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Abstract:
The contemporary time is the most suitable time to raise the voice of under-privileged,
under-recognized, undermined and underestimated sections of the society. A section of Indian
society is much under-viewed by the main stream people. The present paper focuses on the
conditions of such a marginalized section i.e., ‘eunuchs’ (hijra) of Indian society to which Dattani
himself calls ‘invisible minority’ and tries to create a space for them through this radio play.
Majority of them (hijra) are living the conservative and unrecognized life with traditional identity.
Radio broadcasting is such a huge platform which provides opportunity to raise voice to get it
reached to millions of people of the world. Utilizing developments, Mahesh Dattani has raised his
voice about the conditions of eunuch in the Indian society through the radio play to show the world
the bitter truth and perpetual pathetic conditions of eunuchs in global way and has tried to bring
the perpetual truth about them. The play is a mockery of gender oriented social system where the
dramatist sympathetically establishes human identity of eunuchs. Then, playwright dares to
construct the struggling and silenced voice of eunuchs so that they might identify the real
oppressors and register their voices of protest.
Keywords: eunuch (hijra), radio play, invisible minority, gender system, oppression.

A ‘radio play’, also known by some other names like audio drama, audio play and radio
theatre etc., is dramatized purely acoustic performance broadcast on radio or published on audio
media. It is not dramatized on stage. Radio drama depends on dialogue, music and sound effects
to help the listeners imagine the characters and story. Rishi Kant Sharma assumes a radio play as:
“It is auditory in the physical dimension but equally powerful as a visual force in the psychological
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dimension.” (138) But a lot of listeners would agree that a radio play has more profound
psychological impact than does a theatre show. Moreover, with the new technologies, any audio
drama, whether newly produced, can be found on CDs, cassettes, tapes, podcasts, webcasts or
conventional radio broadcast. Thus, the scope of any audio drama is much wider. Radio
documentaries are also called feature. The loss of visual effects can be compensated by voice
effects and background music. Rishi Kant Sharma narrates about radio play as:
The main features of radio drama include and depend on dialogue, music and sound
effects which are either created by a computer or the human voice. These are the
main components because they help the listeners imagine and see the story in their
minds like a dream. Hence, the spectators are replaced by the listeners in the radio
play. The voice of the artist is the personality of the character in the radio drama.
(138)
Mahesh Dattani, born on August 7, 1958 in Bangalore, a famous Indian playwright, dancer,
actor, screenplay writer and director has the capacity to deal with the taboo issues. It is a wellknown fact that his plays always talk to the audience. Sometimes, they seek re-contextualization
of responses. His dialogues raise questions dealing with power and gender. Dattani’s plays have
emerged as ‘fresh arrival’ in the domain of Indian English drama in the last decade of the twentieth
century. His plays range from classical to contemporary issues, sometimes, resulting into
controversy too. His major plays are Dance Like a Man; 30 Days in September; Bravely Fought
the Queen; Final Solutions; Tara; On a Muggy Night in Mumbai etc. He also writes plays for BBC
Radio. In the dramatic texture, Dattani raises the unheard voices of unheard invisible community
like eunuchs, sufferings of AIDS victims, gays and lesbians, problems of metro cities etc. All his
plays deals with the plight and pathetic conditions of some marginalized section of the society. He
is much influenced with plays of GB Shaw and Ibsen. Beena Agarwal comments on the writings
of Dattani as:
He prepared the stage for a specific realism on the lines of Ibsen and Shaw. For
him, man is an integral part of society and consciously or unconsciously the
creeping influences of societal set up, determine the fabric of relationship around
him. (25)
Uma, the protagonist and research scholar of this play, asserts about the word ‘hijra’ in the
play: “The term ‘hijra’, of course, is of Urdu origin, a combination of Hindi, Persian and Arabic,
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literally meaning ‘neither male nor female’.” (9) Another very interesting myth is found in Hindu
society connected with Lord Rama. When he was going to cross the river to go to the forest for
fourteen years as per the promised made, many followers were coming behind him. They were
keen to accompany him to the forest. Rama did not want that so he ordered his followers by saying,
men and women turn back. Some of his followers were in a dilemma. They did not know what to
do. They could not disobey him nor were ready to return. They told Rama that they were neither
men nor women so would not return. Rama was very pleased with their devotion and blessed them.
The present play attempts a bold voice to create a space for ‘hijra’ community to which
Dattani considers himself as ‘invisible minority’ and focuses their personal emotions and
challenges to bring them from margin to the centre of the main stream of humanity. This play is
not simply a narrative but provides a space for the marginalized eunuch community to live like a
normal life like other normal human beings of the society. It investigates the stream of
consciousness of eunuchs. Eunuchs are generally neglected and even much ignored and hated; and
sometimes, humiliated in the society and not given a respectful position in the society. In the Indian
society, the community of hijras constantly survives under the cover of shame and silence due to
their biological challenges. The conditions of eunuchs are described by Rishi Kant Sharma as
follows:
They suffer from social discrimination, social deprivation, inferiority and mental
torture. For their genderless identity, they are often known as Hijra Community.
Their birth is treated as curse of divine and they are not allowed to involve in
personal relationship. They are deprived of the pleasure of family bliss but their
presence is essential on the occasions of marriage and child birth. (10)
The play Seven Steps Around the Fire, earlier known as Seven Circles Around the Fire
provides a true picture of Indian hijra society on a global platform (first broadcast on BBC Radio
4 on January 9, 1999). The play reveals the hard and bitter truth about eunuch community who is
sexually handicapped and are not permitted to share the normal life conditions and are often
identified with their obscene patterns of behavior including their speech, clapping, singing and
dressing senses. The traditional thinking of the society has put them on the margin. As mentioned
in the introduction of this play by Shakti Batra, Dattani admits: “All of us, want to be a part of
society, of the main stream but we must acknowledge that it is a forced harmony.” (vii) Dattani
himself is gay and explores the marginality of such section in the Indian society. Hoshang K.
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Merchant and Akshaya K. Rath consider Dattani as gay in his book Gay Icons of India (2019) and
mentions an interview taken by Anjali Multani questioning Dattani: “Why don’t you write in your
language?” Dattani says: “I do!” (151) He has perfectly done this in his writings. It was first
performed on stage at the India Habitate Centre, New Delhi on July 10, 2004. Dattani employs a
classic plot of murder of a fellow eunuch, love-affair between a eunuch and normal person which
later converted into their private temple marriage. This secret marriage between a eunuch and
Shubbu, the son of a local powerful leader and minister Mr. Sharma, expresses the change of
modern India breaking the traditional notions of marriage boundaries.
The play is divided into three major parts --- a conversation between Kamla (an accused of
murder of fellow eunuch Anarkali), a eunuch arrested by the city police and staying in jail in men’s
cell and Uma Rao, the wife of Suresh Rao, the superintendent of Police of the city; a conversation
between Uma and Champa, the head of local eunuch community at Champa’s residence; and
finally, the exploration of murder mystery at the house of Mr. Sharma during the wedding
ceremony of his son, Shubbu. For students I (Mahesh Dattani) would say: “Do enjoy the play as a
detective story first. Then you may discover its socio-political context.” In first instance the play
looks like a detective story but it has very deep sense of humanity about eunuchs’ lives in Indian
social structure.
Uma Rao, a research scholar in Sociology and working on her thesis, attempts to
unravel the unresolved murder mystery of Kamla who, too, was staying along with other eunuchs
including Champa, the head hijra and Anarkali, the arrested accused of murder. The police have
done their best to resolve the murder mystery but unfortunately failed. Uma, an adopted daughter
of Vice Chancellor of Bangalore University, walks into police station with the support of her
husband Suresh Rao and tries to talk with Anarkali but Anarkali initially refuses to have any
conversation with anybody including journalists too. Anarkali says:
I don’t care if you are the mother of all the whores in Bangalore, I said I am not in
mood! … Go away. After servicing all these sons of whores, my mouth is too tired
to talk. (5)
This dialogue reveals the mental trauma of the treatment done with Anarkali who is having
such a painful feeling which doesn’t allow her to talk to Uma. It makes Anarkali to feel alienated
and marginalized. This rough and loud-mouthed language, rude behaviour of Anarkali clearly
indicates a separate kind of world away from main stream of the society. The dialogues of Anarkali
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makes Munswamy (policeman in the jail who is helping Uma in police station) sad and he sheds
tears. He urges Uma to go back home. How much bitterness is in the language of Anarkali and the
root cause of this lies somewhere in the past thinking of the society which had shaped such bad
impression to the mind of Anarkali and others. These impressions have alienated them from the
main society. Anarkali feels so disappointed that she doesn’t believe Uma as wife of Suresh,
Superintendent of Police and arrogantly asks: “Are you really the wife of the big police officer?
Or is this man lying so I will talk to you?” (6) Anarkali insists Kamla as her sister and refutes the
charges of murder. During this conversation between Anarkali and Uma, Munswamy beats
Anarkali for her bad languages used. Uma, anyhow, establishes a cordial and sisterly relationship
with Anarkali and convinces that she is not a journalist but working for her thesis. Dattani how
realistically exposes the poor and helpless conditions of eunuchs in the society whose voices are
not being heard properly by Munswamy. The police ask money for bail which Anarkali does not
have. Munswamy is not only a policeman but a representative of the executive power which never
believes and listens to the voice of accused eunuch. Through this incident Dattani raises his voice
in the public domain to show the condition of eunuch when a legitimate body doesn’t listen the
voice of eunuch, then one can guess about the common person of the society. Finally, Anarkali
assumes Uma as her sister during their talk and vice-versa too. The playwright argues that no
person in the society accepts them by heart to generate a sisterhood or brotherhood by own choice
or without vested interest.
With the determination like a detective, Uma enters into the world of hijras to find the truth
behind the murder of Kamla without informing to her husband or anybody else except Munswamy
who refuses to accompany her to the hijras’ residential area. However, Munswamy being the
security guard, as detailed by Suresh, follows Uma secretly when Uma moves to hijras’ area by
hiring a taxi. This clearly indicates that there is not a heartfelt acceptance in the society of eunuchs’
area. When Uma says Champa as Madam Champa, Champa laughs loudly (Champa guffaws).
Champa gets feared and utters: “We did not kidnap your son. Ramu came to us of his own free
will. If you want, you can take your son away.” (24) These lines clearly explain the fearful
conditions of the eunuchs in the society. Uma clears Champa that she is not Ramu’s mother but,
in fact, a social worker. Uma does not have any child. Champa is so annoyed with Anarkali that
she says to Uma: “Good. But don’t do any good work for that bitch Anarkali!” (25) Uma offers a
sum of money (fifty thousand rupees to which she has taken from her father) to Champa so that
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she can get some information about murder mystery of Kamla. Champa says seeing Uma holding
her bag: “Are you mad? Hold the bag tightly. You should not bring so much money into such
places.” (25) It explains clearly that the residential places of the eunuchs are not much safer in the
society. They feel scared. In fact, Champa is in need of money to get the bail of Anarkali as she
hatefully says: “If I had the money, I would throw it on that superintendent’s face and get her
(Anarkali) back. Sons of whores, all of them.” (26) What a painful condition they come across in
the society at least in the legal system. Through this play Dattani has also attacked the police
system of the country. In spite of nonsense towards Anarkali, Champa still loves Anarkali as her
daughter and says: “I know I said she should die in jail. But, after all, I am the head hijra and she
is my daughter.” (26) Uma insists and asks about the murderer but Champa clearly assures Uma
that Anarkali can never kill Kamla as Champa says: “No. She did not kill Kamla. They were
sisters.” (26) It shows the deep belief of head hijra about members of her family. In spite of seeing
her so called daughter Anarkali in Cell and is in need of money, she reiterates Uma as: “Did I come
begging to you- please give me money to save my daughter? Huh?” (26) Uma still do not know
about the actual murderer and says Champa to return her money: “Can I take my money back?”
(27) Champa fiercely assures Uma that Anarkali has not killed Kamla as she says:
Why? What is your problem now? Anarkali did not kill Kamla, I am telling you! ...
I know she did not kill her! Why can’t you understand? (Throws the bundle of
money to Uma) (27)
Champa being in such distressed and stressful situation, too, denies taking money though
she wants the bail of Anarkali. It shows her rigid temperament as generally found in eunuchs in
the society today. However, no fruitful information Uma gets. Meanwhile, Salim, a security guard
of Mr. Sharma, comes to Champa and threatens: “Shut up you old bag! I told you to send me her
things. Where is her trunk?” (27) Champa tells Uma to go back and refuses to take that money
from Uma. But situation takes a turn when Salim comes to know that Uma is daughter-in-law of
Dy Commissioner of Police. Salim moves quickly from Champa’s house. After Salim move,
Champa tries to convince Uma:
Please don’t mind him, madam. That Salim is ashamed to say that he used to come
for Kamla every day. Now, madam, before anyone comes, give me the money for
poor Anarkali quickly. I will hide it in my room. (28)
Uma is still not persuaded by Champa’s regret and tells her:
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What was he looking for? Unless you answer that question, I am not going to give
you the money. Not only that, I will my father-in-law that you killed Kamla …They
will arrest you and Anarkali will be the head hijra while you rot in jail. (28-31)
Champa gets broken and replies:
A photograph…I don’t know. He says that he wants a photograph that Kamla has.
Of Kamla and him together… We cannot speak… When we want to speak nobody
listens…. (29)
This part of play creates a new suspense about the real murderer. In eunuch’s society, the
headship is always a problem as felt by Uma as she narrates: “… One person who wanted her dead
is yourself. She defied your authority.” (31) Champa gets furious and says: “She was only my
daughter…you don’t know how much we all loved her.” (32) The conversation opens the inner
pain of Champa as she says: “There is no world for a hijra other than the one we make ourselves.”
(31) This murder mystery puzzles Uma and Uma decides to leave her research forever as she says:
“…I find more and more difficult to do thorough research…” (32) Uma does not give money to
Champa.
The last part of the play starts at the house (Palace Orchards) of Mr. Sharma with the
marriage ceremony of Shubbu, though for which Shubbu is not agreed willingly without
explaining any suitable reason to his parents as he says: “I hate weddings. I don’t want all this! I
don’t wish to go ahead with this.” (37) Suresh and Uma are also invited by Mr. Sharma. Mr.
Sharma is bad man and dangerous person as per Champa. The function is running smoothly but
the entry of a group of hijras (Champa and others) changes the scene of the function. Mr. Sharma
tells the security guards to take the eunuchs out of the marriage lawn but eunuchs offer their songs
and blessings to bride and groom (as they do regularly in the society). But the joy of ceremony is
spoiled when Champa offers a photograph as gift to which Shubbu was willing from Champa or
Salim was forcing Champa to give. The photograph belongs to the secret marriage of Shubbu and
Kamla on a temple. The public see the photo and everyone can guess the murderer.
Seeing this hotchpotch, Shubbu brings his gun and shoots himself saying that he is going
to unite with his beloved wife Kamla in the heaven. Subbu says: “I am leaving you all! You can’t
keep me away from Kamla.” (49) This incident removes the curtain from the murder mystery of
Kamla. This incident exposes the bitter truth of the eunuch society that whenever a mainstream
person wants to extend some acceptance of eunuch, the mainstream society doesn’t allow and pose
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many restrictions leading, sometimes, to death as in this case. An attempt to shift from the margin
to centre by a eunuch has to pay a lot of prices including life as in the case of Kamla. It clearly
indicates a big and thick line between the society of eunuchs (the invisible minority) and the main
stream society. Unfortunately, the play ends with a voice-over by Uma:
The case was hushed up and was not even reported in the newspapers. Champa was
right. The police made no arrests. Subbu’s suicide was written off as an accident.
The photograph was destroyed. So were the lives of two young people …But
Anarkali’s blessings was with me. (Touching the locket.) (52)
The play gives the message that a eunuch is a normal human being emotionally as any man
and woman can be. Their hearts are full of human love and sympathy. It is a serious matter that
they are deprived of human love and affection and identity as well. Nature curses them with the
sexual incompetency, but society curses them more cruelly with their social boycott. Human soul
of eunuch is bruised and bleeding. The play underlines the eunuchs’ longing for love and social
acceptance; and that is what the play demands from the society.
To sum up, through this radio play, Dattani presents the bitter truth of the eunuch society
which is forcibly compelled to live a life of ‘invisible’ and argues for societal justice. He projects
the pathetic plight of the eunuch community without offering any suitable solution except a
sympathetic exposure of their conditions in the society. The treatments meted out to the eunuchs
reflect the social and cultural notions. This reality is treated with the theme of sexuality and gender
supremacy. Thus, the whole eunuch community lives a life of unidentified, unexplored,
unrecognized and unnatural marginalized. The play not only awakes the audience but exposes the
bitter reality of the eunuchs in the Indian society. Jeremy Mortimer concludes in the introduction
of the play as:
Mahesh Dattani’s plays, often feature characters who are questioning their identity,
and who feel isolated in some way. Uma certainly feels isolated in her marriage and
this sense of isolation makes her empathize with Anarkali, the hijra she befriends.
(xiv-xv)
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