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Abstract 

Mahesh Dattani is a well-known contemporary Indian dramatist whose works are 

grounded in reality and have a feeling of social responsibility. He has used the theatrical 

possibilities to highlight the miserable situations of the downtrodden, socio-cultural disputes, 

minorities, women, and homosexuality in society. Where Did I Leave My Purdah (2012) is a 

drama about women who were sexually assaulted and whose bodies bore the brunt of 

violence during the division. The drama aims to expose the acts of brutality, humiliation, and 

dishonour perpetrated against women. By examining the female protagonist's character 

evolution throughout the play, this article focuses on how she recognises her true self and 

identity.It also highlights Dattani's artistic abilities, as he uses theatre to bring about catharsis 

and break the silence in society by discussing patriarchy, gender constructs, rapes, violence, 

identity crises, and the marginalisation of women fighting for space. 
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Introduction 

Mahesh Dattani is an established contemporary Indian playwright whose plays are 

rooted in the reality of the present world and possess a sense of responsibility. He has used 

the possibilities of theatre as a tool to showcase the pathetic conditions of the oppressed 

sections of the society, socio-cultural conflicts, minorities, women and gays. He was a daring 

theatre practitioner who reflects the society with all its problems like  mirror. He addressed 

the issues and again and again proved theatre to be a his voice against the evils of the 

contemporary society. 

 

Where Did I Leave My Purdah (2012) is a thought-provoking play that tackles the 

topic of partition. Women and children were the ones who suffered the most as a result of the 

physical abuse and brutality perpetrated against them during the division. Rather than 

discussing widespread widowhood, Dattani focuses on the life narrative of one single woman, 

Nazia Sahib, and depicts another side of history through her. 
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Recognition of Self and True Identity  

Women became places of contestation for males from different religious communities 

during the partition period, and women's bodies bore the brunt of violence and sexual 

assaults, as was revealed and widely addressed. The drama aims to expose the acts of 

brutality, humiliation, and dishonour perpetrated against women. When we look back on 

history, the partition of India and Pakistan caused problems in every sphere of both countries' 

lives, not just on a political level, but also on a social and psychological level.People were 

split up, and relationships were ruined as a result. An open conflict based on hatred erupted 

among the residents of various communities, contributing directly to the communal violence 

that erupted across the country. 

 

Women are viewed as inferior to men, and are frequently viewed as the 

personification of the community's honour within patriarchal regimes. When a woman 

commits a crime, it affects an entire community, and women who were once thought to be the 

ideal of honour become the cause of a community's demise. Whenever there is a 

disagreement between different groups or communities, women are the ones who are targeted 

and become sexual victims. It is a set of gendered and sexist views toward women who are 

expected to shoulder the whole weight of not just a family but also a society. Critics like Ritu 

Menon and Kamala Bhasin writes :The most predictable form of violence experienced by 

women, as women, is when the women of one community are sexually assaulted by the men 

of the other, in an overt assertion of their identity and a simultaneous humiliation of the other 

by “dishonouring” their women.(41) 

 

In this play, embarrassment and brutality are portrayed through the eyes of Nazia 

Sahib, an octogenarian former film star and stage artist who is reminiscing about her horrific 

past at the start of the play. Dattani, with his masterful skills, employs flashback tactics to 

heighten the dramatic effect, alluding to the female protogonist's prior storey. The instances 

of Nazia being gang raped by men from different communities in front of her husband Suheil, 

giving birth to a child as a result of this heinous deed, and her sister Zarine being murdered 

just because she did not wear the purdah, which symbolises the muslim community. 

Following those events, she resumes her life and transforms it through her obstinate and 

stubborn thinking. 

 

Dattani even consciously incorporates the tale of Shakuntala into the plot. Nazia's pre-

partition career as a film actor included portraying Shakuntala, who is regarded as a model of 

patriarchal tyranny. Dushyanta has also utilised her in the past, then abused and diminished 

her later in life. In contrast to Shakuntala's character, Nazia realises the reality of her 

existence and makes a shift by realising her true identity and self.She raises her voice in 

protest of things with which she is uncomfortable. 
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At the start of the play, Nazia is portrayed as an elderly woman who abandons a film 

production because the director wants her to be limited to a single sentence. She writes him 

an open letter in which she emphasises that she is the matriarch of the family in the film and 

that she must deliver the punch. She also tells Sanjay, the director, that time has passed and it 

is now time for him to review what has happened. 

 

Nazia portrayed herself as a strong woman with her likes and dislikes and priorities in 

this chapter of the play. She dislikes being forced to fit into a frame that has been erected by 

others and in which she does not feel at ease. She is attempting to alter and restructure the 

power systems that deny her the space she so desperately desires. Sanjay, influenced and 

pushed by patriarchy, refuses to adjust the screenplay for Nazia, causing her to become 

enraged and leave the role. She does not want to be bound by any limits that limit her.She 

realises the point of her life where she talks that : 

 

What am i doing here? I don’t belong here.(taking off her wig).No more grandma roles for 

me . I am going back to the theatre! Dancing! That’s it. I am leaving.(4) 

 

She had already abandoned her purdah and fled to India to begin a new life. After all these 

years, she is finally ditching her wig, which has traditionally limited her to grandparent roles. 

She was unable to place herself in any particular frame as she began to investigate her own 

identity. 

It has been said that the acknowledgment of one's own self is the starting point for 

women's liberation. Women will only be able to gain equal rights in society if they think 

outside of patriarchal structures. Nazia is well aware of this. She openly states: 

 

 Your cinema is too small for me.My life is big . I am BIG and GENEROUS! Only the 

theatre deserves me!(5) 

 

Nazia's dialogues demonstrate how keen she is to quit the film and begin a new life in the 

theatre. As a result, Dattani sees theatre as a means for discovering Nazia's actual personality. 

She then aims to revive the play Shakuntala under the new title SHAKU, utilising all of the 

capabilities of theatre. She renamed the theatre company "post-modern Indian theatre." 

Shaku, her new play, is a symbol of her bravery and determination. 

 

Suhel had already portrayed the character of Dushyanta with Nazia. In this new 

drama, she assigns the role of Dushyanta to Vinay rather than Suhel. She recalls a type of 

tension in their relationship while they were performing the roles years ago. She did really 

leave Lahore, not just to establish a new theatre company in India, but also to live with Suhel. 

But he never realised this and assumed that her only goal was to start a new job.She openly 

rejects those arguments in her later life where she again starts theatre and states: 
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                  Ohso I am helpless? And I need   you to help me? So you can take control over 

my life. Oh there are too many who allow men to ruin their lives... I certainly don’t need your 

help in bringing about my destruction!(29). The effort to maintain her identity is evident in 

these exchanges. Nazia develops a distinct personality as a result of this, focusing solely on 

her goals and making her own judgments. She doesn't care about the people around her, her 

age, or her social status; all she cares about is starting a new life. Nazia does not reflect the 

stereotypical wife who gives up her profession and life for her spouse. Despite the fact that 

she left Lahore to live with Suhel, who did nothing when she was gang raped by multiple 

guys in front of him, she is not willing to continue in such a relationship. The shakuntala of 

Kalidasa leaves and begins a new life with Dushyanta, who subsequently recognises her, but 

Nazia is unwilling to give up her self-esteem. She is not prepared to be another Shakuntala 

who has spent her entire life reliant on a guy.Her father is a possibility, followed by 

Dushyanta or Bharata, her son. Only by discovering her true identity does Nazia as Dattani 

remove herself from undesired attachments and issues. 

Conclusion  

Where Did I Leave My Purdah? is a play about where I left my Purdah. Is an English-

language Indian play that explores the performativity of identity and the dark side of reality. 

Nazia is not shown as a miserable woman who spends her entire life in mourning, but as a 

woman with her own voice by Dattani. He does not allow her to be pitied by others, but 

instead demonstrates the power of a lady who has overcome and survived all of the events of 

the past. Nazia presents an image of a lady who has always been full of possibilities. Nazia, 

speaking for all the injured women of her day, writes in her thank you note, "Dance away!" 

And live your life as though it were a major show with a standing ovation at the conclusion! 

(55). Nazia, played by Dattani, is a strong woman who recognises her own merits and stands 

up against her troubled self. 
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