					                                                                                  
Voicing the Invisible: A Study of Third Gender Representation in Mahesh Dattani’s Plays
Abstract
The paper highlights the dilemma of the third gender through Mahesh Dattani’s plays. A social activist and anti-traditional writer, he pushes invisible issues into the light so they can be made visible to people. His plays mainly deal with the themes of social issues that the society is generally conditioned to turn away from, and they must face this disturbing reality and accept the fact that such issues are taking place in their own country. The works chosen for analysis are “Seven Steps Around the Fire” and “On a Muggy Night in Mumbai,” which deal with the lives of transgender and homosexual people, respectively. Queer philosophers like Judith Butler have extended their support to the transgender community and have been critical of philosophers like Sheila Jeffreys, whom Butler argues has engaged in oppressive attempts to dispute the sense of identity of the third gender people. This study is an attempt to capture the glimpses of transgender issues in Dattani’s plays, through which a glance at the real-life transgender issues in India can be seen. Atrocities towards the third gender have been exposed excellently by Dattani with the help of his effective tool that is, the theatre. He urges people to change their views and notions about the third gender people and to help in providing a better world for third gender people to survive. The study tries to elaborate on how Dattani has been persistently striving for the upliftment of the marginalised section of society, that is, homosexuals and transgender people.
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Dattani reveals the conflicts, insecurities, frustration, and pain that transgender individuals have to endure in society through his play “Seven Steps Around the Fire”. He tries to make the mainstream society aware of the transgender community and their issues, a community that is considered to be the oppressed section of society. In this play, the ‘oppressed’ community has to bear the harassment and injustice meted out to them by the people who consider themselves to be superior. Uma is the protagonist of the play “Seven Steps Around the Fire,” where Dattani presents Uma as a contemporary woman who voluntarily comes forward to fight for the justice of Anarkali, a transgender woman who has been wrongly accused and sent to prison for the murder of another transgender woman named Kamala. Through the character of Uma, Dattani attempts to raise the sympathy of human beings towards the transgender community. The play highlights the sexual, sociological, psychological, and cultural violence faced by the transgender community.
The murdered transgender Kamala has been secretly married to Subbu Sharma, the son of a minister. She was burnt to death by the minister when he came to know about the marriage. All of this was concealed, but soon came to light with a photograph of Kamala and Subbu with marriage garlands. Even though everyone finally knew the truth about the murder, no one cared to do anything. Even the police refused to take any action against a reputed man like the minister, and the police were like puppets in the hands of powerful people. The title of the play signifies how a marriage is completed by circling seven times around the fire. The fire that completed their union indeed became the reason for the destruction of their relationship.
Champa, who is the head of the transgender community, remained silent even though she knew that Anarkali was innocent. She was helpless as nothing could be done against these powerful men of society. Uma, to poke at her conscience, accused Champa of the murder of Kamala, to which she burst out and responded, “She was only my daughter” (262). This shows exactly how helpless these people are. They are not able to raise their voice even for their loved ones.
The accused, Anarkali, is kept in a male prison where she has no protection from sexual harassment. No one from the transgender community comes forward to help her, not because they do not care for her, but because they fear the wrath of society. This clearly shows how fear is being instilled in the minds of the third gender by the high-class society. It is Uma who tries her best to articulate the voice of the oppressed by overcoming all the trials and tribulations. Although she saves Anarkali from being a victim of injustice, she feels like a failure as she cannot punish the murderer of Kamala. Dattani ends his play by presenting his frustration with Indian society, where money and power have the strength to do anything.
The play depicts the real plight of the third gender and how the powerful section exploits the weaker one. The transgender people are the neglected section of society. They are not given any respect, nor are they allowed to fall in love. If they do fall in love, they will end up having a fate like Kamala, and even the ones who try to love them might end up like Subbu, who commits suicide. The society’s notions towards these people need to be changed and accept the fact that they are also human beings with equal rights just like anyone else.
 Dattani brought a drastic change in the Indian English drama by openly talking about homosexuals in his plays “Bravely Fought the Queen”, “On a Muggy Night in Mumbai,” and “Do the Needful”. These plays depict the pathetic gay characters who suffer throughout their life. Dattani’s plays handle openly and boldly the themes related to sexualities, and in particular the invisible and alternate sexualities such as homosexuality and transgenderism. The play chosen for analysis is “On a Muggy Night in Mumbai,” and this play deals with the issues related to homosexuality. A lesbian, a heterosexual, and a few gay characters have come together under one roof. Kamlesh, Sharad, Deepali, and Kiran are the major characters of the play. Kiran, the sister of Kamlesh, is the only straight person in the play representing heterosexual womanhood. Kamlesh and Sharad are gays while the former person covers his identity, the latter is at ease with his gay identity. Deepali is a lesbian female who controls herself remarkably. The various characters reflect a type of sexuality that is an alternative to the traditional one. Homosexuals are treated as ‘strangers’. This is a protest play in which the injustice done to the downtrodden, marginalized gays and lesbians is challenged. It protests against discrimination and negligence towards them by society. Instead of neglecting and avoiding them, society should try to accept them for who they are.
In the introduction to the play “On a Muggy Night in Mumbai,” John McRae remarks: 
And the themes of On a Muggy Night in Mumbai deserve to touch the whole society and to be touched by it. It is not simply the first play in Indian theatre to handle the gay theme of love, partnership, trust, and betrayal. It is the play about how society creates the patterns of behaviour and how easy it is for individuals to fall victim to the expectations of society. (7)
The ‘Muggy Night’ presents how the boundaries of love and sex relationships are shattered by these individuals. The conversation between Kamlesh and Deepali reveals their attitude towards love and sex. The following is a conversation from the play.
Deepali: If you were a woman, we would be in love. 
Kamlesh: If you were a man, we would be in love. 
Deepali: If we were heterosexual, we would be married. (12)

When Kamlesh comes to know about the fact that his sister is going to get married to Ed (Prakash), who was his gay partner, he becomes frustrated. The issue of the disclosure of the gay identity to Kiran arises, but it is suppressed because they fear Kiran’s response to the revelation and hence choose to remain silent. Silence seems to be the strategy that is adopted by both gay lovers. They end up with a sense of not belonging anywhere.
The play ends on a positive note with the stage direction, “Fade out last on the picture of Ed and Kamlesh, Kamlesh and Kiran holding each other”(26). This implies that the gay identity of Kamlesh and Ed has been accepted by Kiran, hence showing the society that these kinds of relationships can be accepted by them if they welcome these people wholeheartedly to the community instead of forcing them to conceal their identities.
Mahesh Dattani, in his plays, makes use of bold words, which are not used in a traditional Indian society publicly. One doesn't have to look for gay connotations between the lines. Dattani’s characters speak openly regarding their sexual desires and experiences without any hesitation. There are quick exchanges between the characters, and sometimes long monologues are used wherever and whenever necessary. Dattani allows the characters to blend their Hindi words with English, which indeed makes their performance real and appealing. 
Dattani has portrayed the psyche of the characters so that the audience can feel the turmoil that they are going through. In this play, Dattani examines the psychology of persons who are homosexuals by nature but tend to turn themselves to heterosexuals under societal pressures. This may seem to be an unusual theme in the Indian context, but in the real life such characters do exist. Hence, Dattani has recreated the characters in their own situations in the play “On a Muggy Night in Mumbai”. Dattani hinted at the need for same-sex marriage in the Indian context.
Dattani’s plays don't view the world through rose-tinted glasses. They seek to realize the fact that there are flaws and try to improve them. Mahesh Dattani shows how people are dominated based on sexuality. According to him, all are the creations of God, so equal freedom must be given to every individual, no matter whether they are women, gay, transgender, downtrodden, etc., and what they need are recognition, acceptance, comfort, encouragement, and due respect and status from society. Those people who consider themselves to be superior to others try to dominate women, transgender people, and gay people through oppression. The third gender and homosexuals should be given humane treatment by providing them with justice and equality. They just want moral strength, spiritual solace, human understanding, and social status to get rid of the psychological pressures of injustice being done to them. Dattani’s plays have indeed helped in the upliftment of the marginalized section of society, that is, homosexuals and transgender people.
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