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Abstract: 

This research paper examines how Manjula Padmanabhan(b.1953) goes about representing 
female dissenting voices against violence through her drama-text Lights Out! (1984).The 
emphasis is on how the playwright, through a series of dramatic interventions, does enough to 
plug the gap between the actors on stage and the spectators in a proscenium theatre. If this 
play is a feminist drama-text, then, it is also because of how she believes in participation of a 
text in confronting the dominant discourses around rape ingrained in the hegemonic 
patriarchal ideas of sexuality and gender relations. 

  Manjula Padmanabhan’s Lights out! (1984) revolves around the raped female body as it 
generates multiple responses within the hegemonic male system of knowledge. By carefully 
selecting her material, intervening with stage directions and bringing into conflict multiple 
points-of-view, the dramatist theatricalises the violence of rape to perform dissent of a raped 
body beyond the typical sympathetic gaze usually reserved for a violated female body. 

Keywords: Rape, Performance, Dissent, Narrative, Patriarchy. 

Manjula Padmanabhan’s  Lights out!(1984), as an important contribution to feminist theatre, 
puts the wounded,trapped,humiliated and raped body of a woman at the center of discussions. 
The play revolves around the body as it generates multiple responses within the hegemonic 
male system of knowledge. However, to the playwright’s credit, the raped body is not inert or 
merely a victimized self. Even when it gets humiliated in a series of violent acts which keep 
on happening all through the playtime, it responds, makes itself heard and its predicament 
creates enough discomfort in a middle class home not used to these violent acts from such 
close quarters. Padmanabhan’s play focuses on rape but crucially invites our attention on the 
power of a raped body-“its actions, its sounds, its inferiority, its fluids, its external 
constructions and reconstructions.”1 By carefully selecting her material, intervening with 
stage directions and bringing into conflict multiple points-of-view, the dramatist theatricalises 
the violence of rape to perform dissent of a raped body beyond the typical sympathetic gaze 
usually reserved for a violated female body. 

                                    Helen Keyssar (1996) charts out the priorities of feminist theatre in 
these lines: 

                    “... productions of scripts characterized by the consciousness of women as 
women; dramaturgy in which art is inseparable from the condition of women as women; 
performance (written and acted) that deconstructs sexual difference and thus undermines 
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patriarchal power, scripting and production that present transformation as a structural and 
ideological replacement for recognition; and the creation of women in the subject position.”2 

In line with Keyssar’s ideas, Padmanabhan’s play has a dramatic script which does not push 
any particular feminist agenda but theatricalises the consciousness and agency of women in 
the face of violent ideological and physical male dominance. 

                            This paper is about trying to understand how the playwright goes about 
performing female dissenting voices through her drama-text. The emphasis is on how 
Padmanabhan dramatises rape in Lights Out! And how through dramatic interventions she 
does enough to plug the gap between the actors on stage and the spectators in a proscenium 
theatre. If this play is a feminist drama-text, then, it is also because of how the playwright 
believes in participation of a text in the efforts to negate the rape culture ingrained in the 
hegemonic patriarchal discourses of sexuality and gender relations. 

                                Lights Out! begins inside the sixth floor apartment of an upper middle 
class family located in the city of Bombay. Soon it becomes evident that a large window of 
that apartment is the focal point of space through which the play would unfold. That window, 
in fact, looks out into the surrounding buildings and neighbourhood. It is Leela and Bhaskar’s 
home and as Bhaskar returns after office and orders for a cup of tea, the play starts rolling 
almost immediately Padmanabhan goes straight into the action as Leela confronts her 
husband over the violence which is happening just outside her apartment and clearly visible 
through her apartment window. Thus,the play begins in the middle of a situation and at a 
point where a crucial decision has to be taken. However,even though the violence is 
happening in a routine and disturbing the peace of his middle-class home, Bhaskar does 
maintain an almost detached approach. He finds there’s ‘no point’ in reporting the violence to 
the police while his wife is having a harrowing time in the middle of it especially when as a 
housewife, she stays at home all through the day. In fact, she is ‘frightened’, ‘tense’ and 
‘hurt’:  

       “Leela: ... I’m frightened! ...couldn’t sleep at night!”.3 

Bhaskar, however, thinks his wife is ‘overreacting’ especially when the rape or the threat of 
violence can’t enter into the ‘safety’ of their homes: 

    “Bhaskar: ... there’s nothing to be frightened of! They can’t hurt you...you’re making too 
much of it.”4 

Padmanabhan, thus, suggests Leela’s helplessness, her passivity and her inability to intervene 
to do something about the rape and what it entails inside her ‘safe’ middle class home. 

       By putting rape at the center of her drama-text, Padmanabhan is trying to understand the 
kind of social hierarchies that result in such violence. Here is Lucy Nevitt who highlights 
theatre’s role in bringing to the surface the violence endemic in a social structure: 

    “Violence tells us things about the culture that produced it: the kinds of power 
relationships on which it is built, the attitudes and values that it takes for granted. A 
representation of violence can reiterate or it can challenge existing social structures.”5 

Padmanabhan’s text represents the violence done to women over a period of time but, more 
importantly, she highlights the kind of power-structure that gives birth to such violent acts. 
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Thus, if a rape is about silencing a human being, that silencing continues inside a ‘normal’ 
household too where a man with all his privileges can decide whether to report a crime or not 
while  a woman keeps her silence even when she disagrees. In this play, the violence has an 
all-encompassing aura as it threatens, violates and tries to silence the female characters both 
inside and outside the home space. In the play, rape gets perpetrated over a period of time 
while the whole neighbourhood keeps mum or silently watches without ever thinking about 
reporting it to the authorities. 

                Rape is essentially understood as a sexually penetrating act perpetrated on non-
consenting women through the use of force or other forms of coercion. This violent script of 
rape is inalienably linked with the social construction of gender itself because ‘being marked 
as female goes with being marked as sexual’. In other words, female passivity and 
vulnerability characterize a female while aggression and motivated violent acts make a man. 
Rape is, thus, part of the series of violent interventions through which a man establishes his 
masculine identity over the passive, tortured and non-consenting body of a woman. Sharon 
Marcus has this to say about this violent gendering of sexuality: 

        “Rape as a scripted interaction derived from socially constructed masculine and 
feminine identities along with other gendered differences that exist in our culture prior to an 
actual rape.”6 

In Padmanabhan’s play, rape is presented as a violent power-game of intimidation but by 
avoiding a mimetic depiction on stage, by bringing into conflict multiple narratives on rape 
and by not denying the agency to the raped woman, she shows how theatricalization of rape 
can go beyond mere titillation of an erotic text. 

   Susan Brownmiller, in her book Against Our Will (1975),emphatically suggests that rape is 
a means of social control through an atmosphere of  fear. In the play the rape happens off-
stage but the fear gets into the mind of its female characters. Here is Leela who many-a-times 
makes her fear known to her husband, Bhaskar: 

      “Leela: It’s like a tight, hard ball, just ...here (she holds her midriff) ...My fear, it’s-as if 
my fear, it’s- as if my insides were knotted up.”7  

This is Leela’s gut-wrenching feeling of disgust against gross violence done to another 
woman. However, according to Bhaskar, this reaction is so ridiculous that if reported to the 
authorities it would draw wild laughter. This set of different responses points to the fact 
Bhaskar and his wife Leela are differently positioned by rape. Not only Bhaskar is passive to 
another person’s suffering but he is indifferent to the violence while Leela is getting 
concerned and increasingly controlled by rape’s threat and fear of it. Padmanabhan, thus, 
points to the intimidations of rape not through specific representation of on-stage enactment 
of rape but through varied responses to the act of rape happening off-stage. 

     Representations of Rape have more or less reinforced patriarchal benchmarks. It has 
tended towards “either comic or outrageous” depending on the victim’s characteristic 
trait.Padmanabhan, however, puts Rape in all its horrors. In the play, it is an overbearing 
presence. Despite the middle class conservative approach to shut out the violence enacted on 
a female body, “the sounds still... [comes] through.”Rape is a hostile reality which gets 
through the veneer of middle class respectability. While Bhaskar tries to console Leela that 
“sounds can’t hurt you...”, Leela feels rape in all its “dirty, ugly sounds.” Thus, inside a 
middle class home ,these unwanted intrusion of violent sounds brings along a brutal power-
game in which rape is used to settle scores- a humiliating experience thrust on a hapless 
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woman whose cries for some kind of responses go unheard. Instead, the middle class people 
try all they can to keep the memories of violence outside the precincts of their ‘nice clean 
house’. This is what Leela wants too even though he is aware what rape entails for a woman: 

         “Leela:  Why do they have to do it[rape] here? Why can’t they go somewhere else?”8 

However, the reality of violence remains ‘loud’ and ‘rude’ despite people’s pretensions to 
believe otherwise. In fact, the victim’s constant cry for help is a crucial intervention, on her 
part, even though she is at the receiving end of the male violence. The female victims scream 
and they get heard in a crucial act of defiance despite the fact that Mohan terms it as some 
kind of ‘drama’while Bhaskar dismisses the constant cries of women as another instance of 
the lower class people. In the meantime, however, the screaming continues-it is horrid, set on 
a high pitch and continues for so long that after a while the throat of the victim gives out a 
sore ‘gurgly sound’ which is, nonetheless, indicative of the raped woman’s continuous 
struggle to intervene and resist the violence of rape. In response to the victims’ constant 
crying, Leela, at least, responds with her hysteric screaming: ‘AAAAAAAH!’ while her 
friend Naina speaks out in broken sentences: “Auugh! Augugh! ...they’re –they’re (she dry 
retches) ...” 

With these responses of shock by the female characters, Padmanabhan makes a fresh 
intervention as far as rape performances are concerned:  

       “... the horror of such rape performances challenged patriarchal confinement of the 
subject, revealing a monstrously feminine rage that laid the mess, stink and effluence of the 
rape at patriarchy’s door.”9 

The playwright achieves this also by bringing into conflict the male and female responses to 
the rape act. While Bhaskar and Mohan behave non-chalantly, Leela and Naina give out their 
shock responses. These clearly demarcated responses also put the drama-text into 
perspectives the gender divisions in our society. In fact, an act of rape also brings into 
discussion the skewed gender balance as far as violence is concerned. Invariably, it is a 
woman who is vulnerable, insecure and is threatened with rape while men keep themselves 
away from such violence- a sure marker of the power-game between the genders: 

   “Mohan: ...After all, finally, the difference between men and women is that women are 
vulnerable to rape...”.10 

In patriarchal rape-culture, therefore, Padmanabhan’s representations of women’s hysteric 
responses, as well as her rage, should be counted as resistance. Following Sharon Marcus 
(1992), Lisa Fitzpatrick has this to say in this context: 

     “By women’s physical disgust and revulsion, a dramatist subverts the phallocentric nature 
of this form of violence, to mock and abject the rapist’s penis, denying its status an 
‘unassailably powerful’ weapon and thus reclaiming the victim’s agency.”11 

    Faced with such violence, both inside and outside the home-space, women hit back in rage 
and with tremendous disgust but then also use their silence in resisting hegemonic power 
structure and its deep-seated prejudices. At the beginning of the play, in Leela’s household, 
we have the maidservant Frieda who does her chores and remains silent all through the scene 
even as Leela tries desperately to get her husband to intervene to stop the rape happening 
outside her home. She fails, of course, at the end to convince her husband. Along with these 
two women, Naina is another character, in Padmanabhan’s play, who has to shut up at the 
end. Naina begins in high spirit though as she goes about countering Bhaskar and Mohan’s 
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nonchalant attitude to a woman’s rape. In fact, it is she who calls the violence a rape act for 
the first time in the play and it is determined to do something about it: 

                     “Naina: We must do something about it, get it stopped, call the police!”12 

However, Naina gets silenced by her own husband Surinder when she calls his manly 
overtures ‘nonsense’: 

   “Surinder (turns on her suddenly and says with quiet malevolence): Shut up-or I’ll kick 
your teeth in...”13 

All these instances suggest that Leela and Naina are, almost, as subjugated as Frieda is in the 
domestic set up. To their credit, however, it must be said that Leela and Naina, at times, do 
raise their voice. Helen Cixous, here, explains how raising a voice has been difficult for 
women all along: 

    “Every woman has known the torment of getting up to speak. Her heart racing at times 
entirely lost for words, sounds and language slipping away- that’s how daring a feat ,how 
great a transgression it is for a woman to speak even if she transgresses, her words fall almost 
always upon the deaf male ear which hears in language only that speaks in the masculine.”14 

In the play, Naina and Leela speak out and try to intervene against male violence but their 
male counterparts either dismiss them or hit back with the threat of violence as Surinder does 
to Naina. 

 Lights Out! is rather remarkable the way Padmanabhan brings into conflict multiple 
narratives on rape and as these narratives play upon one another, what gets exposed is the 
sexist hegemonic male ideas on rape which are no less violent than the actual violence 
heaped upon a battered  female body. Bhaskar,Mohan and Surinder are united in their 
indifference to the rape act and even if they react it is either to interpret rape as per their male 
ideology or to turn the incident into an opportunity to nurse male ego. Bhaskar’s rape-logic 
has a class bias for as he thinks rape is lower-class people’s ploy to threaten the middle 
classes and their ideals of respectability. This leads him to believe that to react to the 
happenings outside his flat encourages the rapists. It is not the honour and bodily harm of a 
woman but his idea of keeping a safe distance from lower-classes that result in a non-
intervening approach to rape. Even Leela doesn’t want to get involved beyond a point: 

      “Leela: I want the police to come and clear them away. I don’t want to go there 
myself!”.15 

Mohan, on the other hand, would go as far as to suggest that the victim’s desperate cries is an 
expression of pleasure borne out of a sex-act and what apparently seems rape  could be just a 
private, domestic fight. Leela, however, contests vehemently this male idea of rape as 
pleasure: 

    “Leela: ...the crying, the gurgling-it all sounds so frightening, it just can’t be for pleasure-
.”16 

It is Mohan, again, who supports Bhaskar’s idea of rape as an act of ‘wild abandon’-an act of 
rare ‘exhibitionistic’ flare. What gets lost in such an interpretation is the gross violence which 
Naina counteracts with her own version: 
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  “Naina: ...Three men, holding down one woman with her legs pulled apart, while the fourth 
thrusts his-organ-into her!”.17 

Here, by setting into motion, the male narratives of rape against Naina’s eye-witness account, 
Padmanabhan dramatises the dissenting voice against the patriarchal ideas of rape which 
leaves the blame at the victim’s doorstep. Rape, thus, gets portrayed as a violent act. As Leela 
‘winces’ at Naina’s narrative details, it also suggests how the playwright creatively intervenes 
to suggest the degree of violence. 

              To get back to Mohan’s ideas of rape, it is interesting how he uses this to term rape 
as a religious ceremony to support his ideals of non-interventions. To him, religious rites take 
away the rights of a victim caught in the middle of a violent act now that it gets termed as a 
‘sacred spectacle’ by Mohan. In fact, a new religious sect always begins with violent pain 
getting inflicted on the believers. Rape is, thus, imagined as an act of initiation into a new 
system of belief. Bhaskar and Mohan are, thus, stretching their pre-conceived male-centric 
ideas to imagine the reality of rape as just another ‘normal’ act which, then, also justifies their 
non-interventionist postures. The playwright, again, cuts in with Leela’s responses. While 
others remain indifferent to the shocking noise, Leela gets tensed and the victims’ screaming 
puts her ‘teeth on edge’. Naina, on the other hand, is not convinced at all by the male version. 

     In  Lights Out!, one male narrative of rape gets followed by another equally obnoxious 
male idea of rape. Bhaskar now comes up with the idea of the rape victim as a whore to 
justify his non-action. For him, a whore is one who indulges in a sex-act ‘with four men at 
once!’ unlike a decent woman. She is a paid-for-sex worker who can’t protest against 
violence perpetrated on her. The question of consent doesn’t arise as in her case her whole 
identity gets bound up with what she does to earn her livelihood: 

   “Mohan: A whore is not decent, so a whore cannot be raped!”19 

Even Leela feels disgust for these women: 

 “Leela: (with distaste) A whore is a woman without shame.”20 

However, Naina thinks a whore is ‘forced’ to have sex for a livelihood. In all these accounts, 
a sex-worker is never allowed any agency of her own and there is no suggestion of the fact 
that sex-work could also be a career option for a few people. Within such system of beliefs, if 
rape is forced sex, then only a ‘decent’ woman has something at stake in dominant male 
narratives attracting pity and sympathy post-rape. 

 “Bhaskar: ...that is the point of being a decent woman, we people would go to her rescue! 
She is not, and so she’s being left to her fate!”21  

In fact, in the patriarchal scheme of things, a ‘whore’ is at the end of the social tether: 

    “Bhaskar: whatever rights a woman has, they are lost the moment she becomes a whore.” 

All through the play, Mohan and Bhaskar, thus, find themselves privileged to ‘name’ the 
raped woman the way they wish while Leela and Naina put up at least, some kind of 
opposition to these male narratives. Thus, a rape act gets branded as a lower-class people’s 
abominable act, a religious act of initiation and finally a whorish act of sex with monetary 
transactions. This political act of ‘naming’ is commented upon by Kate Clark: 
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     “Naming is a powerful ideological tool. It is also an accurate pointer to the ideology of the 
maker...The naming of the assault and its participants as those of religion also works in 
giving it a positive hue.”22 

   Another significant aspect of how Padmanabhan initiates a critique of the hegemonic rape 
narratives is by showing how rape has been turned into a grand spectacle by the play’s male 
characters. The brutal power-game of rape, in fact, brings voyeuristic pleasure to Mohan and 
Bhaskar. The later knows the length of a rape-episode and the former plans accordingly to 
watch the main course of the day- a rape event in all its gory details. They not only ‘look’ but 
also get into the minute details of rape  although they do not want their women to have a 
‘look’ 

     “Bhaskar: The victims are generally being held down ...by the others...there are usually 
around four of them..They start off clothed and then begin to lose them...the assailants tear 
the clothes ...”23 

Thus, Bhaskar constructs a visual narrative of a rape and as the details pile up, the violent 
acts get repeated many times over through the careful selection of words. For these men, rape 
is, thus, a spectacle which they can watch from a safe distance. Bhaskar, further, wants to 
photograph these violent acts to cater to the voyeuristic tastes of the public. In a reverse gaze, 
Naina looks, too, into the rape act and through her ‘shock’ responses, Padmanabhan 
underlines the horror and revulsion of a rape act. For Surinder, however, the act is an 
opportunity to put on show his manly self although he considers a raped woman is as good as 
dead: 

 “Surinder: ... [with rape]...woman’s life is over. She will commit suicide, if she lives at 
all!”24 

                                In Lights Out!, the hegemonic ideas of rape dominate and even female 
characters are not free from the single-track mode of understanding this violent act. Thus, 
even Naina’s narrative of rape has definite benchmarks, modes of behaviour and clearly 
chalked out socio-cultural standards. She decides, therefore, that rape should not happen in 
one particular location over a period of time or it should not happen under the lights or rapists 
must not be named. Padmanabhan points to Naina’s confused state of silence as the present 
act of rape goes beyond her pre-conceived ideas of rape by constantly pitting sets of ideas 
against each other.The play ends with a series of statements documenting our apathetic social 
state: 

        “And in real life, as in the play, no one went to the aid of the victims.”25      
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