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Abstract 

‘Bravely Fought the Queen’ deals with shades of patriarchy inherent within the Indian 

familial structure. The focus is not just on the subjugation of women, but also of men. The 

women characters lead vacuous lives, beneath the veneer of sophistication. They are bound 

and shaped by patriarchal forces, just like a bonsai is shaped into will by the owner. The men 

fit into four different categories of masculinity as analyzed by Raewyn Connell. The bonsai 

makes an appearance repeatedly and is used as a symbol to present how patriarchy is 

perpetuated down generations by agents both male and female. 
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Introduction  

Mahesh Dattani is one Indian 

playwright who is credited to have 

dealt with complex gender issues, 

issues that are almost pushed to the 

fringe in the context of the Indian 

family structure, with utmost subtlety 

and sensitivity. The fact that patriarchy 

is deeply rooted within the Indian 

family structure and spreads its toxic 

roots to choke the desires of not just 

women, but also men are beautifully 

portrayed by Dattani. Men are not just 

agents but can be victims too; women 

are not just victims, but can be active 

perpetrators of patriarchy: this is the 

truth Dattani effectively conveys in 

‘Bravely Fought the Queen’. The title 

evokes the hallowed memory of Rani 

Laxmibai of Jhansi who fought to die 

bravely. The irony however is, her 

valour is described as ‘manly’. The 

story focuses on an upper-middle-class 

family consisting of brothers Jiten and 

Nitin Trivedi married to sisters Dolly 

and Alka, and Baa, their mother-in-law. 

However, other characters that do not 

make an appearance also play a pivotal 

role in the play. Stuck as spectators, 

like the skeletons in the family 

cupboard tumble out are Sridhar, an 

employee at Jiten and Nitin’s company, 

and his wife Lalitha.  
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The rationale of the study 

The works of Mahesh Dattani often 

reveal the ways in which patriarchy 

functions, is perpetuated, and affects 

individuals within the Indian familial 

structure. However, it is not just 

perpetrated by men alone; women also 

become active agents at times. But 

there was a tendency to 

homogeneously study male and female 

perpetrators or victims of patriarchy. 

The rationale behind the study is to 

expose the multiplicities inherent 

within the range of perpetrators and 

victims. Raewyn Connell’s theory of 

hegemonic masculinity, which 

developed as a parallel of Judith 

Butler’s theory of multiple 

subjectivities helps to do just that. The 

theories are applied to reveal how 

male or female perpetrators or victims 

display a multiplicity in the ways in 

which they act or are affected. 

Objectives of the study 

1. To examine how the text portrays 

multiple shades of patriarchy 

through a crisscrossing network of 

narratives. 

2. To show how the symbol of the 

bonsai becomes an important part 

of that portrayal. 

3. To examine Raewyn Connell’s 

theory of hegemonic masculinity 

as a parallel of Judith Butler’s 

theory of multiple subjectivities 

and to show it is used to examine 

the male characters as 

perpetrators as well as victims of 

patriarchy. 

4. To ultimately show that both men 

and women can play the role of 

the oppressor in a patriarchal 

society and also end up as its 

victims. 

 

Act-I focuses on the sisters, Dolly and 

Alka who reveal deep secrets in front 

of an inebriated Lalitha. Dattani 

masterfully gives us a hint of the ugly 

family tensions and issues hidden 

beneath a veneer of polish and 

sophistication when Dolly says she is 

afraid to laugh from fear of the cracks 

that will appear in her mask. The 

references to a masked mall deepen 

the suggestion that everything is not 

what it seems at first. All three women, 

Dolly, Alka, and Lalitha are bored, 

neglected housewives. Each has a 

vacuum to fill; the void in the life of 

each is also created by the men in their 

lives. The secrets, both of the past and 

the present are hinted at in the 

presence of Lalitha and some are 

unwittingly revealed. There is a 

reference to Daksha, Dolly, and Jiten’s 

daughter (who was born spastic due to 

a tragic chain of events, revealed only 
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in the final act). Both sisters also find 

their escapes. Dolly has become 

somewhat indifferent to her fate and 

finds her escape in the fantasy of 

Kanhaiyya, the dark-skinned nineteen-

year-old replacement the old trusted 

family cook has apparently left behind. 

He is a potent symbol who is both 

present and not present in the empty 

space beyond the kitchen door, like 

Radha’s eternally young lover in Indian 

mythology, who is forever available to 

the believer whenever she wills him 

into existence and being.  Alka resorts 

to heavy drinking as an escape. She 

also listens to the thumris or love 

songs of Naina Devi. She is another 

potent symbol in the play. Naina Devi 

married into royalty and subsequently 

became a famous thumri singer. The 

important thing, however, is that she 

had the support of her husband when 

she decided to learn thumri, an art 

believed to be the domain mostly of 

courtesans in those days. Like the lover 

who pines for love in the thumris of 

Naina Devi, both the sisters, stuck in 

abusive, loveless marriages, pine for 

affection, freedom, and support. 

Lalitha, although she has a more 

considerate husband, has a vacuum to 

fill as all her husband talks about is 

work. Interestingly, Jiten and Nitin 

discuss nothing of their work with 

their wives and yet expect them to plan 

the masked ball with Sridhar’s wife 

Lalitha. Dolly and Alka exist as if, only 

to keep Baa company. Lalitha fills the 

vacuum in her life with bonsais, 

another very potent symbol within the 

play.  Lalitha describes the process of 

creating a bonsai out of a plant in detail 

and it is this description which is 

telling. It could be any sapling of one’s 

choice but the point is, its normal 

growth has to be arrested. It must be 

kept in a shallow tray where its roots 

cannot spread; they must be trimmed 

regularly as they try to grow. The best 

part, as Lalitha says, is that their 

branches can be shaped into any shape 

of one’s liking. This is Dattani’s 

comment on how patriarchy shapes 

women into submission. Both sisters 

hint at ugly family secrets from the 

past- Dolly’s daughter, a brother who 

does not visit them for some reason 

despite being in the city, and so on. The 

real reason turns out to have been a 

family fight in which Alka had insulted 

Baa in a drunken state, following which 

she had been thrown out of the house 

by Nitin. There are suggestions that 

even their own brother had cheated 

them by lying about their father and 

some secret about Nitin to Alka. When 

Dolly tries to justify Praful, Alka 

recounts a violent episode from her 

childhood. Apparently, she had asked 

the neighbour’s son to drop her home 
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instead of walking back home from 

school with Dolly. Both Nitin and 

Praful (who she says have been friends 

from college) see this and Praful 

shoved her face into the lit stove. He 

had burnt her hair and Alka could still 

smell her hair on fire. She remembers 

Praful’s warning: ‘Don’t you look at any 

man. Ever.’ This is again, Dattani’s 

statement on how men think they can 

dictate the lives and desires of women 

and resort to violence, often garbing it 

under the name of duty and honour. 

There are references to an old beggar 

woman who keeps shifting between 

the two houses, much like Baa. She 

would become a potent symbol later 

on.  The bonsai as a symbol keeps 

coming back time and again to the 

narrative. There are further references 

to the bonsai not needing to be cut or 

bound any further as it is now resigned 

to its shape. Lalitha says something 

changes within it and it decides to 

change its size, only needing a little 

nourishment from time to time-not 

unlike Dolly and Alka and thousands of 

other women who have become 

resigned to the neglect and violence 

they are subjected to. Just like the 

bonsai, something within them dies, 

and they forget how to protest after 

years of subjugation. It is not true that 

the patriarch figure always resorts to 

harshness or violence. There are 

indirect ways of perpetuating 

patriarchal values: often alternating 

neglect with affection does the job. 

This is the ‘little nourishment’ that 

Dattani brings our attention to. Alka 

mentions the hollow, pretentious lives 

they live in high society circles and the 

“wasted” lives they have. While Alka 

has her bottle, Dolly uses her 

imagination as an escape from her 

loveless marriage. Alka describes how 

Dolly imagines seducing a nineteen-

year-old Kanhaiyya who looks “ripe”. 

There are descriptions of “two 

powerful black arms” and the 

“beautiful sound of the heartbeat” of a 

warm gentle soul” and the voice of 

Naina Devi mixing in the crescendo in 

her imagination. Dolly has effectively 

created a world which she 

subconsciously craves. Although Baa 

continues to be a pervasive presence 

throughout the act, calling out to Dolly 

every now and then, the last scene 

shows Dolly ignoring Baa’s call and 

staggering towards the kitchen, 

towards Kanhaiyya, towards a moment 

of escape. 

Act- II focuses on the male characters 

in the play and the power dynamics 

between them. Judith Butler’s theory of 

multiple subjectivities in the category 

of women has given rise to another 

parallel theory in the categorization of 
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men: that of hegemonic masculinity. 

According to Raewyn Connell, there 

are certain kinds of masculinities 

which are more potent or central in the 

social setup and it is these major types 

of masculinities that tend to presume 

the “subordination of non-hegemonic 

masculinities”.  According to her, there 

are four categories of such 

masculinities- hegemonic, complicit, 

subordinate, and marginalized. 

Interestingly, all four kinds of 

masculinities make their appearance in 

‘Bravely Fought the Queen’. The basic 

premise of Dattani as far as the male 

characters in most of his plays are 

concerned reflects what John Benyon 

said in his discussion on the cultural 

construction of masculinity: “Men are 

not born with masculinity as part of 

their genetic make-up; rather it is 

something into which they are 

acculturated and which is composed of 

social codes of behaviour which they 

learn to reproduce in culturally 

appropriate ways.” Jiten reflects the 

hegemonic masculinity of his father, he 

is said to have inherited the latter’s 

violent streak. Jiten is introduced in the 

second act and his hegemonic 

masculinity makes ample appearances 

as far as his dismissive treatment of 

women and his bossy, arrogant and 

overbearing demeanour towards 

Sridhar are concerned. On occasion, he 

even dictates terms to Nitin, who 

appears to be the most passive of all 

male characters in the play. His 

appears to be more subordinate 

masculinity and that, as we see at the 

end, stems from his closet homosexual 

relationship with both the auto-

rickshaw driver as well as Praful. 

Sridhar’s position is not 

unproblematic: he appears to be more 

complicit masculinity- although he 

appears to be more sensitive towards 

women, he does little to challenge 

Jiten’s sexist, misogynistic stance. He 

even has to procure a prostitute for his 

boss under compulsion. Sridhar might 

be sensitive, but even his wife is largely 

neglected and makes bonsais to fill the 

void in her life. Nitin also does little to 

challenge his brother’s attitude. His 

homosexuality also makes him 

marginalized within the patriarchal 

society. Thus there is a multiplicity of 

masculinities that each male character 

displays.  

Both Jiten and Nitin head an 

organization that appears to be in debt. 

Jiten has no qualms treating their 

brother-in-law Praful in a disparaging 

manner and yet asking him for a huge 

loan- another instance of his 

hegemonic masculinity. Both brothers 

again decide to hide the same from 

their wives. Jiten and Nitin’s 
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organization needs to bag a prestigious 

account by the name of ReVaTee in 

order to keep going, but the campaign 

seems to be failing. This infuriates Jiten 

as he cannot understand why it would 

not work. He refuses to let Sridhar do 

his job and shows occasional violence. 

The description of the entire ReVaTee 

campaign seems to be highly sexist, 

something the target customers 

immediately recognize in the survey 

conducted by Sridhar. The entire 

campaign seeks to promote women as 

sex objects, born to please men and 

appeal to their desires. Sridhar tries his 

best to make Jiten see sense but to no 

avail. He views the ReVaTee model as a 

sex object and her individuality is lost 

under the male gaze. He says the 

survey should have been conducted 

among males because “Men would 

want to buy it for their women! That’s 

our market…they have the buying 

power.” According to Jiten, women 

exist for the sole purpose of pleasing 

men.  

There is a crisscrossing of two scenes 

in this Act. There are important 

flashbacks to Baa’s past as well as to 

that of Jiten and Nitin’s. Baa is 

incoherent, confused, as she grapples 

with the past and the present. She is 

sometimes frozen in time; there are 

references to Nitin being afraid of the 

dark and to his father whom Baa 

describes as “black as the night”. There 

are also flashbacks in which Baa 

recounts being hit by her husband, she 

too has suffered abuse at his hands, 

much like her sons. Interestingly, Baa 

becomes an important presence in the 

second Act. The flashbacks reveal that 

she faced violence at her husband’s 

hands for giving her money to her 

sons, she fights back saying every 

penny belonged to her father, even the 

old house the family lived in. This 

scene crisscrosses with the present 

where her two sons deliberate 

whether or not to sell off the old house, 

a house which Baa has willed to 

Daksha, Jiten’s daughter. Thus, in both 

these instances, men make the 

decisions and effectively control the 

property belonging to both Baa as well 

as the invisible Daksha. There is a 

crisscrossing of another scene between 

Baa and Alka. Alka accuses Baa of 

giving her “hell”, of not letting Nitin 

have children with her, and inciting 

him against her. Baa, still stuck in the 

past confesses that although Jiten had 

turned out to be just like his father, she 

did all of this to only make sure Nitin 

did not end up the same way.  

The act ends on an important note: 

Nitin had earlier described an episode 

of Jiten’s violent driving  when he had 
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toppled an auto-rickshaw and had 

been fascinated by the powerful black 

arm of the auto driver who held on to 

their car in a fit of rage, almost 

strangling Jiten. Secrets begin to 

tumble out, Sridhar alleges seeing the 

same auto-rickshaw driver in the office 

compound which Nitin vehemently 

denies. At the end of the act, Jiten 

crudely describes that both brothers 

were in the habit of picking up couples. 

Nitin’s secret is finally out in front of 

Sridhar and Jiten commands an aghast 

Sridhar to pick up a girl for him. This 

once again brings out his crude, sexist 

nature.  

Act III, is the climax of the play where 

all the threads come together. The 

setting is the same as the first act. 

There are references to Naina Devi’s 

story and Subhadra Kumari Chauhan’s 

poem on the queen of Jhansi, Rani 

Laxmibai. Alka expresses a desire to 

come dressed as Rani Laxmibai to the 

ball, perhaps from a subconscious 

desire to have the queen’s valour to 

fight back. There is a moment of 

freedom for Alka as she rushes out to 

dance in the rain. This moment of 

freedom is brief as the men return and 

Alka rushes inside. Jiten and Nitin both 

scold Alka for dancing in the rain and 

Jiten stares rather lecherously at her. 

Alka reveals that Praful had actually 

tricked her into marrying Nitin. Secrets 

continue to emerge as it is revealed 

that Praful, Baa, and Jiten were 

responsible for Daksha being born 

spastic. Praful had hidden the fact that 

their father lived another woman and 

their children when he had proposed 

the marriage of his sisters to Nitin and 

Jiten. Baa had become aware of the 

same only much later and being 

furious, instigated Jiten to kick a 

pregnant Dolly in the belly. Daksha was 

born spastic. Thus, Daksha’s fate was 

sealed by the hegemonic masculinity of 

her father even before she was born. It 

was because of her overpowering guilt 

that Baa loved Daksha “unnaturally” 

and willed the house in her name. 

Dolly and Jiten exchange heated words 

and blames over the same with Jiten 

maintaining that it was Baa who forced 

him to kick Dolly and that he loved 

Daksha. He rushes out in the car and 

crushes the old beggar woman outside 

again and again under the wheels, 

perhaps as a way of venting the anger 

he felt towards his own mother. Thus, 

again a helpless woman becomes the 

victim of Jiten’s aggressive masculinity. 

Nitin’s secret is revealed right at the 

end when he confesses to an 

incoherent Alka that he and Praful 

actually had a homosexual relationship 

and that was why marriage to Alka was 

a convenient arrangement. Both her 
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brother and her husband had cheated 

her. Praful had even cheated Nitin 

since he had told her that Alka would 

have no problem with such an 

arrangement given that she only 

wanted the security of a financially 

stable marriage. Praful’s selfish 

decision destroys not one, but several 

lives at one go. The scene ends with 

Nitin confessing everything to a 

sleeping Alka, asking her to remain 

“asleep”. 

Conclusion 

Thus, Dattani’s play brings to the fore 

complex gender issues which are often 

pushed to the fringe. It shows that 

patriarchy not just silences and 

tortures women into submission but 

also conditions and affects men 

equally. ‘Bravely Fought the Queen’ 

evokes a poignant response through 

the multiplicity and subtlety of its 

portrayal of how patriarchy operates 

within the Indian family system.
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