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Abstract

This study explores the nuanced portrayal of socio-familial conflict and the individual’s identity in the selected plays of
Mahesh Dattani, a prominent Indian playwright known for addressing marginalized voices within the family and society.
Against the backdrop of traditional Indian socio-cultural norms, the research investigates how Dattani redefines family
dynamics and individual agency, challenging conventional perceptions of conflict and selfhood. Employing qualitative literary
analysis, the study closely examines key plays such as Final Solutions, Dance like a Man, and Tara, focusing on character
interactions, dialogues, and narrative structures to reveal underlying themes of gender, sexuality, caste, and psychological
trauma. The findings highlight Dattani’s critical intervention in representing socio-familial tensions not merely as interpersonal
disputes but as reflections of broader societal issues that affect identity formation. This research concludes that Dattani’s
dramaturgy offers a transformative perspective that reshapes the understanding of the individual within the socio-familial
matrix, emphasizing the interplay between personal autonomy and socio-cultural constraints. The implications underscore the
relevance of his works in contemporary discourses on family, identity politics, and social justice in Indian theatre and beyond.
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Introduction

The intersection of socio-familial conflict and the
construction of individual identity has long been a fertile
ground for literary and dramatic exploration, especially
within the context of Indian society where family remains a
pivotal social institution. Indian families, traditionally seen
as tightly knit units governed by cultural, religious, and
social norms, have historically projected certain
expectations regarding gender roles, caste hierarchies,
sexuality, and personal autonomy. These norms often lead
to conflicts that transcend the private sphere, reflecting
broader societal tensions. In contemporary Indian theatre,
playwright Mahesh Dattani emerges as a critical voice
challenging these entrenched norms through his nuanced
portrayal of familial relationships and individual struggles.
His works reveal the complexities of socio-familial conflict
by foregrounding marginalized identities and exposing the
psychological and social costs of conforming to or resisting
dominant cultural paradigms.

Understanding socio-familial conflict in Dattani’s plays
requires situating his work within the larger context of
Indian socio-cultural dynamics and theatrical traditions.
Indian families are often idealized as cohesive, supportive
units, yet this ideal frequently masks underlying tensions
related to patriarchy, caste discrimination, and rigid social
expectations. According to sociological research, India
continues to grapple with maintaining traditional family
structures amid rapid modernization and globalization,
which brings shifts in individual aspirations and social roles
(Nanda, 2014) Bl For instance, the National Family Health
Survey (NFHS-5, 2019-21) highlights evolving patterns in
family size, gender roles, and youth aspirations, indicating
gradual but significant social change. Yet, this
transformation also breeds conflict, especially for those
whose identities or desires diverge from normative
expectations.

Mahesh Dattani’s plays respond to these societal changes by
focusing on the individual caught in the crossfire of family
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loyalty and personal freedom. His works such as Final
Solutions (1993) ), Dance Like a Man (1989) ', and Tara
(1990) present intimate portraits of characters negotiating
identity amid cultural strictures. These plays interrogate
issues like communalism, gender discrimination, and
disability, situating personal struggles within larger social
conflicts. By redefining the nature of socio-familial conflict,
Dattani not only dramatizes interpersonal discord but also
critiques the socio-political environment that perpetuates
marginalization. His dramaturgy therefore functions as a site
of resistance and redefinition, offering alternative narratives
to dominant cultural scripts.

The importance of examining Dattani’s plays lies in their
potential to illuminate the shifting boundaries of family and
individuality in contemporary Indian society. While
considerable scholarship exists on Indian family dynamics
from sociological and anthropological perspectives
(Chakraborty, 2015; Uberoi, 2006) /], literary criticism that
foregrounds the interplay between socio-familial conflict
and identity formation in modern Indian drama remains
comparatively underexplored. Most studies on Indian
theatre have traditionally focused on classical or nationalist
plays, often overlooking postcolonial and contemporary
voices like Dattani who engage with marginalized
communities and identities. Additionally, much of the
existing literary criticism emphasizes either social issues or
character analysis in isolation, without adequately linking
these to broader sociological phenomena or exploring the
redefinition of identity in relation to family conflict.

This gap presents an opportunity to explore how Dattani’s
dramaturgy reshapes conceptualizations of both the family
unit and the individual subject, offering insights into
ongoing social transformations. For example, research by
Trivedi (2007) and Joshi (2012) has discussed Dattani’s
challenge to gender norms, but a comprehensive analysis of
socio-familial conflict as a framework for understanding
individual identity across his plays remains lacking.
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Moreover, the psychological dimensions of conflict in his
characters—how trauma, repression, and resistance shape
selfhood—require deeper interrogation, connecting literary
analysis with psychological and sociological theories of
identity.

The primary objective of this study is to critically analyze
how Mahesh Dattani’s selected plays redefine socio-familial
conflict and its implications for the individual’s identity.
This involves answering key research questions: How do
Dattani’s plays portray the tensions between traditional
family expectations and individual desires? In what ways do
these conflicts reveal or challenge social hierarchies related
to caste, gender, and sexuality? How does the dramaturgy
articulate the psychological effects of these conflicts on
characters’ identities? By addressing these questions, the
study aims to contribute to both theatre studies and social
discourse on family and identity in India.

To achieve this, the paper undertakes a qualitative literary
analysis of selected plays—Final Solutions, Dance Like a
Man, and Tara—chosen for their thematic richness and
critical acclaim. These works provide diverse perspectives
on socio-familial conflict, covering communal violence,
gender roles, and disability respectively, thereby allowing a
multifaceted exploration of the research topic. Through
close reading of character development, dialogues, and
narrative techniques, the study seeks to reveal the ways
Dattani’s dramaturgy reflects and critiques the socio-
cultural fabric of Indian society.

The scope of this paper is limited to these plays due to their
representative significance in Dattani’s oeuvre and their
engagement with key socio-familial issues. While other
plays by Dattani also explore related themes, a focused
analysis allows for a detailed and coherent argument about
the redefinition of socio-familial conflict and individual
identity. Furthermore, this paper concentrates primarily on
socio-cultural and psychological dimensions rather than
performance or production aspects, which merit separate
consideration.

Structurally, the paper begins with this introduction to
establish the research context and objectives. The
subsequent literature review examines previous scholarship
on Indian family structures, identity politics, and Dattani’s
plays. Following that, the methodology section outlines the
analytical framework and approach. The core analysis is
divided into thematic sections focusing on socio-familial
conflict, gender and sexuality, caste and communal tensions,
and psychological identity formation within the plays. The
concluding section synthesizes findings, discussing the
implications for contemporary Indian society and theatre
studies.

In summary, this study situates Mahesh Dattani’s selected
plays as critical interventions in the discourse of socio-
familial conflict and individual identity in India. By
exploring the intersections of family, society, and selfhood,
it aims to deepen understanding of the transformative
potential of contemporary Indian theatre in addressing social
issues and shaping cultural narratives.

Methods

This research adopts a qualitative research design centered
on literary analysis to explore socio-familial conflict and
individual identity as portrayed in the selected plays of
Mahesh Dattani. Qualitative methods are particularly suited
for this study as they allow for an in-depth interpretation of
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texts, focusing on themes, characters, dialogues, and
narrative structures, which quantitative methods or surveys
cannot adequately capture. The goal is to critically analyze
the content and context of the plays, understanding how
Dattani’s dramaturgy articulates complex social and
psychological issues embedded within family dynamics.
The sample for this study consists of three plays by Mahesh
Dattani: Final Solutions, Dance Like a Man, and Tara.
These plays were purposively selected based on their
thematic relevance to the research questions and their
prominence in Dattani’s body of work. Final Solutions
addresses communal tensions and their impact on families;
Dance Like a Man explores gender roles within family and
society; and Tara examines issues of disability, gender
preference, and identity. This purposeful sampling ensures
that the selected texts provide rich, diverse perspectives on
socio-familial conflict and individual identity formation
within the Indian socio-cultural context.

Data collection involved a thorough reading and re-reading
of the plays in their published scripts, supplemented by
reviews, interviews, and scholarly commentary available in
academic journals and critical essays. These secondary
sources provided contextual background and interpretations
that informed the analytical process. The primary data
consists of the textual content of the plays—dialogues, stage
directions, character interactions, and plot development—
while secondary data helped situate the texts within larger
socio-cultural and theatrical frameworks.

For data analysis, a thematic analysis approach was
employed to identify, analyze, and report patterns (themes)
within the texts. This involved an iterative process of coding
the scripts for recurring motifs related to family conflict,
individual identity, social norms, and resistance. The coding
process was manual, relying on close reading and note-
taking to capture subtle nuances in character behavior,
language, and dramatic techniques. Themes such as gender
discrimination, caste and communalism, psychological
trauma, and social marginalization were mapped across the
plays to understand how these elements contribute to the
redefinition of socio-familial conflict and identity.

To enhance the rigor and reliability of the analysis, NVivo
software was used to organize codes and themes
systematically. NVivo facilitated efficient data management
by allowing the researcher to link textual excerpts to
thematic nodes, compare patterns across plays, and generate
visual maps of thematic relationships. This software-assisted
approach supported a structured analysis while preserving
the interpretive depth essential to qualitative literary studies.
Throughout the research, ethical considerations were
carefully observed, despite the study focusing on published
literary works. Respect for intellectual property was
maintained by properly citing all secondary sources. Since
the study did not involve human subjects or original
fieldwork, issues like informed consent and privacy were
not directly applicable. However, the research adhered to
principles of academic honesty, transparency, and respect
for diverse perspectives, especially given the sensitive
topics of caste, gender, and communal conflict depicted in
the plays.

In summary, this study employs a qualitative literary
analysis framework supported by thematic coding and
digital organization tools to examine Mahesh Dattani’s
plays. The purposive selection of texts, combined with
systematic data collection and rigorous thematic analysis,
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ensures a comprehensive and replicable methodology for
understanding the complex interplay of socio-familial
conflict and individual identity in contemporary Indian
theatre.

Results

The analysis of Mahesh Dattani’s plays—Final Solutions,
Dance Like a Man, and Tara—revealed distinct yet
interrelated themes pertaining to socio-familial conflict and
individual identity. These findings are organized around
several core areas: representations of family dynamics, the
nature of conflict within familial relationships, constructions
of individual identity, and the socio-cultural factors
influencing these dynamics.

Firstly, the plays consistently depict family as both a site of
support and a space of profound conflict. In Final Solutions,
family structures are portrayed against the backdrop of
communal violence, where tensions between religious
identities disrupt traditional familial bonds. The play reveals
how external socio-political conflicts infiltrate and fracture
family relationships, resulting in mistrust and alienation
among family members. For example, characters exhibit
divided loyalties between their religious communities and
their family members, highlighting the precariousness of
familial unity amid broader societal discord. The analysis
identified frequent instances where characters express
confusion and pain stemming from their inability to
reconcile these conflicting affiliations.

In Dance Like a Man, the family is depicted as an arena
where gender expectations impose rigid roles on individual
members, particularly on the protagonist, who struggles to
pursue his passion for dance in the face of patriarchal
disapproval. The play exposes how familial authority often
enforces societal norms, leading to emotional repression and
generational conflict. The analysis noted multiple scenes
emphasizing the clash between personal aspiration and
parental expectations, with the family’s insistence on
traditional masculinity causing tension and psychological
distress for the protagonist. The parents’ views reflect
internalized cultural beliefs about gender roles, which
dictate acceptable behavior and career choices.

Tara foregrounds familial conflict centered on issues of
gender bias and disability. The play reveals how the
preference for a male child over a female, combined with
the treatment of disability, shapes family dynamics in ways
that marginalize and devalue certain individuals. The
analysis highlighted instances where the parents’ favoritism
and societal stigma create deep emotional wounds and
identity struggles for the twin siblings at the heart of the
narrative. The conflict in Tara is not only interpersonal but
also symbolic of larger socio-cultural prejudices embedded
in the family structure.

Regarding the nature of socio-familial conflict, the findings
indicate that these conflicts often stem from the collision of
individual desires with collective cultural expectations. In
all three plays, characters experience tensions arising from
divergent aspirations, values, and identities within the
family framework. These conflicts manifest through
emotional confrontations, silences, and acts of rebellion or
compliance. The analysis identified patterns of
communication breakdown, where dialogue is either
confrontational or withheld, amplifying misunderstandings
and alienation. Such communication gaps serve as key
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dramatic devices to underscore the complexity of familial
relationships.

The analysis also revealed that individual identity in
Dattani’s plays is intricately tied to, yet distinct from, family
identity. Characters negotiate their sense of self in relation
to familial roles, expectations, and social pressures. For
instance, in Dance Like a Man, the protagonist’s struggle to
assert his identity as a male dancer challenges the traditional
masculine ideal upheld by his family and society. In Final
Solutions, individual identities are fractured by communal
affiliations, leading characters to question their loyalties and
self-conceptions. In Tara, identity formation is complicated
by the physical and social realities of disability and gender
discrimination, causing internal conflicts and identity crises.
Socio-cultural factors such as religion, caste, gender norms,
and disability emerge as significant influences on both
socio-familial conflict and individual identity. The plays
collectively demonstrate how these factors operate within
families to enforce conformity or marginalize dissenting
identities. For example, religious identity in Final Solutions
is a major source of tension, impacting familial trust and
cohesion. Gender norms in Dance Like a Man and Tara
dictate roles and value judgments that shape family
interactions and individual self-worth. The analysis found
repeated depictions of these social factors acting as both
explicit and implicit forces driving conflict and shaping
identity.

Additionally, the plays illustrate the psychological impact of
socio-familial conflict on individuals. Characters frequently
exhibit signs of emotional distress, such as anxiety, anger,
guilt, and isolation. These psychological responses are
linked to the pressures of navigating conflicting familial and
social demands. For instance, in Tara, the favored and
disfavored siblings display contrasting emotional and
behavioral responses to their family’s biases, underscoring
the deep psychological effects of unequal treatment.
Similarly, in Dance like a Man, the protagonist’s emotional
struggles are intensified by familial rejection and societal
disapproval.

The results also highlight the dramaturgical techniques used
by Dattani to present these themes. The plays employ
dialogue laden with subtext, symbolism, and moments of
silence to communicate the complexity of family conflict
and identity struggles. Non-linear narrative elements and the
use of multiple perspectives allow for a nuanced portrayal of
events and emotions, inviting audiences to engage with the
multifaceted nature of socio-familial relationships. The
analysis identified that Dattani’s use of stage directions and
character interactions frequently emphasizes the tension
between appearance and reality in family life.

In summary, the findings from the analysis of Final
Solutions, Dance like a Man, and Tara demonstrate that
Mahesh Dattani’s plays offer a multi-dimensional portrayal
of socio-familial conflict and individual identity. Family is
depicted as a site of both conflict and care, where socio-
cultural forces influence interpersonal dynamics and
selfhood. Conflicts arise from competing loyalties, gender
roles, caste and communal identities, and societal
expectations, affecting characters’ psychological well-being
and sense of identity. These results provide a foundation for
deeper interpretation of how Dattani’s dramaturgy redefines
the relationship between the individual and the family
within contemporary Indian society.
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Discussion

The findings from the analysis of Mahesh Dattani’s selected
plays reveal a complex redefinition of socio-familial conflict
and individual identity that aligns with and extends existing
scholarship on Indian family dynamics and identity politics
in contemporary literature. The portrayal of families in Final
Solutions, Dance like a Man, and Tara underscores the
multiplicity of conflict sources within Indian families,
ranging from communal violence and gender norms to caste
and disability biases. These results reaffirm the
understanding that Indian family structures are sites of both
cohesion and contention, where socio-cultural forces deeply
influence interpersonal relationships and identity formation.
The study’s findings corroborate sociological perspectives
that depict Indian families as embedded in broader social
frameworks that regulate behavior and identity (Uberoi,
2006) M. The intrusion of communal violence into family
relations in Final Solutions reflects real-world patterns
where political and religious tensions disrupt personal ties.
This is consistent with research by Varshney (2002) 8, who
emphasized how communalism in India can fracture social
relationships at micro levels. Dattani’s dramatization of
these tensions gives a human face to such conflicts,
reinforcing the argument that family is a critical lens for
understanding societal divides.

Similarly, the gender conflicts revealed in Dance Like a
Man align with feminist critiques of Indian patriarchy that
highlight the pressure to conform to rigid gender roles
within families (Chakravarti, 1993) 1. The protagonist’s
struggle resonates with findings from gender studies
literature that document how familial expectations shape
and constrain male and female identities differently (Nanda,
2014) Bl The play’s depiction of emotional repression and
generational conflict confirms previous work on the
psychological costs of patriarchy within Indian families
(Krishna, 2009) [, This study adds depth by showing how
theatrical representation can embody these sociological
dynamics in intimate and performative ways.

Tara’s focus on disability and gender preference introduces
an often underexplored dimension in Indian family studies
and theatre. The findings reveal how familial favoritism
based on gender and physical ability marginalizes
individuals, echoing disability studies that emphasize the
social construction of disability and its intersection with
cultural values (Nayar, 2010) 1. The play challenges
dominant narratives by dramatizing the psychological
trauma and identity struggles resulting from such
marginalization. This aligns with scholarship advocating for
more inclusive and critical portrayals of disability in Indian
literature (Ghai, 2002) 12,

While these results largely confirm and extend existing
research, they also highlight nuances that enrich scholarly
understanding. For instance, the intricate ways in which
individual identity is negotiated within family contexts, as
revealed in the plays, demonstrate that identity is not simply
imposed or resisted but actively constructed through
ongoing relational processes. This dynamic conception
complements theories of identity as fluid and context-
dependent (Hall, 1996) Bl Dattani’s characters are not
merely victims of social norms but agents engaging with
and sometimes subverting these norms, a perspective that
calls for more nuanced readings of agency in Indian family
and identity studies.

Unexpectedly, the analysis revealed a greater emphasis on
psychological trauma and emotional complexity than some
previous studies have acknowledged. While sociological
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accounts often focus on structural constraints, Dattani’s
dramaturgy foregrounds the inner lives and emotional
struggles of characters, bridging the personal and political.
This suggests that literary and theatrical analysis can
contribute valuable insights into the affective dimensions of
socio-familial conflict, complementing empirical social
science research. It also opens avenues for interdisciplinary
approaches combining psychology, sociology, and literary
studies.

However, the study faced limitations that should be
acknowledged. The focus on only three plays, although
strategically chosen for their thematic richness, limits the
generalizability of the findings across Dattani’s entire
oeuvre or Indian theatre at large. Other plays might reveal
additional or contrasting dimensions of socio-familial
conflict and identity. Furthermore, the reliance on textual
analysis without empirical audience reception data restricts
understanding of how these plays impact viewers’
perceptions of family and identity. Future research could
incorporate performance studies and ethnographic methods
to explore the reception and social effects of Dattani’s work
in diverse audiences.

Another limitation lies in the interpretive nature of
qualitative analysis, which inherently involves subjective
judgment. While the use of thematic coding and digital tools
like NVivo helped maintain systematic rigor, different
researchers might prioritize other themes or interpret
nuances differently. Triangulation with multiple analysts or
incorporating interviews with playwrights, actors, or
audience members could enhance validity.

Building on these findings, future research could expand the
corpus to include more of Dattani’s plays or works by other
contemporary Indian playwrights to compare thematic
concerns and dramaturgical strategies related to socio-
familial conflict and identity. Studies might also examine
how these themes evolve over time in response to changing
social contexts in India. Additionally, interdisciplinary
studies incorporating psychological theories of identity
development or trauma could deepen understanding of
character motivations and audience impact.

In conclusion, this study contributes to scholarship on
Indian family, identity, and theatre by demonstrating how
Mahesh Dattani’s plays redefine socio-familial conflict and
the individual through complex characterizations and
socially engaged narratives. The results validate and enrich
existing literature while highlighting the unique capacity of
contemporary Indian drama to interrogate and reflect social
realities. The findings encourage continued interdisciplinary
and contextualized exploration of family and identity in
Indian cultural production.

Conclusion

This study has demonstrated that Mahesh Dattani’s selected
plays intricately redefine socio-familial conflict and
individual identity within the contemporary Indian context.
By portraying family as both a source of support and
tension, his works reveal the multifaceted nature of familial
relationships shaped by communalism, gender norms,
disability, and societal expectations. The research highlights
how individuals negotiate and reconstruct their identities
amid these conflicts, often confronting deep psychological
and emotional challenges. This nuanced portrayal extends
existing scholarship by integrating literary analysis with
social and psychological perspectives, underscoring the
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importance of theatre as a medium for social critique and
dialogue.

The study contributes to the field by offering a
comprehensive framework to understand the interplay
between family dynamics and identity formation in Indian
drama, thereby enriching discussions in literary studies,
sociology, and cultural studies. Practically, these insights
can inform educators, theatre practitioners, and
policymakers about the complexities facing individuals in
familial contexts, promoting empathy and awareness around
issues such as gender equality, communal harmony, and
disability inclusion.

In closing, the research encourages further interdisciplinary
exploration of contemporary Indian theatre as a powerful
space for reflecting and challenging societal norms.
Recognizing the transformative potential of such narratives
can foster more inclusive cultural dialogues and contribute
to progressive social change.
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