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Abstract 

The present paper attempts to explore the workings of the different nuances of sexuality 

and its performative possibilities as explored in Mahesh Dattani‟s much later comedy Brief 

Candle (2009). The attempt is made to show how the notions of sexuality and its performance is 

generally connected to our sexed bodies and how we expect different sexual behaviours and 

traits from men and women in a phallocentric society like ours keeping in mind the traditionally 

held biological difference between the male and the female. In this connection, the paper here 

also endeavours to establish Nandini Bhattacharya‟s famous term “subaltern sexuality” as a 

generic term to designate female sexuality in general as a supposedly inferior sexual category 

(Bhattacharya 1996). Thus, with special references to the discourses on sexuality as developed 

by different feminist and gender critics like Simon de Beauvoir, Kate Millett and Michel 

Foucault, a feminist reading of the play under discussion here attempts to find out the different 

behavioural traits and impulses of sexuality in general with all the male and female characters in 

Brief Candle. However, special references are made to the marked nuances of sexuality and its 

possibilities of performativity in a gendered society as demonstrated by the deformed bodies of 

Vikas and Shanti who are respectively ravaged by HIV and cancer in the play.  

Keywords: Sexuality, Subaltern Sexuality, Phallocentric Society, Body, Desire, Male Gaze 

 

The concept of sexuality, though sometimes directly connected with one‟s biological sex, 

has now become the most debated zone and hence it seems to give birth to an independently 

most contested area for social and biological research. With an increasing trends in the debates 

and discussions over the issues of homosexuality, bisexuality, heterosexuality, transsexual 
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communities and so on, the term sexuality is no longer exclusively connected to our anatomical 

structures of the internal or external genital organs. It has now become an integral part of our 

identities, tastes, impulses, attitudes, satisfaction and other psychological and behavioral traits. 

We perform such traits, behavior, attitudes and impulses of sexuality on several occasions at 

several places, no matter whether consciously or unconsciously. Such performance of sexuality 

has been explored at its manifold layers in Mahesh Dattani‟s much later play Brief Candle 

(2009). The play explores the variegated traits of sexuality with a special focus upon the 

suppression of female sexuality in a phallocentric society. 

In the play Brief Candle (2009), an attempt is made to deplore that thin line that 

distinguishes a comedy from a tragedy. Here also Dattani deals with one of the “invisible issues” 

that he is famous for (Mee 1997). In the comic plot of the play-within-the-play in Brief Candle, 

we see that several cancer survivals are rehearsing a performance meant to be performed for 

fund-raising for their treatment. In this comic plot, the characters, despite knowing the 

inevitability of their doomed destinies, try their best to enjoy life through role-playing. But the 

female characters like Deepika and Shanti here also fall prey to male desire. Every man in the 

play chases women for sex, and sometimes they pass Viagra among themselves so casually that 

it turns to be quite harassing for women. The play for the performance is written by Vikas, who 

is dead by the time it is rehearsed. Still he remains a character in the play, haunting memories of 

each and every other character. It seems that Vikas cheats his girlfriend Deepika and chooses the 

bohemian life of nomadic love-making while travelling different corners of the world. As a 

consequence he is affected with AIDS and thereby with cancer. Amarinder chases Shanti for sex 

throughout the play. But his desire for her decreases once Shati‟s disfigured body, due to 

removal of one of her cancer affected breasts, is revealed. Thus the play under discussion deal 

with several layers of intricacies of sexuality in performance.  

A survey of the existing literatures on Dattani‟s plays in general, with special focus on 

the gender-issues dealt in his Brief Candle, suggests a huge gap in exploring the issues of female 

sexuality and its objectification by the male gaze in our hetero-normative phallocentric society, 

no matter whether eastern or western. Most of the existing interpretations referring to this social 
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menace as revealed in Dattani‟s Brief Candle are based on just guessing and hinting. It‟s quite 

obvious that there is yet no such attempt to study the play in details along this line. Hence the 

current article attempts to critically study Dattani‟s Brief Candle based on a feminist reading 

with special references to the discourses of sexuality as explored by Simon de Beauvoir, Kate 

Millett and Michel Foucault.  

 Deepika and Shanti in Dattani‟s Brief Candle appear to be mere objects of pleasure for 

the devouring sexuality of the male characters in the play like Mahesh, Vikas, Amol, and 

Amarinder. The play shows how women are sexually exploited by the patriarchs in our society 

which is basically male-dominated. In any androcentric society, as observed by Lacan, “sexuality 

[is] structured around the primary symbol of cultural authority […] named phallus” (Bristow 

2007: 8). At the very beginning of Brief Candle, we find the leading female character Deepika 

supervising the routine-affairs of Hotel Staylonger as its Manager in the very outset of the comic 

plot of the play-within-the-play. Deepika works her best to extend the lives of the cancer patients 

in her hospital in the real plot of the play Brief Candle and its comic plot as a play-within-the-

play serves to heighten the intensity of the fleeting mortality of the cancer patients.  

The female characters in Brief Candle are sometimes demonized, and at times they are 

worshipped as goddesses also. Although Vikas in Dattani‟s Brief Candle followed a nomadic life 

of indulgence conquering any women falling in his path, he comes to term with life in the long 

run when he had no other option but to give in to Deepika‟s care as a cancer patient. He 

ultimately realizes that it was only Deepika who could fulfill all those lacks in his life that he felt 

while travelling the whole world on his social mission. Deepika also forgets her pain and 

indifference to Vikas for a moment at last and they reunite in body and soul. Thus Deepika is 

elevated to a state of goddess at the concluding part of the play Brief Candle. But Shanti is seen 

as lesser than a whole woman by her husband first and then by Amarinder also, as one of her 

breasts is removed in the surgery for her breast cancer. Vikas is a lecherous womanizer who 

happens to betray his girlfriend Deepika very easily while following the ways of the 

contemporary world where sex “has become more important than our soul, more important 

almost than our life” (Foucault 1978: 156). While he is out to explore the world of the poor even 
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at the cost of his medical degree, he is affected with AIDS from some of his counterparts in some 

nomadic land. The other men characters in Dattani‟s Brief Candle also displays their own typical 

traits of sexuality while chasing the women of their choices in the play. They even exchange 

Viagra tablet amongst themselves at one point in the play. The way Amarinder projects his 

sexual traits in his attempt to provoke Shanti for sex is quite amusing: 

 

AMARINDER. Aha! Now you can‟t have it. Thank you. One day I will repay you for this. Now 

go and leave us alone. 

SHANTI. You are not room service! Go away! 

MAHESH. Madam, you are in trouble. 

AMARINDER. No! We just need to wait for half an hour and you will be in heaven! 

MAHESH. Within half an hour you will be dead. That was a cyanide capsule. 

AMARINDER. What? 

[…] 

MAHESH. Quickly! Get it out before it dissolves! 

AMARINDER. […] It looked like Viagra to me! 

[Shanti faints in Mahesh‟s arms] (Brief Candle 29)
i
 

 

Payal Nagpal, in her study of Mahesh Dattani‟s Bravely Fought the Queen (1991), has 

already shown how sexuality is intricately intertwined with capitalism in our contemporary 

society and how the male exploit women in an androcentrically capitalistic society (2011: 76-

98). Similarly, it seems that the duty of the female characters like Deepika and Shanti in Brief 

Candle is as if to satisfy the carnal desires of their male counter-parts. The French feminist critic 

Simon de Beauvoir has brilliantly commented upon this process of commodification of women 

as mere objects of sex and pleasure: 

 

And she is simply what man decrees; thus she is called 'the sex', by which is meant that she 

appears essentially to the male as a sexual being. For him she is sex - absolute sex, no less 

([1949] Translated by Parshley 1956: 15-16). 
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Although Deepika and Shanti reacts against the devouring sexuality of the male chasers, 

the language they use to express their protest against their sexual exploitation shows that they 

have accepted the socio-cultural politics of sexuality through which women are always given a 

secondary position in the society subservient to men. Deepika‟s emotional outburst against Vikas 

at one point only reflects that women like her are generally so much socially conditioned that 

they easily accept the findings of traditional biology which still believes that a female is 

biologically programmed in such manners that they should always remain at the receiving end of 

her male partner‟s sexual violence and aggression:  

 

DEEPIKA. Do you think I could, somehow, get rid of you? 

VIKAS. If only you had said goodbye. Don‟t you regret that? 

DEEPIKA. Oh, come on! Regret? You just show up one day- sick. Deepika, nursemaid, take care 

of me now. Hug me now, and love me. Why? […] Because you are a man and I am a woman? It‟s 

my job to nurture you? […] Where were all the whores, truck drivers, beggars you spent so much 

time with? […] Why me? […] You are the one who lived a colourful life. A free-thinking, free-

moving writer who warmed the cockles of people‟s hearts! Everyone says, „Oh, he changed my 

life. He showed me how to live. Why do good people like Vikas have to go?‟ I am the bad 

person. Oh, dead people are all saints! Living people are bad, bad, bad. Where were you when I 

needed you? (Brief Candle 39) 

 

Foucault investigates into the tempestuous drives of sexuality between life and death. 

While doing so, he finds sexuality as a whole “as nothing more than a means through which 

power has been organized in western society” (Bristow 2007: 9). Charles E. Bressler also 

attempted to summarize “the mechanisms of patriarchy” (Barry 2010: 117). He described how, 

according to Kate Millett, the sexual politics is perpetuated in our society: 

 

Consciously or unconsciously, women and men conform to the societal constructs established by 

society. Boys, for example, should be aggressive, self-assertive, and domineering, but girls should 

be passive, meek, and humble. Such cultural expectations are transmitted through media, 

including television, movies, songs, and literature. Conforming to these prescribed sex roles 
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dictated by society is what Millett calls sexual politics or the operations of power relations in 

society (Bressler 2007: 173). 

 

The different nuances of sexuality working differently in the minds of men and women 

can best be understood when we critically contemplate on those sections of the play “Brief 

Candle” where Amarinder and Shanti happen to reveal the inner workings of different sexuality 

traits while sharing some of the most vulnerable moments of their lives. Here is how Amarinder 

conceives his male sexuality to be like as a man: 

 

AMARINDER. What made me a man? Climbing a mountain, playing a game of hockey, 

knowing I could satisfy a woman in bed. All that was under attack with a group of needles 

probing at my prostate, […] Like being sodomized with metal. […] I lay there thinking of the 

results of that biopsy. If I did have cancer, they will remove my prostate. A gland the size of a 

walnut that defines my maleness […] (Brief Candle 23) 

 

Shanti, on the other hand, appears to show how women are socially conditioned at home 

to represent themselves as per those norms of beauty set by the dominant male gaze of a 

phallocentric society. Here is how she conceives her female beauty and sexuality to be like as a 

woman while unfolding her mind in the final soliloquy: 

 

SHANTI. On my wedding night, my husband put on some music and danced. He wanted me to 

dance with him. I wasn‟t prepared for that. My mother had told me that I should on no account 

show any enthusiasm but follow his instructions. But I should also know when to gently protest, 

and when to finally give in … She never told me he would want to dance with me on my wedding 

night. Maybe it didn‟t cross her mind; otherwise she would have put me through dancing lessons 

at the age of seven. She put me through Carnatic music. I sang well and I had sung for him when 

he had come to see me […] (Brief Candle 31) 

 

The peculiar ways of realizing the gender roles and sexuality respectively by Amarinder 

and Shanti here is somehow reflective of the particular ways of socio-psychological conditioning 
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men and women respectively undergo while growing up in a patriarchal society. Prof Ashis 

Sengupta, in his article Mahesh Dattani and the Indian (Hindu) Family Experience (2005), has 

already discussed how Mahesh Dattani delineates the traces of the Ram-Sita mythology through 

different women characters in his plays. We can find the traces of similar workings of such 

mythologies upon the mind of Shanti here. This altogether recalls the French Feminist critic 

Simone de Beauvoir‟s conceptualization of the slow but steadily womanizing processes 

objectifying the female as mere commodity for sex and pleasure of the male in a gendered 

society:  

One is not born, but rather becomes, a woman. No biological, psychological, or economic fate 

determines the figure  that the human female presents in society; it is civilization as a whole that 

produces this creature, intermediate between male and eunuch, which is described as feminine 

([1949] translated by Parshley 1956: 273). 

 

The scene where Amarinder‟s sexual desire for Shanti suddenly diminishes with the 

spectacle of Shanti‟s disfigured chest with one of her cancerous breasts being removed in the 

surgery somehow showcases the ways our phallocentric minds treat women as a mere piece of 

flesh or as an object of physical beauty through the male gaze obliterating the beauty and/or 

quality of the mind and, thereby, ignoring the fact that true beauty has actually nothing to do 

with our outward look but our behaviour and outlook: 

 

SHANTI. Maybe I deliberately let that towel fall. To see your reaction. 

AMARINDER. No, you didn‟t. 

SHANTI. I didn‟t. But I am glad it happened. At least I know. 

AMARINDER. No. You don‟t know. 

SHANTI. […] But… I see the same man I did when I reached out. A man eaten by fear. (Brief 

Candle 33)  

 

Simone de Beauvoir has already commented upon this phenomenon of our patriarchal 

society where the outward beauty of the female body and its desirability is central to determine 

its sexuality as per the dominant male gaze prevailing in the society: 
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And she is simply what man decrees; thus she is called „the sex‟, by which is meant that she 

appears essentially to the male as a sexual being. For him she is sex – absolute sex, no less 

([1949] translated by Parshley 1956: 273). 

 

 

Thus, to sum up, female characters in the play Brief Candle are primarily sexually 

subjugated and exploited by their male counterparts. Based on Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak‟s 

emphasis on the double suppression of the subaltern women of the poor countries of the Third 

World, we can consider the sexual exploitation of the female characters in the play under 

discussion as “subaltern sexuality” as if female sexuality is inferior to that of the male 

(Bhattacharya 1996). Unfortunately, the socio-cultural and psychological conditioning of women 

in a male-dominated society is done so rigorously through different media that even the women 

themselves accept their unreal secondary sexual and/or gender category as something real or 

natural. Same is the situation with the female characters here in the play Brief Candle also. 

There‟s no worry about male chastity as we see in case of Vikas, who happens to devour the 

supposedly “subaltern sexuality” of all those poor women encountered by him while being on his 

expedition at different corners of the nomadic world. But the sanctity or purity of a woman‟s 

character is under severe attack if she happens to lose her virginity. Even her beauty or 

femininity is doubtfully under scrutiny if she loses either of her breasts as we see in case of 

Shanti here in Brief Candle. Amarinder chases Shanti all throughout the play considering her 

sexually as promising as those nomadic ladies were to Vikas upon exploration. But Amarinder‟s 

sexual desire for Shanti suddenly disappears after the sudden revelation of Shanti‟s chest 

showing one of her cancer-affected breasts ravaged by chemotherapy and the subsequent 

surgery. Shanti is now a half-woman to Amarinder who no longer considers her sexually as 

promising as a new land economically appears to a colonizer upon sudden discovery. 
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