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ABSTRACT:

Vijay Tendulkar’s Kanyadaan is powerful social play that
uncovers the clash between idealistic beliefs and harsh social re—
alities. This paper explores the failure of social idealism and the
quest for identity as portrayed through the complex relationships
among Nath Devalikar, his daughter Jyoti Devalikar, and her Dal-
it husband Arun Athavale. Tendulkar presents Nath’s liberal hu-
manist ideals as noble yet naive when confronted with the
deep-rooted caste and gender a social stratum of Indian society.
Jyoti’s struggle to assert her identity between her father’s idealism
and her husband’s aggression becomes a symbol of modern In—
dia’s moral and social conflict. The study critically examines how
Kanyadaan questions the limits of reformist thought and reveals
the painful realities behind the facade of progressive ideology.
The paper argues that Kanyadaan not only mirrors social realities
but also reveals that women whether from higher or lower social
classes remain victims of domination and are confined within the
boundaries of tradition and gendered norms. Ultimately, the paper
studies that Tendulkar dismantles the illusion of idealism by
showing how social change remains incomplete without true lib-
eration of women and the recognition of individual identity be-
yond caste and patriarchy.

Kanyadaan is a Sanskrit term for a Hindu wedding ritual
in which the bride’s parents give her away to the groom, symbol-
izing responsibility and care. Culturally, it is viewed as offering
one’s Kanya (daughter or maiden) as a Daan (gift or donation) to

the groom.
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Introduction:

Indian English literature has always served as a mirror re—
flecting the social, cultural, and moral realities of the nation. Among
the many themes explored by Indian dramatists, issues of caste,
gender, and social inequality occupy a vital place. Vijay Tendulkar,
one of the most powerful voices in modern Indian theatre, used
drama as a medium to question societal hypocrisies and moral con-
tradictions. His play Kanyadaan (1983) was originally written in
Marathi. The play portrays the struggle of a girl Jyoti, who is born
in a Brahmin family and gets married to Arun Athavale, a Dalit.
Jyoti’s father is a politician with a progressive view. He is not rig—
id about caste. He wants to break the caste barrier. Her mother Seva
is a social activist. Jyoti’s brother Jayaprakash is in the Favor of
none. The play stands as a remarkable social text that delves deep
into the complexities of social idealism, caste conflict, and gender
oppression.

The play revolves around Nath Devalikar, a liberal idealist
and social reformer who believes in the possibility of bridging caste
differences through idealism and equality. His daughter Jyoti’s
marriage to Arun, a Dalit writer, becomes a symbolic act of social
progress but eventually exposes the harsh reality of caste-based
violence, humiliation, and gendered subjugation. Tendulkar’s
Kanyadaan reveals how the hope of social reform collapses when
confronted with deep-rooted social prejudices and male dominance.

This paper aims to analyse Kanyadaan as a profound reflec—
tion of social idealism and the search for identity within the frame-
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work of caste and gender discrimination. It argues that Tendulkar
not only exposes the failure of social idealism but also highlights
that women, irrespective of class or caste, remain entrapped in a
patriarchal system that denies them agency and individuality.
Through this study, the paper seeks to emphasize the need for a
genuine social metamorphosis one that acknowledges both equality
and the liberation of identity beyond traditional norms.

Objectives:
1. To explore the impact of caste and patriarchal structures.

2. To investigate the representation of women’s oppression and
limitations placed on female identity.

3. To examine the conflict between individual identity and societal
norms.

4. Analyze social idealism and implication.
Literature Review:

1. Kanyadaan is widely recognized as a critique of social reform,
caste hierarchy, and gender dynamics in modern Indian society.

2. Dattani (2003) emphasizes Tendulkar’s portrayal of the limita-
tions of liberal idealism, showing that well-intentioned reform
can fail against entrenched social prejudices.

3. Feminist scholars such as Nair (2010) and Patil (2015) focus on
Jyoti’s struggle, arguing that Tendulkar critiques traditional
practices like Kanyadaan that commodify women and restrict
their agency.

4. Gokhale (2012) highlights the intersection of caste and gender,
illustrating how Arun’s Dalit identity complicates familial and
marital relationships.
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Women, Caste and Limits of Social Idealism in Kanyadaan
1. Social Idealism and Its Limitations

Nath Devalikar embodies the archetype of a liberal social
reformer who firmly believes that moral conviction and progressive
thought can bridge the deep social divides caused by caste and pa-
triarchal structures. His advocacy for Jyoti’s marriage to Arun, a
Dalit writer, symbolizes a progressive attempt to challenge societal
norms. However, Tendulkar demonstrates that social idealism alone
is insufficient when confronting ingrained prejudices. Nath’s lack of
understanding of emotional and social complexities such as Arun’s
resentment and Jyoti’s vulnerability illustrates how well-intentioned
actions can produce unintended consequences. Through this, Ten-
dulkar critiques the assumption that intellectual or ethical ideals are
enough to create meaningful social change.

2. Gender, Patriarchy and Women Oppressions

Jyoti’s experience in the play highlights the persistent op-
pression of women across generations and classes. Even within a
liberal, educated household, she is expected to conform to her fa-
ther’s ideals and patriarchal expectations, reflecting the subtle yet
pervasive control exerted over women. Tendulkar critiques the in—
stitution of marriage and traditions such as Kanyadaan, showing
that women are often treated as objects or symbols rather than au-
tonomous individuals. The play emphasizes that women’s voices
and choices are frequently marginalized, and their personal suffer-
ing becomes a site to expose societal hypocrisies and male domi-
nance.

3. Conflict Between Caste and Identity

Arun’s Dalit identity introduces a critical dimension of social
tension and psychological conflict. Tendulkar portrays Arun’s anger
and defensiveness as products of systemic caste discrimination,
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demonstrating how caste shapes both personal behaviour and famil-
ial relationships. The inter-caste marriage becomes a microcosm for
examining the friction between progressive ideals and societal real—
ities. Tendulkar shows that identity is socially constructed and con-
strained, and social idealism alone cannot erase the cumulative ef-
fects of historical oppression.

4. Women Chained by Societal Norms Across Castes

Tendulkar emphasizes that women, whether from higher or
lower castes, remain confined within rigid social and cultural norms.
Women of higher castes face societal expectations tied to family
honour and reputation, while women of lower castes encounter
compounded oppression due to caste discrimination. Regardless of
social standing, women are subjected to patriarchal authority, mar-
ital subjugation, and communal judgment. Jyoti’s experiences ex—
emplify that structural inequalities and cultural expectations contin-
ue to restrict women’s autonomy, showing that social reform does
not automatically translate into women’s liberation.

5. Quest for freedom and Individualism

Jyoti’s evolving struggle represents the broader quest for in—
dividual identity within restrictive social structures. Her resistance
against domination by both her father’s idealism and her husband’s
aggression reflects the tension between societal expectations and
personal agency. Tendulkar portrays her journey as emblematic of
the difficulties women face in asserting selfhood, highlighting that
true identity formation requires both societal recognition and per-
sonal empowerment. The play thus examines how individuals ne-
gotiate autonomy within hierarchical and patriarchal frameworks.

Conclusion:

In my reading of Kanyadaan, Vijay Tendulkar not only pres—
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ents the failure of social idealism but also highlights how deeply
entrenched social structures caste and patriarchy continue to govern
human relationships. Through Jyoti’s experiences, it becomes clear
that women, regardless of whether they belong to higher or lower
castes, are confined by societal norms and have limited control over
their own lives. Nath Devalikar’s progressive beliefs, though
well-intentioned, fail to protect his daughter or transform society,
showing that idealism without understanding lived realities is inad-
equate.

The play also reflects the struggle for identity. Arun’s Dalit
background and Jyoti’s position as a woman create tensions that
reveal how social hierarchies shape personal choices and emotional
lives. In my perspective that Tendulkar emphasizes the necessity of
recognizing women’s freedom and individuality, suggesting that
meaningful social reform cannot occur without addressing both
caste-based oppression and gendered domination. In this way,
Kanyadaan becomes a mirror to society, demonstrating that the
pursuit of equality and selthood requires more than noble intentions
it demands real acknowledgment of structural inequalities and the
voices of those affected.
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