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Abstract

The paper examines how Mahesh Dattani’s On a Muggy Night in Mumbai portrays the struggles
of homosexual individuals living within a heteronormative Indian society. The play reveals that
societal expectations, family honour, and fear of social exclusion force queer individuals to
conceal their identities. Through characters such as Ed, Kamlesh, Sharad, Bunny, and Deepali,
Dattani exposes the psychological conflict between personal desire and social conformity. The
study argues that the inability of these characters to fully accept themselves is not a personal
weakness but the result of continuous social pressure and marginalization.
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Introduction

Mahesh Dattani is one of the first Indian English playwrights to openly represent homosexuality
on the Indian stage. On a Muggy Night in Mumbai challenges the silence surrounding queer
identities and exposes the difficulties faced by homosexual individuals in a society that
privileges heterosexuality as the norm. The play demonstrates how social norms create fear,
shame, and self-denial among queer individuals.

1. Heteronormative Society as a Source of Pressure

The play presents Indian society as a space governed by heteronormative values, where
heterosexual marriage and conventional family structures are considered the only acceptable
forms of life. Individuals who deviate from these norms are often subjected to ridicule,
exclusion, and moral judgment. Dattani highlights how such social expectations create an
atmosphere of fear and silence for queer individuals. The characters in the play are constantly
aware of the possibility of exposure, which prevents them from expressing their true identities
openly. Society does not merely reject homosexuality; it compels individuals to conceal their
desires and perform socially approved roles. As a result, the characters experience a deep conflict
between their personal identities and the expectations imposed upon them.

2. Ed: Internalized Homophobia and Self-Rejection

Ed represents the tragic consequences of internalized social prejudice. Although he is aware of
his homosexual identity, he struggles to accept it because he has absorbed society’s negative
perceptions of homosexuality. His desire to maintain a relationship with Kiran reflects an
attempt to conform to heterosexual norms and gain social acceptance. However, this effort only
intensifies his emotional suffering. Ed’s inability to reconcile his desires with social expectations
creates feelings of guilt, shame, and self-hatred. Through his character, Dattani demonstrates
how societal discrimination often becomes internalized, leading individuals to reject their own
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identities. Ed’s conflict reveals that the greatest damage inflicted by prejudice is psychological,
as it undermines self-worth and self-acceptance.

3. Kamlesh: Fear of Public Exposure

Kamlesh appears more comfortable with his sexuality than Ed, yet he remains constrained by
social realities. His reluctance to openly acknowledge his identity reflects the fear experienced
by many queer individuals living in conservative societies. While Kamlesh seeks emotional
honesty and meaningful relationships, he understands the risks associated with public disclosure.
Social stigma, family expectations, and the possibility of rejection limit his freedom. His
character illustrates that self-acceptance alone is insufficient when society continues to deny
acceptance and recognition. Kamlesh’s struggle highlights the gap between personal identity
and social validation.

4. Bunny and the Double Life

Bunny embodies the contradiction between private desire and public image. He carefully
maintains a socially acceptable identity while simultaneously engaging in same-sex
relationships. This dual existence reflects the pressures imposed by a society that demands
conformity. Bunny’s behaviour is not merely a personal choice but a survival strategy in a
culture that stigmatizes homosexuality. Dattani uses Bunny’s character to expose the hypocrisy
produced by social intolerance. Instead of encouraging authenticity, societal norms force
individuals to construct false identities, leading to emotional fragmentation and psychological
stress.

5. Deepali and Lesbian Invisibility

Deepali’s character broadens the play’s exploration of queer identities by drawing attention to
lesbian experiences. Unlike male homosexuality, which often attracts public condemnation,
lesbian relationships are frequently rendered invisible. Society tends to ignore or dismiss female
same-sex desire altogether. Deepali’s marginalization demonstrates how women face a double
burden: discrimination based on gender as well as sexuality. Through her character, Dattani
critiques the patriarchal structures that silence women’s voices and deny them sexual agency.
Deepali’s presence emphasizes that queer oppression operates in different ways across gender
identities.

6. Symbolism of the “Muggy Night”

The title of the play carries significant symbolic meaning. A muggy night is characterized by
heat, discomfort, and a feeling of suffocation, conditions that mirror the emotional state of the
characters. The oppressive atmosphere reflects the burden of secrecy, fear, and repression that
dominates their lives. Just as the characters struggle to breathe freely within a restrictive social
environment, they struggle to express their identities openly. The title therefore functions as a
powerful metaphor for the psychological confinement experienced by queer individuals in a
heteronormative society. Dattani uses this symbolism to reinforce the central theme of social
oppression and emotional suffocation.

Conclusion

On a Muggy Night in Mumbai demonstrates that the characters’ inability to fully accept their
identities stems from social rather than personal factors. Through the experiences of Ed,
Kamlesh, Bunny, and Deepali, Dattani reveals how heteronormative expectations, fear of

193
Special Issue - VVol. 14 No. S3 (2026) www.ijrt.org


http://www.ijrt.org/

International Conference On “Self-Evaluation Skills & Quality in Education” (ICSESQE) Organized by- Sardar Patel

Institute of Higher Education, Kurukshetra, Haryana (18-19 April 2026) In IJRT ISSN: 2321-7529

ostracism, and social prejudice create an environment where queer individuals are compelled to
hide their true selves. The play ultimately calls for a society that recognizes and respects diverse
sexual identities, allowing individuals to live authentically without fear or shame.
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