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Abstract: 

Patriarchy is a social system that perceives human beings as binary – men and women. Being men 

centered, patriarchy favours men and marginalises women in every sphere of life. In such a social 

system, a boy child/ man is preferred to a girl child/ woman. Capitalism is “an economic system 

characterized by private or corporate ownership of capital goods ...”  (Merriam-Webster). 

Under such a system profit and market play significant roles in decision making. Herein, everything 

in life is measured in terms of monetary value and ethics and morality appear to be unimportant. 

However, both patriarchy and capitalism are men centred and “together reinforce the oppression of 

women” (Bruneau). It is a fact that “The oppression of women is very ancient: it existed before 

capitalism, which is also a system of oppression” (Comanne). Thus, it is observed that both 

patriarchy and capitalism are forces which marginalise women.In this paper, Mahesh Dattani’s play, 

Tara, has been studied from the point of view of capitalist patriarchy. It is observed that the operation 

of capitalist patriarchal set up, represented by Bharati’s father, is so strong that it plays a significant 

role in the life of Patel, Bharati, Chandan, and Tara. It is also observed that all the men in the play – 

Bharati’s father, Patel, Chandan, and Dr. Thakkar – represent capitalist patriarchal attitude and 

women like Bharati and Tara are always at the receiving end. Thus, the play suggests that 

humanitarian values are more important than capitalist patriarchal values. 
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The system of patriarchy has always relegated women to the periphery in a systematic manner. In 

patriarchy the role of men is considered as the primary authoritarian figure who is central to various 

social organisations, and where the central male-figures hold authority over women, children, and 

property. It implies male rule and privilege and entails female subordination. In such a context, 

Simone de Beauvoir’s observation, “Throughout history they [women] have always been 

subordinated to men ...” (Parshley et. al. xxiv) occupies a special significance. In fact, as Kate Millett 

opines in her Sexual Politics, the patriarchal society uses various mechanisms to employ power 

relation in the society and paves the way for dominance of men over women. Millett observes that 

women, in a patriarchal society, are often made to internalise patriarchal ideology so that they accept 

their subjugation and they also become instrumental in the marginalisation of other women.  

Patriarchal societies run on principles which in most cases identify women as the conditioned “other” 

to the male “subject” (Parshley et. al.  xxii). Beauvoir adds that women have always been dependent 

on “... fathers or husbands – more firmly than they are to other women” (Parshley et. al. xxv). Such a 

system is deep rooted in Indian culture and Manu viewed, “In childhood must a female be dependent 

on her father in youth on her husband, her lord being dead, on her sons, if she has no sons, on the near 

kinsmen, on those of her father; it she has no paternal kinsmen, on the sovereign, a woman must never 

seek independence” (Chandra 64). In such a social set up women have traditionally been dependent 
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on some male family members like father, husband, or son or even on some male relatives. They are 

often identified not on their own but in relation to some male member of the family – as someone’s 

daughter or as someone’s wife, or as someone’s mother and so on.  

Women, in most Indian societies, are scarcely allowed independence and worst is the case of the girl 

children who, in some societies, are either killed or abandoned. Thus, patriarchy seems to be such a 

system which tends to work on the binary and which marginalises women. With the development of 

civilization, patriarchy got associated with capitalism and both continue to contribute to marginalise 

women. One of the principal factors for such combined oppression of women is obvious for the fact 

that both patriarchy and capitalism were constructed by men and are run to facilitate men over 

women. 

Capitalism may be defined as “an economic system characterized by private or corporate 

ownership of capital goods, by investments that are determined by private decision, and by prices, 

production, and the distribution of goods that are determined mainly by competition in a free 

market” (Merriam-Webster). Thus, capitalism is a system run by private ownership, not by the 

government; and decisions, in such a system of economy, are arrived at by private firms wherein 

prices of goods and even the production and distribution of the same are dictated by the market. In 

such a system, decisions are arrived at eyeing on the profit and ethical considerations appear 

secondary. Capitalism and patriarchy combine to further marginalise women, “The oppression of 

women is very ancient: it existed before capitalism, which is also a system of oppression” (Comanne). 

Under capitalist system, women are oppressed and such oppression helps the capitalists to control the 

workforce of men. It is understood that “capitalism and patriarchy together reinforce the oppression of 

women” and further “Patriarchy cannot possibly be considered as independent from capitalism” 

(Bruneau). Apparently capitalism seems to help women attain independence, but it actually damages 

the condition of women and thereby further contributes to the age old subjugation of women in a 

patriarchal system.  

The phases of injustice and discrimination against girl children and women are common in a 

predominantly patriarchal society like India, in which it is believed that the Vansh (clan) continues 

through the male child. It is also believed that parents can attain moksha (liberation) only if the son 

performs the kapaal kriya (breaking of the skull while being cremated). So under such conditions 

women seem to have almost no significance and hence they are used for the purpose of men only. The 

operation of power-relations in society also causes for the oppression of women. On the operation of 

power, Michel Foucault views: 

Power must be analysed as something which circulates or as something which only functions 

in the form of a chain.... not only do individuals circulate between its threads; they are always 

in the position of simultaneously undergoing and exercising this power.... individuals are the 

vehicles of power, not its point of application (Gordon  98). 

The play of power is often subtle and hegemonic in nature wherein power is exercised through 

negotiation and not through the application of brute force.  

The play, Tara, centres round a family comprising of the father (Patel), the mother (Bharati), and two 

children (Tara and Chandan), “They are almost an all Indian family!” (Prasad 138). Mee views, 

“Dattani focuses on the family as a microcosm of society in order to dramatize the ways we are 

socialized to accept certain gendered roles and to give preference to what is ‘male’” (320). The birth 

of the children leaves the parents utterly shocked as the children are born as Siamese twins. The 

medical reports add to the worry of the parents as it unveils that the “third leg” (Dattani 378) gets its 



blood circulated through the girl child (Tara), not, as they would have been happy to know, through 

the boy child (Chandan), and that the third leg biologically belongs to Tara and hence it will be safe to 

provide Tara with two legs through surgery.  

Tara is a satire on the contemporary society in which “All the propagandas of equality between male 

and female, equal opportunities to women in all the fields are belied” (Das 51). Bharati’s father, who 

happens to be the architect behind Tara’s handicap, does not have any sense of remorse or even 

sympathy and leaves all his property only to Chandan. Subhas Chandra rightly opines, “It is the socio-

cultural system which is responsible for her (Tara’s) death” (62). He adds, “No one individual is 

responsible for what happens to her [Tara], because this has to do with the positioning of the girl-child 

in the Indian society” (64). In other words, “Taras (stars) do not twinkle on the Indian sky! Because 

they are not allowed to!!” (Chandra 67). The society that Dattani portrays is one where girl-children 

are not expected or are drowned “in milk” (Dattani 349). 

Tara subtly questions gender prejudice, “... the primary theme [of Tara] ... is the way we Indians 

discriminate between male and female children” (Prasad 135). This play can be read as a play about 

the combination of man and woman in one self. Hence, the play can also be read as the search of 

individuals for the self which unites man and woman. The play ends by showing that the twins hug 

each other suggesting that they are “together once again, and whole, complete” (Prasad 140). This 

suggests that the capitalist-patriarchal societal norm separated them, who once again form a whole 

when they are beyond the limits of society. Tara represents the case of Tara and Chandan and 

attempts to indicate that both men and women together form the social fabric and they need to be 

looked as equal. Dattani attempts to establish this thesis by making “a medical improbability an 

artistic possibility” (Rizvi 14). Tara appears as “an archetype, an icon of the postcolonial Indian 

women who are crushed in the mill of tradition and modernity” (Kanupriya 71). 

The patriarchal-capitalist society represented by Bharati’s father is disturbed at the revelation about 

the “third leg” (Dattani 378) as he finds it difficult and at times even impossible to support anything 

that comes as an obstacle to the benefit of a male child. Bharati’s father does not even appear on the 

scene but he is the most influential man who influences the lives of all the characters in the play. 

Influenced by Bharati’s father, Dr Thakkar operates upon the Siamese twins and favours Chandan 

with two legs though it was unethical. Dr. Thakkar does this as he has the “intention of starting a large 

nursing home – the largest in Bangalore. He had acquired three acres of prime land – in the heart of 

the city – from the state. Your grandfather’s political influence had been used. ... Chandan had two 

legs – for two days” (Dattani 378).  

The result is disastrous as Chandan’s body fails to retain the second leg, the Patel family is shattered, 

Tara dies at an early age, and Chandan fails to live with guilt in India and settles down in England, 

and Bharati loses her sanity and later dies. Erin Mee views, “Woven into the play [Tara] are issues of 

class and community, and the clash between traditional and modern lifestyles and values” (319). Mee 

adds, “Tara and Chandan are two sides of the same self rather than two separate entities ...” (320). But 

the capitalist-patriarchal ideology fails to observe the beauty in each of the children and the outcome 

is disastrous. 

Apparently, it is Bharati who betrays Tara and, thus, she suffers throughout her life. Bharati thinks, 

“... that it was her decision that caused this particular disability in her daughter” (Prasad 141) and 

gradually “Tara is emotionally devastated” (Mohandas). It may be said that the discrimination and 

injustice that Tara faces from her mother are the consequence of Bharati’s being a prisoner in the 

hands of collective unconscious that constitutes her psyche and therefore she believes that men should 



always be preferred to women. Such a decision of Bharati becomes the reason for her eternal 

suffering. She even attempts to atone for her guilt by donating her kidney to Tara. However, Patel, 

who is also a representative of patriarchy, does not allow her to do so and thereby denies her expiating 

for the guilt that she lives with. 

In decision-making part for the operation on the Siamese-twins, Patel seems to be the cruellest figure. 

In his abstinence from action in the matter of surgery, it seems that Patel was a complicit, “He too 

believes in gender hierarchy and thus his protestations are ultimately hollow and his rejection by Dan 

seems apposite” (Prasad 141). He is a representative of patriarchy who remains silent in the 

subjugation of women. His words, “Maybe if I had protested more strongly!” (Dattani 378) clearly 

speaks of his dependence on the capitalist father-in-law. Even Patel appears to be a party to the 

injustice done on Tara but he takes the central position in the play and the reader knows whatever he 

relates about the past when Bharati is taken off the scene for the rest of the play. 

Chandan in Tara remains at the centre of action of the play – the play begins and ends with his speech 

– though the play is titled after the name of Chandan’s sister, Tara. Throughout Tara’s life-time, 

Chandan appears to have been highly concerned about Tara and he declares that he escapes to London 

to expiate for his sense of guilt, but his escape can also be seen as a pretension, “I had even forgotten I 

had a twin sister. Until I thought of her as subject matter for my next literary attempt” (Dattani 324). 

Thus, it appears that he thinks of Tara while he actually thinks about the “subject matter of ... [his] 

next literary attempt” (Dattani 324) – concern of a capitalist patriarchal man. Thus, Tara is seen here 

as a commodity and not as an individual. Guided by patriarchal ideology, Chandan, when he is able to 

write the play, becomes selfish and makes the play his tragedy with a simple statement of apology, 

“Forgive me, Tara. Forgive me for making it my tragedy” (Dattani 380). It, thus, appears that 

patriarchal society may appear to be sympathetic to the cause of women but it cannot bear to see 

women as more successful than men. The way Bharati’s father deprives Tara of the leg, Chandan too 

deprives Tara of being the protagonist of the tragedy. 

 

The followers of patriarchal ideologies generally attempt to make gender roles specific for male and 

female children. Generally, awareness is created about their specific gender roles and they are 

expected to follow the same rigorously. Judith Butler opines that gender is “a constructed identity” in 

which “actors ... perform” (Butler 520). Tara represents such defined gender role where men and 

women have their separate zone, and where they are expected to fit in well. It is observed that both 

Patel and Bharati are bound by patriarchal norms and they do harm to Chandan and Tara, though their 

purpose was to help their son. Both Bharati and Patel set different roles for the children – whereas 

Bharati is concerned in growing Tara like a woman; Patel is concerned to make a man of his son – 

expecting manly behaviour from his son. 

Works Cited: 

Bruneau, Camille. “How do Patriarchy and Capitalism Jointly Reinforce the Oppression of  

Women? < https://www.cadtm.org> 

Butler, Judith. “Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and  

Feminist Theory”. Theatre Journal. 40.4 (Dec. 1988). The Johns Hopkins Press, 519-531. 

Chandra, Subhash. “The (Un)twinkling Star: Responding to Dattani’s Tara”. The  

Commonwealth Review, 13. 2. 



Comanne, Denise. “How Patriarchy and Capitalism Combine to Aggravate the Oppression of

 Women”. <www. http://www.cadtm.org/How-Patriarchy-and-Capitalism-Combine- 

to-Aggravate-the-Oppression-of-Women> 

Das, Sangeeta. “Identity Crisis of Women in Tara.” The Commonwealth Review. 13.2. 

Dattani, Mahesh. Collected Plays. Penguin Books, 2000. 

Gordon, Colin et. al., translators-editors. Power Knowledge: Selected Interviews and Other  

Writings 1972-1977. By Michel Foucault, Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1980. 

Kanupriya. “Anita Desai’s Fasting, Feasting and Mahesh Dattani’s Tara: A Study in  

Gender-Identity Crisis”. Cyber Literature. XVII. 1, June 2006. 

Mee, Erin. “A Note on the Play”. Collected Plays. By Mahesh Dattani, Penguin Books, 2000. 

Merriam-Webster. Dictionary. <merriam-webster.com>. 

Millett, Kate. Sexual Politics. University of Illinois Press, 2000. 

Mohandas, Poonam. “Twins Separable”. The Statesman. Vol.8,no.2,1997. 

Multani, Angelie. “Off-Centre: The Displacement of Women Characters in Ghasiram Kotwal  

and Tara”. Muffled Voices: Women in Modern Indian Theatre. Lakshmi Subramanyam eitor, Har-

Anand Publications, 2002. 

Parshley, H. H., translator and editor. “Introduction: Women as Other”. The Second Sex. By  

Simone de Beauvoir, Vintage Books, 1952. 

Prasad, G J V. “Terrifying Tara: The Angst of the Family”. Mahesh Dattani’s Plays: Critical 

Perspectives. Edited by Anjali Multani, Pencraft International, 2007. 


