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Abstract
Mahesh Dattani’s Final Solutions is a significant work of contemporary Indian English drama
that examines the persistent problem of communal tension between Hindus and Muslims.
Written and performed in 1993, the play situates an immediate episode of communal violence
within a larger historical framework extending from the Partition of India to the contemporary
moment. The arrival of two Muslim youths, Bobby and Javed, in the home of a Hindu Gujarati
family exposes the prejudices, fears, memories and contradictions that remain hidden beneath
the surface of ordinary social life. This paper examines Dattani’s depiction of communal crisis
through the interconnected themes of religious identity, historical memory, othering, inherited
prejudice, gender, and reconciliation. Particular attention is given to the character of
Hardika/Daksha, whose traumatic memories of Partition influence her perception of Muslims
in the present; the Mob/Chorus, which embodies the collective psychology of communal
hatred; and the Gandhi household, which functions as a microcosm of a divided society. The
study also examines Dattani’s use of masks, chorus, fragmented chronology, diary entries,
dramatic space and symbolism to represent the psychological dimensions of communal
conflict. The paper argues that Dattani does not portray communal violence as a spontaneous
consequence of religious difference. Instead, he presents it as a socially constructed and
historically inherited phenomenon sustained by memory, stereotyping, fear, political
manipulation and the failure of communities to recognize one another’s humanity. The ironic
title Final Solutions therefore does not promise a simple remedy; rather, it invites self-
examination, dialogue, empathy and the rejection of inherited prejudice as possible ways of
interrupting the cycle of violence.
Keywords: Mahesh Dattani, Final Solutions, Communalism, Hindu-Muslim Relations,
Partition, Memory, Othering, Religious Identity, Trauma, Indian English Drama.

Introduction

Indian English drama has increasingly become an important literary space for
examining the social, political and cultural tensions of contemporary India. Among modern
Indian playwrights writing in English, Mahesh Dattani occupies a distinctive position because
of his sustained engagement with subjects that are often uncomfortable, sensitive and socially
suppressed. His dramatic works frequently explore questions of gender, sexuality, family,
class, religion, social prejudice and identity. His theatre is particularly concerned with the
conflicts that exist beneath the apparently ordinary structures of middle-class Indian life.
Dattani’s Final Solutions is one of his most significant attempts to bring communal conflict
into the domestic and psychological sphere.
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Final Solutions was written and performed in 1993, a period marked by intense

communal tension in India. The play moves between the period surrounding Partition and a
later contemporary setting, thereby establishing a relationship between historical violence and
present-day communal consciousness. Penguin describes the play as moving between Partition
and the present and identifies religious bigotry and communal violence as its central concerns.
The immediate dramatic situation develops when two Muslim youths, Bobby and Javed, are
chased by a violent mob and seek shelter in the house of a Hindu Gujarati family. Their
presence releases memories and prejudices that had remained embedded within the family for
years. The importance of Final Solutions lies in the fact that Dattani does not reduce
communalism to a simple conflict between two religious communities. The play is more
complicated. It examines the psychological processes through which individuals learn to fear,
distrust and stereotype people belonging to another community. Communal identity is shown
as something constructed through family memories, social narratives, religious practices,
historical experiences and political circumstances. Thus, the communal crisis outside the
Gandhi household is simultaneously a crisis within the household.

The play's central characters represent different responses to religious identity. Hardika
carries the painful memories of her youth as Daksha; Ramnik Gandhi represents a more liberal
but imperfect attitude; Aruna remains strongly attached to religious and ritual boundaries;
Smita questions inherited assumptions; while Bobby and Javed represent two different
responses to Muslim identity. Through these characters, Dattani refuses to provide a simplistic
opposition between “good Hindus” and “bad Muslims” or vice versa.

1. Mahesh Dattani and Contemporary Indian English Drama

Mahesh Dattani is one of the important voices of contemporary Indian English theatre.
His dramatic writing is distinguished by its willingness to address subjects that are frequently
marginalized in mainstream social discourse. Rather than presenting Indian society as
harmonious and culturally unified, Dattani examines the tensions that exist within families and
communities. His plays frequently transform the domestic space into a site of social
investigation. The family becomes more than a private institution; it becomes a representation
of broader cultural structures. This technique is especially important in Final Solutions, where
the Gandhi family becomes a miniature representation of Indian society.

Dattani's significance as a dramatist also lies in his understanding of theatre as a
performative medium. His meanings are produced not only through dialogue but also through
masks, movement, chorus, stage space, silence and visual symbolism. In Final Solutions, these
theatrical devices become essential to the representation of communal violence. The play's use
of the Mob/Chorus is particularly innovative. The Chorus can assume Hindu or Muslim
identities through masks, suggesting that communal violence is not naturally possessed by one
particular religious community. Instead, the mob represents a collective psychology that can
be activated in different circumstances.

2. Historical Background: Partition and the Continuity of Communal Memory

The communal crisis represented in Final Solutions cannot be separated from the
historical experience of Partition. The Partition of India in 1947 produced enormous
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displacement, violence, fear and loss. Its consequences continued to shape the memories and

identities of subsequent generations. Dattani establishes this historical connection through
Daksha, who later becomes Hardika. Her personal history becomes a means through which the
play connects Partition-era violence with contemporary communal attitudes. The young
Daksha experiences fear and insecurity in a social environment where Hindu-Muslim relations
have become deeply strained.

The significance of Daksha's memory is that it does not remain confined to the past. It
influences Hardika's perception of Muslims decades later. Her historical experience becomes
a psychological framework through which she interprets contemporary events. In this respect,
the play presents communalism as a form of cultural memory. The past is not dead; it continues
to influence the present. Recent scholarship has specifically interpreted Final Solutions through
cultural memory and intergenerational trauma, emphasizing how the play connects Partition
experiences with later communal prejudice. Dattani thereby challenges the assumption that
communal violence begins with a particular contemporary incident. The contemporary riot is
shown as the latest manifestation of a much older history of fear, resentment and mistrust.

3. Communal Crisis and the Gandhi Household

The Gandhi household serves as the central dramatic space of Final Solutions. It is a
middle-class Hindu household, but it is not internally homogeneous. The family members have
different attitudes towards religion, tradition and communal identity. When Bobby and Javed
enter the house seeking protection, the external communal conflict enters the private sphere.
The house, which should represent safety, becomes a space of suspicion and confrontation.
This transformation is central to Dattani's dramatic method. The communal crisis does not
remain somewhere outside the house. It penetrates the psychological and emotional lives of the
family members.

Aruna's response to Bobby and Javed illustrates the strength of religious prejudice
within apparently ordinary domestic practices. Her concern about purity and religious ritual
reveals how communal boundaries can operate through everyday behaviour rather than through
overt political declarations. Ramnik, by contrast, presents himself as more liberal. Yet his own
family history reveals that liberalism can also be complicated by hidden guilt and economic
interests. Dattani therefore avoids creating a simple moral division between traditional and
modern characters.

4. Religious Othering in Final Solutions
One of the most important features of the communal crisis in the play is the construction of the
religious “Other.”

Communalism depends upon categorization. Individuals cease to be understood as
individuals and become representatives of a larger religious group. Bobby is therefore not
simply Bobby; he becomes “a Muslim.” Javed is similarly interpreted through his religious
identity. This process of othering reduces the complexity of human identity. Instead of asking
who the individual is, communal consciousness asks which community the individual belongs
to. Dattani exposes the danger of this process through the interactions between the characters.
Both Hindu and Muslim characters carry assumptions about the other community. The play
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does not permit the audience to imagine communal prejudice as belonging exclusively to one

side.

The Mob/Chorus reinforces this point. Its members repeatedly adopt different religious
masks. The visual transformation suggests that the identity of the mob is unstable. The same
collective body can become Hindu or Muslim depending upon the mask it wears. The mask
therefore becomes an important metaphor. It indicates that communal identity can become a
performed identity. The individual disappears behind the collective label. This theatrical
strategy makes Dattani's representation of communalism particularly powerful. Instead of
simply telling the audience that communal stereotypes are dangerous, he makes the audience
see how identities are constructed through performance.

5. Hardika/Daksha: Memory, Trauma and Inherited Prejudice

Hardika is one of the most significant characters in the play because her personal history
connects past communal violence with contemporary prejudice. As Daksha, she experiences
the violence and insecurity associated with Partition. Her memories include fear, loss and the
destruction of relationships. Her friendship with Zarine becomes particularly important
because it demonstrates that communal divisions are not inevitable. Daksha and Zarine are
capable of friendship because they share interests and emotional connections. Yet their
friendship is eventually damaged by communal circumstances. The tragedy lies in the
transformation of personal experience into communal memory. Instead of remembering Zarine
simply as an individual friend, Hardika increasingly remembers her through the framework of
Hindu-Muslim conflict.

This process demonstrates how trauma can influence perception. The experience of
violence creates fear, and fear can become prejudice when it is generalized from one individual
or event to an entire community. The contemporary Hardika therefore carries the past into the
present. Her response to Bobby and Javed cannot be understood without understanding
Daksha's earlier experiences. The play consequently represents communalism as
intergenerational. Younger people inherit not only family traditions but also family fears and
unresolved memories. Krishnaiah's study similarly identifies Final Solutions as a drama of
communal memory and intergenerational trauma, particularly emphasizing the connection
between Hardika's memories and the communal attitudes of the present.

6. The Mob/Chorus: The Collective Psychology of Communal Violence

The Mob/Chorus is perhaps the most distinctive theatrical device in Final Solutions.
The members of the Chorus appear as a collective presence and use masks associated with
different religious communities. Their function is not limited to creating atmosphere. They
represent the psychological and social mechanisms through which individual anger becomes
collective violence. The Chorus speaks in fragmented and repetitive voices. Its language
resembles the rhetoric of communal rumours, accusations and stereotypes. Individual
responsibility becomes difficult to identify because the voices merge into a collective sound.
This is important because communal violence frequently depends upon the transformation of
individuals into a crowd. Once a crowd becomes emotionally charged, individual moral
responsibility can become obscured. Dattani's use of masks intensifies this idea. The same
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performers can appear as Hindu or Muslim mobs. Consequently, the audience is encouraged to

recognize that fanaticism is not the natural property of one community.
Recent scholarship has identified the Chorus as a central theatrical mechanism through

which Dattani represents communal consciousness and the repetition of prejudice.
The Chorus therefore operates at three levels:

e as arepresentation of the violent crowd,;

e asasymbolic representation of communal consciousness;

« as atheatrical device that exposes the artificiality of rigid communal identities.
The Chorus is consequently both a character and a theatrical metaphor.

7. Masks as Symbols of Communal Identity
The masks in Final Solutions are among the play's most important symbols.

The mask hides the individual identity of the performer while simultaneously
announcing a collective identity. A person wearing a Hindu mask is perceived as Hindu; the
same person can later wear a Muslim mask. This creates a striking contradiction. The individual
underneath the mask remains the same, while the external identity changes. Dattani uses this
contradiction to challenge the assumption that religious identity alone determines human
character. The mask can therefore be interpreted as a symbol of stereotyping. Society places a
mask upon an individual and then responds to the mask rather than to the person. At another
level, the mask represents the psychological disguise through which prejudice operates.
Individuals may consider themselves reasonable and tolerant while simultaneously carrying
inherited stereotypes.

The theatrical image consequently asks the audience to consider its own assumptions about
identity.

8. Gender and Communal Memory

The communal crisis in Final Solutions also has a significant gender dimension.
Hardika's experience of Partition is not identical to that of male characters. Her memories are
shaped by her position as a young girl, daughter, wife and later mother. Her personal history
demonstrates how political violence enters women's domestic and emotional lives. Daksha's
relationship with Zarine also shows how communal boundaries interfere with female
friendship. Their relationship begins through shared interests and emotional affinity, but social
and communal pressures eventually intervene. Aruna represents another dimension of gender
and religion. Her commitment to ritual purity demonstrates how women can become both
subjects and carriers of religious traditions. Dattani therefore does not present women simply
as passive victims of communal conflict. They participate in the reproduction, questioning and
negotiation of religious identity. Smita's position is particularly significant because she belongs
to a younger generation that has the possibility of questioning the assumptions inherited from
the past.

9. Bobby and Javed: Individual Identity versus Communal Stereotype

Bobby and Javed are central to the play because their presence challenges the
assumptions made about Muslims by members of the Gandhi family. However, Dattani does
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not idealize them as completely innocent figures. Javed carries anger and frustration, while

Bobby appears more capable of engaging in dialogue. Their differences demonstrate that a
religious community cannot be treated as a single psychological unit. This distinction is
important to the play's critique of communalism. Communal ideology produces simplified
categories: Hindu/Muslim, majority/minority, victim/aggressor. Dattani complicates these
categories by giving his characters individual personalities and histories.

Javed's anger, for example, cannot simply be dismissed as religious fanaticism. It is
connected to his social experience and sense of humiliation. Similarly, Bobby's willingness to
communicate reveals the possibility of individual relationships across communal boundaries.
The play thus encourages the audience to move from collective judgment to individual
understanding.

10. Ramnik Gandhi and the Problem of Liberalism
Ramnik Gandhi represents a relatively liberal perspective within the family. He rejects extreme
communal attitudes and attempts to protect Bobby and Javed. However, Dattani does not
present him as an uncomplicated hero. Ramnik's family history reveals that economic and
social interests are also connected to communal relations. His family's past dealings with
Zarine's family expose the relationship between commerce, guilt and communal identity. This
complexity is important because it prevents the play from becoming a simple moral lesson.
Dattani suggests that communalism cannot be explained only through religious
fanaticism. Economic interests, social power, historical grievances and personal guilt can also
influence communal relations. Ramnik's character therefore demonstrates the limitations of
superficial secularism. It is not sufficient to declare oneself liberal; one must also confront the
uncomfortable histories and prejudices embedded within one's own social position.

11. Water, Purity and Religious Boundaries

Water is an important symbolic element in the play. The question of who can touch or
bring water exposes the relationship between religious identity and ideas of purity. What
appears to be a simple domestic act becomes a boundary-making practice. The distinction
between “pure” and “impure” water symbolically reflects the distinction between “us” and
“them.” Dattani thereby shows how communalism can operate through apparently insignificant
everyday practices. Communal prejudice does not always appear in the form of physical
violence. It can also exist in gestures, rituals, language and social distance. The symbolic
significance of water becomes stronger because water is universally necessary for human
survival. Yet religious prejudice attempts to transform this common human necessity into a
marker of difference. The irony is clear: people share the same fundamental needs, but social
systems create artificial boundaries between them.

12. The House and the Street: Private and Public Violence

The spatial organization of Final Solutions is central to its meaning.

The street represents public violence, while the Gandhi household represents private life. Yet
Dattani deliberately breaks down the boundary between these two spaces.

The communal mob exists outside, but its ideology is already present inside the household.
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This suggests that riots are not created entirely outside ordinary social life. They emerge from

attitudes, prejudices and stereotypes that can exist within apparently peaceful homes.
The house therefore becomes a symbolic nation. Different identities live together, but
coexistence does not automatically mean understanding.

The movement from street to house also demonstrates how quickly political conflict
can become personal. Once Bobby and Javed enter the household, abstract communal politics
becomes a question of hospitality, fear, religious practice, family memory and human
relationships.

13. The Irony of the Title: “Final Solutions”

The title Final Solutions is deliberately provocative.

The phrase suggests that there might be a definitive answer to communal conflict. Yet the play
does not provide a single political or religious formula.

Instead, Dattani asks whether such a “final solution” is possible at all.

The title can therefore be read ironically. Communal conflict cannot be eliminated through
another act of domination. Violence cannot produce lasting peace.

The play suggests that any meaningful solution must begin with individual introspection.

The individual must ask:

e Why do I fear the other community?

e Where did my prejudice come from?

e Which memories have shaped my assumptions?

« Do | see another person as an individual or only as a representative of a religion?

« Can historical suffering be remembered without being converted into hatred?

This interpretation corresponds with earlier scholarship that sees the play as questioning
whether a permanent solution to communal division can actually be found and emphasizing
liberalism, mutual trust and respect for difference. The “solution” is therefore not a political
formula but an ethical process.

14. From Communal Conflict to Reconciliation

Despite its disturbing depiction of communal violence, Final Solutions is not entirely
pessimistic. The younger characters create possibilities that the older generation has difficulty
imagining. Smita's willingness to question inherited attitudes is significant. Her position
indicates that the younger generation does not necessarily have to reproduce the conflicts of its
predecessors. Similarly, Bobby's interaction with the Gandhi family creates opportunities for
individual recognition. Once people encounter one another beyond communal labels,
stereotypes become more difficult to maintain. Reconciliation in the play is therefore tentative
rather than complete.
Dattani does not suggest that one conversation can erase decades of historical trauma. Instead,
he proposes the possibility of beginning a process of recognition. Krishnaiah's analysis
similarly reads the play as creating a theatrical space for tentative reconciliation while exposing
the persistence of intergenerational prejudice. Theatre itself becomes part of the solution
because it forces the audience to witness different perspectives simultaneously.
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15. Dramatic Techniques in the Representation of Communal Crisis

Dattani's depiction of communalism is effective because his dramatic form is closely connected
with his thematic concerns.

15.1 Chorus

The Chorus represents the collective voice of communal society and transforms individual
prejudice into collective violence.

15.2 Masks

Masks symbolize religious identity, stereotyping and the disappearance of individual identity
behind collective categories.

15.3 Flashback and Fragmented Time

The movement between Daksha's past and Hardika's present demonstrates the persistence of
historical memory.

15.4 Diary Entries

The diary gives access to Daksha's private consciousness and makes historical memory
personal rather than abstract.

15.5 Domestic Space

The Gandhi household becomes a microcosm of the larger nation.

15.6 Symbolism

Objects and everyday practices acquire larger meanings related to purity, identity, memory and
exclusion.

15.7 Multiple Perspectives

Dattani gives voice to characters with different ideological positions rather than presenting one
authoritative interpretation of communalism.

These techniques distinguish Final Solutions from a conventional political drama. The play
does not merely describe communal violence; it stages the psychology through which
communal violence becomes possible.

16. Communal Crisis as a Crisis of Identity

At a deeper level, Final Solutions is a drama about identity.

Religious identity is presented as only one aspect of a person's existence, yet communal
ideology transforms it into the dominant category.

The problem begins when the question “Who are you?” is reduced to “Which community do
you belong to?”

Dattani challenges this reduction by giving characters individual histories, emotions and
contradictions.

The play suggests that identity is plural. A person can simultaneously possess religious,
familial, linguistic, regional, gendered, professional and personal identities.

Communalism becomes dangerous when one identity is elevated above all others.

The title Final Solutions can therefore also be understood as a warning against attempts to
create absolute and exclusive identities. A society that demands rigid categories ultimately
produces conflict because human beings cannot be reduced to a single label.
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17. Relevance of Final Solutions in Contemporary India

Although Final Solutions emerged from the communal tensions of the early 1990s, its central
concerns remain relevant. The play continues to speak to societies where religious identities
become politically mobilized and where historical memories are repeatedly invoked to define
contemporary relationships. Its relevance lies particularly in its examination of how ordinary
people participate in the reproduction of prejudice.

Communalism is not sustained only by political leaders or violent mobs. It can also be
reproduced through family conversations, social stereotypes, selective memories, ritual
boundaries and everyday suspicion. This is why the play remains important for contemporary
literary studies. It encourages readers and audiences to examine the psychological foundations
of communal conflict rather than treating violence as an isolated social event. Recent
scholarship continues to read the play through communalism, memory, trauma and
reconciliation, demonstrating the continuing critical relevance of Dattani's dramatic
intervention.

Conclusion

Mahesh Dattani's Final Solutions offers a complex and deeply unsettling representation
of communal crisis in India. The play does not present communal violence as a sudden eruption
produced exclusively by religious difference. Instead, it reveals the historical, psychological
and social processes through which communal hatred is created, transmitted and reproduced.
Through Hardika/Daksha, Dattani demonstrates the relationship between personal memory and
communal prejudice. Her experience of Partition becomes part of the psychological inheritance
that shapes her response to Muslims in the present. The play consequently illustrates how
historical trauma can survive beyond the generation that directly experienced it. The Gandhi
household functions as a microcosm of Indian society. Its members represent different
responses to religious identity, tradition and modernity. Aruna's ritual conservatism, Ramnik's
complicated liberalism, Hardika's inherited resentment and Smita's questioning consciousness
demonstrate that communalism is not a uniform ideology. It operates differently within
different individuals.

The Mob/Chorus and its masks provide the most powerful theatrical representation of
collective communal consciousness. By allowing the same performers to assume Hindu and
Muslim identities, Dattani undermines the idea that fanaticism naturally belongs to one
community. The masks reveal the constructed nature of communal identity and expose the
danger of allowing collective labels to replace individual humanity. The play's greatest
achievement is therefore its refusal to provide a simplistic solution. The “final solutions” of the
title are not political formulas or acts of violence. The play instead points towards introspection,
dialogue, empathy, forgiveness and the recognition of individual identity. Dattani's dramatic
world suggests that communal conflict can be interrupted only when individuals begin to
confront the prejudices they have inherited. Thus, Final Solutions is not merely a play about a
Hindu-Muslim riot. It is a study of how hatred is remembered, inherited, performed and
reproduced. At the same time, it explores the possibility that the cycle can be broken when
individuals refuse to remain imprisoned by the identities and memories imposed upon them.
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The enduring significance of the play lies precisely in this tension between memory and
reconciliation. Dattani does not ask his audience to forget history. Instead, he asks them to
remember history differently—to acknowledge suffering without converting it into hatred and
to recognize the humanity of the person who has been constructed as the “Other.” In this sense,
the most meaningful “final solution” offered by the play is not the elimination of difference but
the development of a social and ethical imagination capable of living with difference.
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