPD 510) in the end. Mrs. 

Mehta also breaks herself free from the dominance of her husband and her sister under 

whose influence she lived and wasted her life. Kiran Jhaveri also finds the happiness that 

was missing in her past life as a business executive, a mistress, a daughter of a drunkard 

father and wife of a drunkard husband. The respect which she longs for a long time is 

given by Hasmukh Mehta’s family. 
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SONAL. You two [Kiran and Preeti] have become good friends all of a sudden. 

KIRAN. Yes. We all have to remain friends for another twenty-one years. 

SONAL. Not for twenty-one years. Forever! (CPD 515) 

These characters liberate themselves from the stronghold and grip of their past 

and it is a clear-cut defeat of Hasmukh and his ideology. This officious husband, strict 

father and despotic boss is reduced to a miniature and pushed to the point of 

insignificance. He plans to “rest permanently on the tamarind tree” (CPD 515) outside 

the house. The plan of his erstwhile family to cut down the tamarind tree in the garden 

shows the departure of Hasmukh from their life and memories. The man who ruled over 

his family during his lifetime as well as after his death is exposed at the end to be what he 

really was. 

In the play Where There’s a Will Hasmukh controls and commands over his 

family through his money and fails to materialize the opportunity to improve his 

interpersonal relationship, as we see in most of the joint families. When he became the 

spectator of his past actions, he realizes that his desire for control had led him to be the 

victim of his own decisions. Hasmukh says, “They are not my family any more. I wish I 

had never interfered with their lives. They look quite happy together. With Kiran sitting 

in my place. Oh, I wish I had been more... I wish I had lived. (Exits)” (CPD 515). 

Chaudhuri rightly observes that “Hasmukh’s reality is taken apart by the two women who 

know him best, and his ghostly outrage goes unnoticed by the protagonists who 

amalgamate into a properly functioning family unit under female leadership. His ploy 
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with the will has worked all too well, and he can see himself and all that he stands for, 

being buried once and for all” (31). 

The foregoing analysis of Where There’s a Will clearly reveals that the old gender 

roles and dictates of patriarchal system are crumbling. In the modern world, the new 

woman is the new concept and a new reality embodied in Kiran’s role as a father-figure. 

The fact that Hasmukh has always been an obstacle in the realization of a happy family 

proves the fact that old patriarchal system has failed. The decision of the members of 

Hasmukh family to cut the tree on which Hasmukh the ghost lives is symbolic of the 

collapse of the old patriarchal system. 

Mahesh Dattani describes his play “as the exorcism of patriarchal code” (CPD 

449). Sita Raina in “A Note on the Play” appreciated it for its “philosophical twist”. She 

observes that “To be the watcher of one’s self is to make intelligent changes in this life” 

(449). In this play, Dattani very dexterously employs the incidents for self-awareness to 

expose the misconception of false authority. He postulates that in a family the passion 

for power and domination of an individual makes other members insecure. The will to 

dominate is always short-lived because every individual has his own dreams and 

aspirations and nobody can restrict that. 
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CHAPTER-III 

DANCE LIKE A MAN 

Dattani’s plays deal with the pathos of human predicament. Likewise Dance Like 

a Man is a powerful drama which provides an insight into contemporary social scene in 

India. This play won the award for the Best Picture in English awarded by the National 

Panorama in 1998. Neeru Tanton says, “What one loves about them is the way he brings 

in the dynamics of personal and moral choices while focusing on human relations” (91). 

Dattani has presented a good set of family relationship in his play Dance a Like 

Man. The play is mainly built around the relationship between Amritlal Parekh and Jairaj. 

Amritlal is a father who expected all the members of his family to face down themselves 

before him. This play mainly explores the life of a budding dancer Jairaj who loses his 

career, his passion, his dreams and his purpose under the control of his father. When his 

son Jairaj decides his career as a dancer, Amritlal does not try to understand the 

emotions, the feelings and the problems of his son. He tries to control and asses Jairaj 

according to certain absolute standards of masculine behaviour. Throughout the play the 

father and son appear to be living in two separate worlds without any interaction. 

This play set in Chennai where dance is an integral part of life. Dattani uses the 

passion for dance as the central motif in the play. Ratna, daughter-in-law of Amritlal, 

wants her daughter Lata to achieve fame as a dancer. She is not satisfied in making 

herself a dancer, because of the repressive patriarchal dominance of her father-in-law, 

Amritlal. 
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The play focuses on the conflict between the older and younger generations. 

Amritlal represents the attitudes of the older generation and the younger generation 

represented by Jairaj and Ratna. They challenge the old man who has no good opinion 

about the art form. The social bias against the art of dance among men is highlighted in 

this play. This play is an argument of the idea of the gender identity that is a burden not 

only to woman but also to man. 

Mahesh Dattani draws attention to the complexities of relationships under 

patriarchal hegemony in his play Dance Like a Man (1989). He unveiled the ill effects of 

patriarchy in Indian society through his portrayal of the sufferings of women characters 

as well as male characters. In this play Dattani examines the relationship among the 

members of the family with truth and genuineness. His representation of the characters in 

the family situation is life- like and real. This play centres around the Indian families with 

intricate relationships among its members. Dattani focuses on the human relationship 

with reference to day-to-day  lives. He concentrates only on the Indian upper middleclass 

families here from he himself emerges. 

Dance like a man was first performed at Chowdiah Memorial hall, Bangalore, on 

September 22, 1989 at the Deccan Herald Theatre Festival. The first performance was 

directed and acted by Mahesh Dattani. Thereafter, the play was performed at the NCPA 

Experimental Theatre, Mumbai. The play is still performed at various places in the world. 

Dance Like a Man contains some serious undertones, which underlines the 

realistic and universal conflicts between two generations of the same family. This play 

was awarded the prestigious Sahitya Kala Parishad Award for Best Play in 1995. It also 
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toured to the Bloomsbury Theatre, London in June 1999, New York in July 2000 and, 

later on, to Dubai and Colombo.  

Dance Like a Man is a two-act play about a family dedicated to the art of dancing. 

But they are convincing human beings. Their hunt for fame at odds with basic household 

duties involves certain moral considerations which are artistically dealt with. The play 

proves Dattani’s accurate knowledge of the Indian classical dance, especially 

Bharatnatyam and Kuchipidi. Dance might be the major theme of the play but apart from 

it there is a clear imposition of patriarchal dominance in the play. This is evident in the 

relationship between Amritlal parekh and his son jairaj. One can guess that from reading 

“A Note on the Play by Mithran Devanesen” 

“I have a chair that belonged to my father and, since his death, has now passed 

onto me. Through some unwritten rule, it is understood that this is my chair and nobody 

else will sit in it. I used this chair on the stage for the play’s Amritlal Parekh, the 

autocratic father, to use and nobody else sat on it - - a metaphor of the unwritten rules of 

authority that so many of us come to accept as part of the Indian joint family. The 

younger jairaj tries to go against this in the play that examines authority and prejudice 

socially and culturally and we sit in the dark watching the story unfold between time past 

and time present, Mahesh Dattani forces us to examine our own individual and collective 

consciousness.”(CPD 383) 

In the play ‘Dance like a man’ Amritlal Parekh is the autocratic father of a 

traditional joint family. He is the controlling factor of power. Power, authority and desire 

to control the family is like an iron curtain, a strong hurdle between father and son. 
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Through this the son could not develop love towards his father. He never feels sorry even 

for his father’s death. Lata confess this in the opening of the play to Viswas that his 

grandfather was the dominating character in the family and tells that Jairaj is not the 

dominating type  

LATA. That’s not true. My grandfather was dominating type but look at my 

father, he . . . (CPD 392) 

The play also deals mainly of the Dance and the characters have an attachment to 

the art. Jairaj and Ratna are the dancing couple who made their daughter into dancing 

career and Lata too have a good view over dance and the art, so she tells Viswas about 

the art of dance and tells Viswas that her grandfather is against dance proving that 

Amritlal parekh is the full handling body of the family and questions the liberty about 

learning the art of dance on behalf of her father Jairaj.  

LATA. He must have had his hands full handling daddy, what with him wanting 

to be a dancer!(CPD 392) 

Viswas have a comical view over the entire family of Lata, and starts to mock her 

family after hearing the dominating bodies like Amritlal and Ratna towards Jairaj and 

Lata 

VISWAS. What a granddaddy she had! He must have been a terror. No wonder 

her father is a weirdo.(clears his throat and puts on a mock-father voice.)So, you 

want to be a dancer. Hah! Hah! Hah! Son, you will never amount to anything in 

life, Look at what I have achieved. Look . Look . Look .(Points to the furniture.) 
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What’s that you say? There’s more to life than money? You ungrateful 

wretch!(CPD 396) 

Suddenly Jairaj and Ratna Returns back to the house and Viswas was there, the 

conversation starts between Jairaj and Viswas regarding the oldest man in the play, the 

antagonist, the father who Jairaj hated so much for ruining his life.  

VISWAS. My father wouldn’t loan money to me if I wanted it. 

JAIRAJ (laughs loudly). Neither did my father. He gave to everyone except 

me.(CPD 405) 

This conversation between two generation of man speaks about the patriarchal 

dominance that they experience in the house and the deciding authority that has never 

changed in the past decade.  

VISWAS. But you fought back. That’s good. You did what you wanted to do. 

You were steadfast. 

JAIRAJ (sarcastically). Brave(CPD 406) 

But things change in the father son relationship as time goes. The young man in 

the play has a different point of view than Jairaj the old son of a patriarchal father. Even 

though it has not achieved a greater change, somehow this conversation indicates the 

change that is being done in to the society by sons like Jairaj. 

VISWAS. You must have hated your father. 
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JAIRAJ. This was my world. I have kept it the same because it’s mine. This is 

where I spent my child-hood. I removed his memories. The gardens... When he 

died, I had everything removed. Pulled it all out from the roots. (CPD 406)  

Jairaj wants to take away the memories of his father “out from the roots.” 

According to Amritlal dance is “the craft of a prostitute to show off her wares”. It is clear 

through the conversation between Amritlal and Jairaj that he would not allow his son 

Jiaraj to practice as long as he is under his guardianship. 

Jairaj wants to live on his own by creating a boundary between him and his father. 

He has taken an impulsive decision that he decides to leave his father with his wife and 

resolves never to come back, as he says to his father: “As from now we are no longer 

under your care. And will never be again. Never” (CPD 424). But soon after he finds 

himself unable to support his family of his own. So, he comes back to his father’s house 

within two days and he also makes a compromise with his father. But his father makes 

that situation to arrest the individual freedom of Jairaj by imposing certain restrictions on 

them. He tells Jairaj not to grow long hair and asks Ratna not to learn dance from 

anybody else. He also informs Ratna that a man’s happiness lies in being a man. He 

believes his son and daughter-in-law gets happiness if they follow his instructions. But he 

really doesn’t understand where his son’s happiness lies. 

RATNA. You! You are nothing but a spineless boy who couldn’t leave his 

father’s house for more than forty-eight hours.(CPD 402) 

At some point in the play Jairaj comes back to his father’s house with his wife, 

Ratna, defeated. He cannot survive outside his father’s house. He is not wise enough to 
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earn money. He is a ‘spineless boy’ says Ratna. Amritlal identifies his daughter in-law’s 

cleverness. She marries Jairaj because he allows her to dance. Amritlal gives power to 

Ratna to prevent his son from dancing and allow him to grow up. Ratna is selfish and 

powerful in tuning her husband. As a result Jairaj lost his identity.  

Through then portrayal of the conflict between Amritlal and Jairaj, Dattani 

expresses the hollowness of the traditional patriarchal authority and also expresses such 

stubborn narrow-minded patents in Indian families. 

Amritlal wants to make Jairaj as a man who could be worthy of a woman. At a 

stage, Amritlal induces the desire of Ratna to dance and assures Ratna that she would be 

allowed to dance if she helps him to make Jairaj an adult. Amritlal asks Ratna, “Help me 

make him an adult. Help him to grow up” (CPD 427). Ambition overtakes Ratna. She 

gets her freedom by giving up her husband’s desire. She is ready to destroy Jairaj’s self- 

esteem as an artist. 

Ratna fails in helping her husband to grow like an adult. Real happiness of a man 

lies in “being a man”. Amritlal does not like his son to grow a long hair and wear 

women’s costumes. He thought Jairaj’s love towards dance is only fancy, but his interest 

turns into obsession. Jairaj cannot see far so he compares his father’s involvement in 

freedom is an obsession. He calls his father “hypocrite”. Ratna is clever, selfish and self 

confident. To fulfill her desires she makes Jairaj to dance to her tunes. “A woman in a 

man’s world may be considered as being progressive. But a man in a woman’s is 

pathetic” (CPD 427).  
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Jairaj’s life is a failure. He wants to get back his self - esteem, bit by bit. It has 

been taken up by Ratna, by insisting on too much of billing for the dance programs, by 

making him dance the weakest items, lighting is arranged in such a way to show that he is 

dancing in her shadow and even called him names in front of other people. When he goes 

out for her programme during nights, she gives opium to her infant child, Shankar, to 

make him sleep; the same thing has been done by Ayah, so that she can sleep peacefully. 

For the selfish desires of the mistress and the maid the innocent child has been 

victimized.  

Jairaj wants to fulfil his desire as an artist through his son, Shankar. Jairaj wants 

to teach his son the dance of Shiva, the dance of a man. He wishes that Shankar would 

dance ‘tandava nrityam’ right on the head of his grandfather when he becomes a young 

man. 

Jairaj: [...] Then when grows up, I’ll teach him how to dance- the dance of Shiva. 

The dance of a man. And when he is ready, I’ll bring him to his grandfather and make 

him dance on his head- tandava nritya. (CPD 441)  

But this desire of Jairaj remains unfulfilled because the child dies 

JAIRAJ. You should have been near the baby.  

RATNA. I should have asked you to stay back. At least you would have been of 

some use here !  

JAIRAJ. You didn’t think I was useful there? I clapped the loudest (Claps loudly). 

(CPD 441)  
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The power of greed to gain fame makes Ratna to keep her motherhood aside. She 

is neither a devoted wife nor a good daughter-in-law. Amritlal allows her to dance in 

anticipation of his desirous ambition, but she has made her husband out of way. Amritlal 

wants to thrust adulthood in a perverse way. Agreeing with Amritlal is Ratna’s perversity 

in letting of Jairaj to be molded as a man. Ratna is brilliant, quite looker, quite dancer and 

quite an actress. She destroys her husband and blames Amritlal. She makes him her 

“stage prop.”  

In the play Jairaj develops negativism against his father. Fathers try to impose 

their ideas on their children. Amritlal wants his son to grow like a man with masculine 

qualities. But the individuals develop according to their innate abilities. When the 

children are developing aptitude in a particular area, he must be provided proper 

opportunity in that area so that he can develop to the optimum level. If Amritlal 

encouraged Jairaj, he would have become a great dancer like Lata, who develops in a 

harmonious way.  

Amritlal shows his authority towards his son even in growing his hair as he 

wishes. He does not allow his son to have long hair, because he thinks that long hair is 

meant for women alone. This is well expressed in the conversation between Amritlal and 

his son, Jairaj. 

Amritlal: I have never seen a man long hair. 

 Jairaj: All sadhus have long hair. Amritlal: I don’t mean [ ... ]  

Jairaj: What are you trying to say? 
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 Amritlal: All I am saying that normal men don’t keep their hair so long. (CPD 

417) 

Amritlal thinks that growing long hair is the checkmate to his son’s masculinity 

via prejudice to his family pride. His underlying fear is that dance would make his son 

Jairaj ‘womanly’ and so tells Ratna: “Tell him that if he grows his hair even an inch 

longer, I will shave his head and throw him on the road” (CPD 418). He is ready to throw 

his son away from his home, though Jairaj is his only son. As the sole proprietor of his 

property, he threatens his son that he will through his son out of home if he does not 

follow his instructions. Amritlal is a wonderful example to the male dominated society 

that creates and preserves the patriarchal code.  

Until the 1970’s the roles of men and women were fairly well defined. However 

recent years have witnessed the line between male and female roles becoming blurred 

and the domain of feminity has expanded to include social and professional fields. The 

changing trends are reflected in men and women taking up unconventional work as pilots 

and astronauts while men are honing their skills as chefs, fashion designers and dancers. 

Madhavi Verma in her book Mahesh Dattani’s Play : A psychoanalytical study considers 

Mahesh Dattani’s plays to be about modern India and the contemporary social situations. 

She says: 

 “Family is the center of his plays… He lays emphasis on family. He relates 

modern Indian families to contemporary realities and re-creates the characters in their 

situations.” (35)  
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Dattani’s knowledge of human relationship and the problems of the people 

involved in the play are profound. He attempts to draw many of his characters from real 

life situations and they are remarkably realistic. Deepthi Agarwal speaks of the troubled 

relationships in Mahesh Dattani’s play Dance like a Man. In her book The Plays of 

Mahesh Dattani, she says: 

The play “Dance like a Man” focuses on three generations –Amritlal Parekh 

,Jairaj, his son, his wife Ratna , their daughter Lata and future son in law Viswas. 

It centers on an individual plight where a dying form of art serves as a backdrop. 

Amritlal is the autocratic father, a freedom fighter and reformist. He stands as a 

metaphor of the unwritten rules of authority that many come to accept as part of 

the Indian joint family. He is a representative of the society in the 1930’s and 

1940’s. Though liberal in thoughts he curtails the freedom of his son who wants 

to become a Bharatanatayam dancer. Jairaj seems to be have a passion for dance 

which is accepted by the society of his times.   

Hoping that Jairaj’s passion for dance is only temporary ,Amritlal gave into his 

son’s whims and fancies in the beginning. He had converted the library into a practice 

hall for Jairaj, but he did not realize that his interest would turn into an obsession. He 

fails to find a suitable reason for Jairaj’s choice of career. He blames himself and his 

upbringing. Taking advantage of his financial dependency on him, the father altogether 

stops his son’s dancing classes. 

“Jairaj: You promised you would allow me to continue with my hobbies. 

Amritlal: That was when you were a boy and dance was just a hobby. Grow up Jairaj  
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Jairaj : I don’t want to grow up! You can’t stop me from doing what I want. 

Amritlal: As long as you are under my care …..” (CPD 422)   

He tries to win his daughter- in- law Ratna over to his side and in the bargain 

wants her to discourage her husband from his passion. Another aspect that Mahesh 

Dattani highlights in the play is the rigid notion regarding marriage of the Indian society 

in the 1930’s. Though Amritlal is considered to be a revolutionary reformer he feels 

Ratna is not a suitable wife for Jairaj . He blames Ratna for influencing his son. 

Amritlal : Is it because of your wife? Is she forcing you to dance? She may be 

influencing you. May be it’s not you. That’s one thing I regret, consenting to your 

marriage. (CPD 422)  

Typical of the times, we see Amritlal fixed in the notions of gender roles 

acceptable in society. He feels that dance was the art of the devdasi’s and no one else 

should practice it. He is against his daughter in law pursuing dance and he tries to put an 

end to the practice session with the guruji . He does not want to be associated with the 

people related to dance- the musician as well as the guruji. He tells his son, 

 “ I am expecting some people and I want those musicians out before they 

arrive…My request is that you finish your lesson as quickly as you can and see that your 

guruji leaves before my guests arrive. God forbid that we should bump into one another. 

.. You can pay them four rupees and tell them not to set their foot in this house again.” 

(CPD 414)  



49 
 

Moreover speaking of ‘dance’ he believes that it is his priority to eradicate certain 

unwanted and ugly practices which are a shame to the society – such as the practice and 

performance of the traditional devadasi’s dance-the Bharatanatyam. He believed in the 

concept of ashrams for the unfortunate women- the Devdasis , ignoring aspects such as 

educating and reforming them and he feels they have given up their ‘art’ and have taken 

to selling their bodies. 

 Although Ratna tries to convince Amritlal that dancing is a divine art of Shiva 

and Parvathi . Amritlal is more concerned about his own status and position in society. 

As soon as he gets to know that Ratna was visiting a Devdasi, Chenniamma through one 

of his well wishers Patel , he tells Ratna to stop inviting Chenniamma. However Ratna 

defends herself, but Amritlal did not want passersby to see his daughter in law dancing in 

the courtyard of a devadasi . He tells her that people would assume the worst and it could 

tarnish the family reputation so he warns Ratna. In disagreement, Ratna tries to convince 

her father in law saying  

“My husband knows where I go and I have his permission ……..if you don’t 

allow me to visit her then I will have to ask her to come here.” (CPD 420)  

Firm, determined and patriarchal in nature he tries to put an end to the argument 

saying,  

“Your husband happens to be my son. And you are both under my care .It is my 

permission that you should ask for.” (CPD 420)  
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Moreover there is an underlying fear in Amriltal that dance would make his son 

“womanly’ an effeminate man.” When Jairaj takes up traditional dance, for him it is 

something that gives him pure delight and happiness. He never thought that traditional 

dance or bharatanatayam was ‘proper ‘or ‘right’ only for women. His decision was to 

follow his passion and enter the field of dance when everyone else looked down upon the 

dance form restricted to the devadasis and so one could call Jairaj rave and daring. Jairaj 

with his obsessions for this dance form is all set to break these stereotypes of the previous 

generation. He respects his teacher who is considered ‘strange’ by his father. People like 

Amritlal identify dancers as ones who have long hair, womanly gait and effeminate 

speaking style. There is also the implication of the guruji being homosexual. Although 

Jairaj is taken aback when Amritlal makes a mention of this he calls him insane. 

 Jairaj’s approach towards traditional dance is sincere and honest and somewhere 

his character conveys that he believed in the concept of ‘art for art sake’. The act of 

choosing dance as a career brings out Jairaj’s strong urge to wage war against society’s 

fixed notions regarding dance. He faithfully follows his passion only to realize later how 

he was used by Ratna who took sides with his father Amritlal. Here in the play the 

playwright Mahesh Dattani gives another twist to the stereotypes associated with ‘gender 

issues’ that view solely women at the receiving end of the oppressive power structures of 

patriarchal society. The play dispels hidden notions and explores the nature of tyranny 

that even men might be subject to in such a structure of society . Jairaj tells Rata 

 “I want you to give me back my self esteem! Bit by bit you took it when you 

insisted on top billing in all our programs. You took it when you made me perform  
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weakest items, you took it when you arranged the lighting so that I was literally dancing 

in your shadow.” (CPD 443)  

Amarnath Prasad in his book “Four Indian Playwrights: A Critical Assessment” 

speaks of the technique used by Mahesh Dattani in many of his plays. He says  

“Dattani knows the art of expressing the views through some powerful images, 

symbols, stage directions and other means of art.” (53) 

 Speaking of the three generations and the three time frames of the past, the 

present and the future we see that Amritlal is carrying the baggage of his own times and 

tries to manipulate the next generation – Jairaj and Ratna –to carry it forward. Jairaj and 

Ratna ironically do the same with their own progeny and try to pass on their preferences 

to Lata. Jairaj is very happy when Lata Parekh is announced the “star of the festival” by 

the Herald and the Times. They are extremely proud when the review reads  

“Her nritya and abhinaya were unparallel and truly remarkable in a dancer so 

young in years. Under the expert guidance of her parents Smt. Ratna and Sri. Jairaj 

Parekh she has blossomed into a superlative dancer. This is one star which will shine 

bright in the sky of a bharatanatayam.” (CPD 432) 

Jairaj and Ratna started their lives with a dream to perform their art. But Ratna 

concentrates all her hopes on the performances of her daughter, Lata. Anxiety about her 

daughter’s performance has created a great expectation in Ratna. She wants to achieve 

through her daughter what she had lost in her life. It has been a hopeless attempt to 
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challenge the patriarchal authority. She strengthens herself with a success of Lata but 

makes her husband Jairaj, very hopeless. 

 Though Jairaj and Ratna try to transfer their own ambitions to Lata , she proves 

to be very different altogether. She is a talented dancer but is quiet happy to marry 

Viswas ,the rich mitaiwala’s son, who for his part is charming and comfortable with the 

complete ignorance of bharatanatayam- the passion of the preceding generation. 

“Viswas: I like those poses they did; they remind me of sculptures like ….. You 

know, the one you see on a postcards where the dancer is talking to a parrot or 

something… it looked good..I liked the way she finished with a flourish. We 

knew then it was time to clap.” (CPD 433)  

Unlike her parents who believed in perfection and could not think of committing a 

mistake during the performance Lata is able to laugh at herself –for flaws in dance“I 

forgot the last Jathi and simply posed till the music finished and I finished with a 

flourish” (CPD 434) 

Jairaj is isolated both as a victim of social prejudice and parental authority. The 

irony in the life of Jairaj is that his life is shaped and reshaped according to the desires 

and dreams of others. Amritlal shapes Jairaj in whatever shapes, as a man should be. This 

makes Jairaj’s life as a tragedy. The internal and external self of Jairaj is divided. In his 

external self, he is in conflict with his father. In his internal self, he is in conflict with his 

wife, Ratna. The conflict in the life of Jairaj with his father is a social expectations and 

individual choices. The traditional bondages of Amritlal do not permit Jairaj to exercise 
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his own will. Amritlal stands for social accessibility and Jairaj wants to stand for his own 

identity. 

As a result, Amritlal’s son Jairaj, a budding dancer, who loses his career, his 

passion, his dreams and his purpose under the control of his father. Though, Amritlal is a 

freedom fighter, fight for the nation’s freedom doesn’t care for his son’s freedom. This 

play deals with the problems faced by the members of the family caused by the father and 

the father figure in the family and how the other members of the family made an attempt 

to come out of the patriarchal subjugation. 
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CHAPTER-IV 

DO THE NEEDFUL 

Patriarchy literally means ‘the rule of the father’ and it comes from the Greek. In 

Greek ‘patria’ means father and ‘arche’ means rule. Patriarchy is a social system in which 

male holds primary power, predominate role, political leadership, moral authority, social 

privilege, and controls the family, where father- figures hold authority over the members 

of the family. 

Mahesh Dattani has played an important role in the evolution and enrichment of 

Indian English Drama through his dramatic outputs. Mostly, he concentrates on 

contemporary society and reality in the fast-changing world. His plays are typical dramas, 

and his themes are relating to feminine identity, religion, communal tension, sexuality 

and also human relationships.  

Family is not only an important constituent of Indian society but the nerve centre 

of Indian life. Indian families are known for their pride, dignity and prestige. They are 

considered as the yardsticks for Indian culture. Rachel Bari and M. Ibrehim Khalilullah 

say, “What is interesting about Dattani is the fact that in every human drama of his .... 

everything is placed in the family mould” (61).  

Though the family is an organization that is praised highly among all Indians and 

also by the others, it needs real analysis and attention. The presentation of family in the 

plays of Mahesh Dattani is different from this. None of his families are peaceful and they 
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are known for their gap and unhappiness between husband and wife, misunderstanding 

between parent and children and disregards between father and mother. 

Do the Needful was written in 1996 at the invitation of the BBC. It is a radio play 

having the theme of  a marriage not altogether unthinkable , for a broadcast in England. It 

also exhibits the evils of urbanization, cosmopolitanism, etc. and thus turns out to be a 

realistic portrayal of modern Indian society. Sally Avens comments in A Note on the 

Play: 

Like all the best love stories, the hero and heroine end up getting married, but the 

road to marital bliss is full of the most unexpected twists and turns . . . 

His(Dattani’s) writing, whilst taking on a conventional form and being readily 

accessible to an audience, never fails to challenge and surprise. And whilst the 

play may be set in India within the conventions of ‘arranged marriages’, its wider 

themes are universal. A British audience found it easy to empathize with a gay 

man being forced to live his life within the norms of a heterosexual society or 

young woman eager to prove her independence and break free from her parents. 

(CPD 115)     

The play is set partly in Mumbai and partly in Bangalore. Famous Indian classical 

singer M.S.Subbulakshmi’s Meera Bhajans add South Indian touch to the story. Before 

sinking into the discussion first let's deal about the play Do the Needful. Alpesh Patel is 

the son of Chandrakant patel and Kusumpen patel. Lata Gowda is the daughter of Devraj 

Gowda and Prema Gowda. Alpesh Patel is a homosexual. Lata is straight. Alpesh does 

not want to marry a girl since his first marriage with a girl was a broken one since he is 
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homosexual. Lata is in love with one named Salim who is in Mumbai. Alpesh never 

wants to share his life with a girl. Simultaneously Lata does not like to marry other than 

Salim. But both are compelled (by their parents) to fulfill their parent’s wishes by 

marrying. Though these two parents have their own caste dignity they could not uphold 

this in their children's marriage due to their children's well known ‘immoral’ behaviour, 

Known to their own caste people. Remember if is not known to their own caste people, 

then it is not at all an immoral. 

The Patel family from Mumbai is haunting for match for their divorcee mere 

thirty years age son Alpesh, the printer through matrimonial advertisement. The same is 

the job that is being carried out by the Gowda from Bengaluru. Both the families come to 

the conclusion that the boy from Mumbai and the girl from Bengluru will make a fine 

couple. In pursuit of this decision, the two families decide to meet in Bengaluru to first of 

all carry out the formality of introducing themselves and their children to each other. 

Both the families meet and the parents in spite of the fact that their children are unwilling 

to marry each other go on pursuing their ends of making their children agree to their 

proposal and decision of fixing the match .  

DEVARAJ GOWDA. (reading out from patel’s letter). ‘I am returning the 

photograph of your daughter Lata which you had kindly sent. I am also enclosing 

a photo of Alpesh. Please do let us know if 21
st
 and 22

nd
 September are suitable to 

you to receive us. It is better that we meet personally for all parties concerned, to 

do the needful. Yours sincerely, Chandrakant patel.’(CPD 120) 
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Alpesh is a muted Subaltern in the play. Alpesh is a homosexual but for a time 

being he is forced by none other than his own parents to be a bi sexual. But after his first 

failure in  hetero sexual marriage he wants to lead his life as a gay. In the starting of the 

play Alpesh says us who he is.”Is Trilok free?...He knows exactly where my tight spots 

are…”(CPD 119) 

Though the above given words look like words that can be normally spoken by 

even straight, after knowing him we can understand why those words are spoken by 

Alpesh. He knows very well living with a woman is indeed is impossible in his life. He 

tries to convince his parents out of the idea of him getting married to girl. 

ALPESH. What if… I don’t want to get married. 

ALPESH. What happened with my last marriage… 

ALPESH. You don’t want it to happen again,do you? 

KUSUMBEN PATEL. Are you threatening me that it will happen again? 

KUSUMBEN PATEL. No. I will not let it happen again, it can never happen 

again. I might as well take poison and die if it happens again. (CPD 125-126) 

Though the dialogues quoted here look too lengthy, that all alone can say the real 

situation in where Alpesh lives. Alpesh who is a homosexual knows him very well that he 

cannot lead a sexually peaceful life with a girl. So in a hidden manner he told it to his 

mother Kusumpen Patel. As Alpesh lives in a situation in his home in which a son could 

not speak out loudly and openly what he feels or what he wants to do. Even when his 
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mother said to him to pick up Swamiji from Airport which he did not like, he could not 

say no to it openly, but he could whisper that alone. Many of the conversation of Alpesh 

happen in his thoughts and mind and not openly said to his parents. 

KUSUMBEN PATEL.(on the phone). Yes. yes…Hmm……..Alpesh will pick 

him and bring him here… 

ALPESH (Whispering his protest).No! (CPD 124) 

So we can come to an understanding that Alpesh wants to be a free man to make 

his own decision in choosing his life and sexual relationship. But society does not let him 

and he knows very well that his parents will not accept that and they would go to the 

extreme of committing suicide. So when he was threatened by his mother he says, 

ALPESH. Yes. All right. I give up. If you like her, I will marry her.(CPD125) 

 Threatening one tearfully will easily make him surrendered and any son will 

become slave in front of the tears of a mother. Any way he wanted to escape from that by 

reasoning his first failed marriage. But failed to succeed in that attempt of pursuing his 

mother. In this play it is evident that he had homosexual relationship with two guys 

named Trilok and Mali. But the feudal Indian mind is not ready to accept the surviving 

'bitter' truth. It wanted to solve the problem by saying it is not here. Same time it wanted 

to annihilate that subaltern people by not letting their ears to them. That's what happened 

to Lata's matter also. When they came to know that lata is having an affair with a Muslim 

boy, and she had sex with him they wanted to conceal it from their caste people when 

they could not do it, they simply became "broadminded" to select a bridegroom from 
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other caste. But they were never interested in what Lata's choice was. They tearfully 

threatened their daughter to obey their decision. 

LATA. Please, Amma! Please don’t insist I agree to this! You are ruining my 

Life. 

PREMA GOWDA. You should have thought of our lives before sleeping with 

that terrorist! 

DEVARAJ GOWDA. Lata go to your room 

PREMA GOWDA. You have ruined our lives!(CPD 122) 

Alpesh’s parents want him to do the things that he never want to do in his life, 

that is evident when Devraj Gowda asks about the job of Alpesh, he does not want to lie 

to them but Alpesh’s father  would want him to lie, even he hates to lie. Alpesh tells in 

his thoughts to the audience that he could not walk out on his father’s wishes, but fears to 

open up the thought to his father and the other people in the room. 

ALPESH (thought). What could I say to them? Daddy had his colleague approve 

the loan. We paid enough bribes to get the damn thing off. We hired the 

underworld to have Grandpa’s tenants evicted . . . I hate lying and liars. I have to 

do it so often. I feel every time I speak, I am lying. (pause.) In case you think I am 

rich . . . I am just a caretaker. It’s all this. I can’t walk out on him without leaving 

it all. I wish it didn’t matter. I wish . . . (CPD 136) 
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The meeting of both the family occurs as planned by the parents. As Gowda’s 

were enquiring Alpesh on one side the Patel’s started to ask questions to Lata on the other 

side.  

KUSUMBEN: so you have finished college?  

LATA: I dropped out, my parents wouldn’t let me.(CPD 135) 

Lata has the moral courage to say that her parents oppose her college studies. At 

last these two families of Lata and Alpesh did the needful. Now the two characters who 

are suffering with the same problem meet as part of their parents' doing the needful. In 

night when Alpesh was smoking cigarette, he was seen by Lata. Fortunately Lata is also a 

smoker. So they came to an agreement that you do not reveal my secret and I too will not 

reveal. As the both are under the control of their parents will. This agreement is the root 

for the end of the play. 

Lata is a bit braver than Alpesh in the play, She stubbornly makes her decisions 

despite her parents ruining her life. She says to the face of Alpesh that she never wanted 

to marry him. But Aplesh even then was speaking in his thoughts not exposing his 

thoughts outside. It was the fear he has towards his parents and the society that makes 

him to think more than to talk. As a woman she has the characteristics of a man, these 

type of characters are usually set in Dattani’s plays. The opposition of characteristics 

happen in many of his plays. 

LATA. Look. I don’t want to marry you. I am in love with someone else. 
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ALPESH(thought). That was good of her. 

(pause. Speech.) Can we sit down somewhere? 

LATA. Keep walking. Might as well see Gauri’s bloody calf. 

ALPESH(thought). She was waiting for me to say something. Maybe I should 

have told her about you. After all, she was decent enough to bring up her Salman 

or Salim or whatever. At that very moment, I imagine, our parents were sort of 

clinching the deal.(CPD 149) 

While the couple was deciding to stop the marriage and Lata plans to elope, the 

mothers of both Alpesh and Lata were discussing about the match and how they liked 

each other’s children . they speak as if Lata and Alpesh are made for each other. But the 

reality is not known to them. They think they are doing good for their children. But they 

never really ask their concern in any of the decisions. 

KUSUMBEN PATEL. I like Lata very much. 

PREMA GOWDA. Oh! You don’t know how happy that makes me feel! Alpesh 

is such a wonderful boy(CPD149) 

As like the mothers in the play, the fathers were also discussing about their choice 

as if they accomplished a better thing, Chandrakanth patel feels proud that his would be 

daughter in law is so clever and intelligent, Prema Gowda says the same creamy words 

about Alpesh to his  father , to somehow make this match for the marriage, but they failed 

to understand about the mental and physical well being of the couple. It is because the 
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children were not allowed to make any decision in their life. They are treated as children 

even when they’ve achieved the age of marriage. This is no personal flaw but the flaw 

that is induced by the Indian society over so many years. The patriarchal dominance is 

the reason behind the flaw. Parents have in their mind a perception about their kid and 

that perception remains as such even after they how grown, but parents fail to understand 

that characters change when children grow.  

CHANDRAKANT PATEL. My wife and I discussed it just before lunch. We like 

your daughter very much. 

CHANDRAKANT PATEL. Lata is so intelligent, she will be right for our 

Alpesh. I only hope she will adjust to being vegetarian. 

PREMA GOWDA. I like Alpesh. He is so modest and unassuming. Very few 

people are . . . and he seems so sensitive.(CPD 149) 

The parents in the play lives in a fantasy world of their own ,where they assume 

things of their own about their children and the society. In many plays it will be the father 

figure that fails to understand the other members of the family but in this play the 

mothers too act similarly to the father’s decisions. They speak out words for their 

children but in their deep thoughts they think only of their own life and dignity in the 

society over the life of their children 

PREMA GOWDA. Ultimately it is the children who matter. We are doing it all 

for them. 
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KUSUMBEN PATEL. It is our duty to see that they are happy(CPD 151) 

Even though this play has characters from the city they still have the mind of the 

people in a rural closed cave. That is represented by the visit towards the farm house in 

the play. The victims of the play Alpesh and Lata have their own ideas of life, love, 

marriage and sexual relationships. They were stubborn in their views but their ideas of no 

use to their well being. Because they can’t make their ideas into reality, at the end of the 

day they knew that their lives were in the hands of their parents. 

ALPESH. Please don't tell my dad…about my smoking. 

LATA.I just came down here to join you for a smoke. 

LATA. May I have one? 

Alpesh fishes out a cigarette and lights it for her. Lata exhales loud and slow. 

ALPESH. Teri bhi chup,meri bhi chup……'your silence and my silence' (CPD 

142) 

At first they come to one common understanding that smoking is not mistake, but 

their parents think and impose that it is a grave mistake. So they can do it without their 

knowledge. Now they made an agreement, you know my secret as I too, so please keep 

quiet and I will do the same. Same agreement and understanding has continued when she 

knows that Alpesh is homosexual. But before knowing that, she spoke to Alpesh very 

openly that she is not at all interested in marriage with him. She wanted to elope to Salim 

who also resides in Mumbai where Alpesh lives. Alpesh too accepted since he is also not 
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interested to get married with a girl. But the main problem hanging on their head is who 

is going to reveal these all to their parents since they both are hand cuffed and surrender 

before their parents. So their first meeting ends with out a solution that who is going to 

tell their parents. But the total scenery changed when Alpesh was caught by Lata who is 

on the way to run away from her house while he was having sex with servant Mali. When 

Alpesh comes to know Lata is running away, he is very much happy. 

ALPESH. Oh, great! So you are running away! Thank you. Mali and I will help 

you get on a bus… (CPD 155) 

Lata confesses about her lover Salima Muslim. She finds out that Alpesh is a 

homosexual and has twisted and rather perverted sexual orientation. They do not want to 

marry for obvious reasons. Lata is engrossed with Salim and Alpesh is involved with 

Trilok and the young boy Mali. Lata cannot marry Salim and Alpesh cannot sleep with 

Lata even if he marries her as he is a homosexual. The arrangement is of course in which 

Lata can sleep with Salim with the knowledge and permission to do so by her husband 

provided he is allowed to pursue his own homosexuality and his contacts with Trilok, 

which is now suggested by Lata. They decide to abide by the decision made by their 

parents as is customary in the age old arranged marriages system that prevails 

prominently in India.  

LATA. What was that Hindi expression you'd used? Something about your 

silence and mine as well… 

ALPESH. No. I mean, no, I can’t marry you. 
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LATA. Are you going to say no to your parents then? 

ALPESH. No. (Pause.) Will you bring Mali as your dowry? (P 155-156) 

Now what will be our understanding towards this relationship? Obscene, immoral. 

May be a lots of adjectives can be added. But society has to support them. Because if the 

relationship what they have is immoral, and then their parents are responsible for their 

immorality. The society that upholds the so called values and principles of feudalism 

never restricts their parents to offer freedom to them is heavily chargeable and 

responsible. If the Society, People and State has done the needful i.e. giving freedom to 

Alpesh to live as he desires, he would not have cheated his parents. If Lata's parents 

allow Lata to marry a "terrorist", she would have not had sex with him illegally. Their 

parents thought that arranging marriage between them is needful, but their children 

cheated them and they did their own needful. So when the people are not offered their 

freedom, they will do the needful in underground. 

LATA. What do we tell baa? 

ALPESH. You’ll do the shopping, right? Just let me know all the shops you’ve 

been to and tell her I took you there. Here, use my credit cardat Benzer’s. I will go 

there tomorrow and sign the vouchers. Don’t go to temple, the poojari knows my 

dad. He is sure to tell him I wasn’t with you. 

LATA. I won’t have time anyway. I have enough to do. 

(thought) Salim! 
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ALPESH(thought). Trilok! (CPD 158) 

The authority of parents reigns supreme in Indian society in particular in respect 

of the marriage, the choice of a boy or a girl, matchmaking and other related matters. 

But in this case the parents are cheated by Lata and Alpesh together. Lata will be allowed 

to enjoy Salim’s company if she allows her husband Alpesh to have his freedom to 

pursue his homosexuality. This is the arrangement which both of them decide to carry out 

in practice. These will enable Lata to enjoy sex with Salim and also enable Alpesh to 

enjoy same gender sex with Trilok or any other available gay partner. The patriarchal 

authority is as if apparently obeyed but is a bluff as the parents are befooled by the newly 

married couple Alpesh and Lata. The patriarchal authority is shown just as a caricature; it 

is ridiculed by the youngsters. 
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CHAPTER-V 

CONCLUSION 

 Patriarchy is an age-old political-social system that insists that the senior 

most powerful males are inherently dominating and superior to everyone else who 

deemed weak, and endowed with the right to dominate and rule. They maintain their 

dominance through various forms of psychological terrorism and violence. It is a very 

common feature in India that the father holds authority over women, children, and 

property of the family. The males’ rules and privileges are dependent on female and other 

weak member’s subordination. For ages the principle of patriarchy is the pivot of the 

social, legal, political, and economic organizations. Bell hooks says: 

We cannot dismantle a system as long as we engage in collective denial about its 

impact on our lives. Patriarchy requires male dominance by any means necessary. 

The most common forms of patriarchal violence are those that take place in the 

home between patriarchal parents and children. The point of such violence is 

usually to reinforce a dominator model, in which the authority figure is deemed 

ruler over those without power and given the right to maintain that rule through 

practices of subjugation, subordination, and submission (24). 

These play looked like they were every person’s story in Indian society, every 

middle class son and father would be the same as Mahesh Dattani has set in his plays, A 

father who lived for half a decade in the society wants his son to be a better person but he 

never wants to know the wants and needs of the son. The father always thinks he knows 
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the right thing to do to survive or to live a better life. He might be right but not always, a 

family is a place of harmony where people act as a team, but the father figure always 

wants to be the captain of the ship in the house. The son in this case is a pawn of the king, 

he never gets to tell what he wants and do as he pleases, the son should do what the father 

wants to be done. This type of dominant relationship is what an Indian family has in most 

of the places.’ Where there’s a will’ tells about one such family. 

World is a place of order, everything has a hierarchy in the system, a government 

or an office has a step by step order till the top from the bottom. This is even followed in 

the families of India. This order is named patriarchy, the parental authority over a child 

and over other members of the family. These type of orders can be useful in an 

organization but it never helps in a family. A son is just a relation not a doll or a thing 

that can be controlled by the father. The patriarchal society and the culture made this idea 

and it still affect the life of an individual in every Indian family. Dattani through this play 

had given a voice for this type of suppression over the family members by a typical 

Indian father.  

 According to Lakshmi Subramanyam, Ratna, the wife ofJairaj and Kiran 

the mistress of Hasmukh Mehta find themselves in “echoing the views of dominant male 

groups,” 4.  

It is, thus, evident that in his plays, Dattani depicts the father-son relation as the 

one that exists between the oppressor and the oppressed. Even in Tara and Do the 

Needful, the fathers repress the sons by taking advantage of their hierarchical position and 
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financially viable condition. Neither Chandan nor Alpesh can proclaim themselves over 

their fathers, and they make a mess of their lives. 

In each play, the attempted revolt of the son and the challenge thrown in the face 

of the father create tension, thereby disturbing the harmony within the family as well as 

in the existing social order. Again, in each play, the son fails to sustain the revolt. 

Dattani's plays preoccupies with power. The anguish and pain of family life 

destructive, stultifying relationships and patterns of behaviour are embedded in the fabric 

of life are due to the influence of power. Our personality is the complex product of 

various roles that one has to play. While playing their culturally programmed roles as 

boss, father, husband brother, mother, mother-in-law the power of domination over others 

leads humiliation to revenge in assertion to eventual victimization. In exercising one's 

power over the family leads them to be the victims of their own machination. 

 Not only the patriarchal power, the power of profession, the power of money, but 

also the power of love, the power of sex influences the mind to impose itself upon 

another, causes eventual victimizations. Humans will do anything in their power to get it. 

Such persecutors will become powerless at the end. Sometimes having been in powerless 

position, we may feel better by taking assuming power over others. The power of one 

mind to influence and Impose itself upon another personal campaigns for control and 

domination over oneself, over others and over one’s world. Mahesh Dattani forces us to 

examine our own individual and collective consciousness. 
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Thus Mahesh Dattani holds a mirror to society, portraying reality as it was but at 

the same time moving through the causes and reason for a gradual positive change. 

Dattani explores the difference between the male/female roles within the archetype of the 

family headed by a man and what happens when a woman takes over. Dattani brings in 

reference to three successive generations of the male line, and indicate the compulsion 

under which Hasmukh in Where there’s a will behaves in the way he does, on him lies 

the follow up of patriarchy and its stereotypes to the future society, but change occurs in 

the end as Ajit wants to get out of the circle and make a life of his own rather than 

following the orders of his dominating father. 

The change in postcolonial society is very slow but the progress is on its way, 

people started to think different rather than blindly following the tradition without 

questioning the belief and values that are followed for years, westernization may be a 

reason for the change in getting out of the family circle and thinking out of the traditional 

circle or a family business and tend to move towards one’s own dream. Patriarchy is old 

and freedom is new, In the country parents feel like they own their children and wants 

them to act according to their views and wishes but world is running and every day is a 

new day ,every day world looks new with new ideas and thoughts. Dattani’s plays 

portrays the children as caged birds in the beginning and releases the caged bird at the 

end of the play. 

 Where there’s a will has a moral ending to the play to tell the patriarchal society 

how it feels to be the watcher of one’s own actions after their death. And losing the 

control over the family to a woman is also a better way of proving things to the age old 
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traditional society which needs some updating. These type of images in the play can 

bring awareness to the society and introduce a change into it. It may not be a mass impact 

giver but eventually this model will come up in the society as people are already in the 

lookout for change in behaviours through the impact from western countries. People 

cannot change all of a sudden but society implies every individual, so change in an 

individual may become the change in the society. Son’s like Ajit in Where there’s a will, 

Jairaj in Dance like a Man are revolutionary characters, who teach the people to know the 

value of independence and having once own vision and to get out of the domestic 

dominance. 
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