
Online International Interdisciplinary Research Journal, {Bi-Monthly}, ISSN 2249-9598, Volume-VI, Issue-III, May-June 2016 Issue 

 

 

w w w . o i i r j . o r g                      I S S N  2 2 4 9 - 9 5 9 8  

 
Page 139 

Patriarchy in Dina Mehta’s Brides Are Not for Burning 

 

Pandurang Ananda Kirdat 

Ph.D (English) Student, E-mail ID- kirdat.pandurang@gmail.com 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

 

 

Patriarchy is the most persistent and widespread theory. It takes many different 

forms but the ideas behind it called male domination which exists not just as a product of 

capitalism but as something quite separate from the capitalist mode of production. 

Patriarchy contains little understanding of how women’s oppression and the nature of the 

family have changed historically. Patriarchy is a set of social relationships which provide 

for the collective domination of men over women. It has manifested itself in social, legal, 

political, and economic organization of different cultures. Historically, the term 

patriarchy was used to refer to social systems in which power is primarily held by men. 

Dina Mehta’s plays deal with violence against women. It also tries to define women’s 

theatre against male-dominated ideologies and to represent the under-represented aspect 

of sexual abuse in women’s lives. Brides Are Not For Burning won the first prize in a 

worldwide competition sponsored by the BBC in 1979. The play deals with social 

problems of dowry and the harassment of brides who don’t bring enough dowries. 

KEYWORDS: Patriarchy, Dowry, subjugation. 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

 

Introduction:- 

Dina Mehta was born in Poona in October 1928. After completing her B.A. in 

English Literature from Elphinston College, Bombay, she started a career in journalism. 

She was a prolific writer, journalist, and has distinguished herself as a playwright for the 

stage, radio and television, for which she has been awarded several prizes. She was a 

fiction editor at the Illustrated Weekly of India from 1976 to 1982, and has worked as a 

senior editor at Parsiana and Voyage. She has also been the English Drama Critic for 

Bombay’s tabloid Mid-Day, and was on the writer’s panel of Gentleman magazine in 

1981. She has freelanced for a number of newspaper and magazines ranging from The 

Times of India to Debonair. She has two daughters and three grandchildren. She has also 

written several prize-winning plays. Her plays are The Myth Makers (1969), Tiger, Tiger 

(1978), Brides are Not for Burning (1993), Getting Away with Murder (2000), A Sister 

Like You (1996), When One Plus One Makes Nine (1984). She has also written two 

novels and two books of short stories. 

The Concept of ‘Patriarchy’: 

The word ‘Patriarchy’ literary means the rule of father or the ‘Patriarch’ and it is 

used to describe specific type of ‘male dominant family. However, recently it is used 

more generally to refer to the dominant of male and to the power relationship by women 

is kept subordinate in number of ways. 

The concept of patriarchy is pendulous. It changes from time to time and place to 

place. Patriarchy in literature is essentially concerned with the representation of men in 

society. Woman is considered more as a product of cultural norms and restrains rather 

than as a creation of nature. Most of feministic critiques inferred that ‘gender’ was a 

Abstract 



Online International Interdisciplinary Research Journal, {Bi-Monthly}, ISSN 2249-9598, Volume-VI, Issue-III, May-June 2016 Issue 

 

 

w w w . o i i r j . o r g                      I S S N  2 2 4 9 - 9 5 9 8  

 
Page 140 

construct of society. It was designed basically to facilitate the smooth functioning of 

society for validating the advantage of men. Whatever the power or status is accorded to 

women in the society or culture only rates them down inferior and women are dominated 

by their male counterparts. In this context, Simone de Beauvoir in The Second Sex rightly 

stated: “One is not born, but rather becomes a woman ……….. it is civilization as a 

whole that produces this creature.” (301) 

Patriarchy has been always a tool in exploring the gender relations and sexual 

differences. The word ‘Patriarchy’ needs to be deconstructed in order to understand the 

position of women in society. As time changed woman became economically 

independent but the tendency of subordination in a male dominated society always 

continued without clear changes. The subjugation of women in a patriarchic society 

depends largely upon class, caste and race. So far as social hierarchy and female 

subordination are concerned with patriarchy. Class, caste and race are important factors 

to explore gender relationships. In the oppressed classes and races female subordination 

appears as the most regressive element where the woman desperately desires for love, 

dependency, material and emotional comforts of a fixed class identity. Hence the 

psychology of women belonging to a particular class or race has to take into 

consideration regarding social constraints. Woman is an icon of archetypal motherhood 

having within her the natural instincts of giving birth, nurturing. Thus woman remains 

colonized in a patriarchal social setup. Walby has explained the patriarchal concept: 

I shall define patriarchy as a system of social structures and practices in 

which men dominate, oppress and exploit women….the use of the term 

social structure is important here, since it clearly implies rejection both of 

biological determinism, and the notion that every individual man is in a 

dominant position and every woman in a subordinate one….patriarchy 

needs to be conceptualized at different levels of abstraction. At the most 

abstract level it exists as a system of social relations……at a less abstract 

level patriarchy is composed of six structures: the patriarchal mode of 

production, patriarchal relations in paid work, patriarchal relations in the 

state, male violence, patriarchal relations in sexuality, and patriarchal 

relations in cultural institutions. (20)    

Family is the centre to women’s subordination and exploitation in the patriarchic 

society. There are two interlocking structures of subordination in the family: Women’s 

position as wives and mothers, and socialization processes in the family in which children 

internalize male and female attitudes. A major role of women in the family is 

motherhood, and women’s role in caring for children is central to their subordination. 

Motherhood as an institution is controlled by men under patriarchy. Women have to 

challenge men and recover the power of the mother, which patriarchal history has 

suppressed.  

To analyze the origin of patriarchy, there are three different perspectives, i.e. 

firstly, Engel’s explanation who believed that women’s subordination began with the 

development of private property. Secondly, the views of the radical feminist who 

believed that patriarchy preceded private property and they believed that the original and 

basic contradiction is between the sexes and not between economic classes. Lastly an 

amalgamation of both these views, patriarchy is related to the economic system, to the 

relations of production, but it is not causally related. 
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Patriarchy in Brides Are Not For Burning: 

Dina Mehta holds a very significant position in the best known women 

playwrights of India. Brides Are Not for Burning explains the domestic violence in which 

women suffer daily. In this play, young bride Laxmi burns to death and her sister Malini 

is determined that the guilty persons, Laxmi’s parents in law and husband, will not go 

unpunished. In fighting for justice, Malini confronts the society at large that tolerates 

such crime. In this play, Dina Mehta wants to draw the attention of the passive attitude of 

the educated society towards the grave oppression being endured by the unlucky victims 

like women or poor people. 

Our patriarchal society has marginalized woman and categorized woman as 

subaltern. Gender reflections in our society are distributive. The play highlights society’s 

response to the issue of bride-burning through silence which permeates each and every 

layer of society.  

 Brides Are Not for Burning pointed out the fact that the women in country are 

still burning in the flames of patriarchal system. The issue of dehumanization is tackled 

here with a realistic consideration by Dina Mehta. The plot of the play is structured in the 

form of the compulsive suicide of Laxmi, which is presented as an accident by her in-

laws. The investigating agency proves the same. Malini, sister of Laxmi, tries to dig out 

the truth behind her sister’s suicide but she doesn’t get help from her family members, 

especially her brother, Anil and from Laxmi’s friend Tarla, Malini’s boyfriend Sanjay. 

Laxmi from the beginning of her life is tormented. She has to drop her studies in order to 

look after her younger brother and sister. She is married off by her father who gives her 

dowry exceeding his capacity but her in-laws always torture her. She is married for five 

years but fails to conceive. Her husband is impotent, but the blame of not bearing a child 

also falls on Laxmi. The tragic and pathetic tale of Laxmi is not only her own suffering, 

but it is the story of countless Indian women whose sufferings strike the playwright’s 

sensitivity and she feels compelled to look at the domestic violence. 

Laxmi is oppressed by both, parents and her in-laws. She was forced to leave her 

studies at a tender age and was not properly educated. Malini says: “Because with mother 

always pregnant and ailing, she had to baby-sit for us! Laxmi was the brightest of us all. 

What right had Father to hold her back? It makes me sick, all this endless breeding and 

spawning-” (Mehta 17). In her in-laws house Laxmi was tortured for not bringing enough 

dowry and she was an ‘object’ rather than a ‘subject’. Marfatia family never demanded 

dowry directly but they tormented and humiliated her because the dowry she brought 

them was not sufficient what they wanted. She is accused of infertility whereas the truth 

was Vinod, her husband, in spite of trying so many treatments could not cure his 

infertility but it was suppressed by her in-laws.  

Malini is not passive like Laxmi. She is a rebel who challenges the system. She is 

called as a ‘angry young woman.’ She is presented as the incarnation of protest. She 

believes that violence is action and that her brother Anil’s idealism is ineffective. She 

protests against the subordination of woman. She is frustrated with the inaction of 

government in her sister’s case. She was once loved of pursuing a career in law but after 

this incident of her sister’s death, she gave up the idea of having law as a profession and 

instead turns to the path of revolution. She determined to give the punishment to Laxmi’s 

husband and in-laws. She seeks justice for her sister’s murder. In fighting for justice, 

Malini confronts the society that tolerates the crime.  
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Malini recognizes that her lover Sanjay is a hypocrite and also turns down the 

offer of the revolutionary leader, Roy. She is annoyed with the media too. She succeeds 

in bringing out the naked truth of her sister’s murder, but fails to bring justice to her as 

she is not supported by anyone in her work. At the end of the play, Anil supports Malini 

in her quest to unravel the mystery behind Laxmi’s death. He mentions: “Yes, a new 

inquest will certainly bring out new flaws, little breaches of the law that were overlooked, 

little erosion of truth” (62). In the play, beside Malini, Anil achieves the credit. He plays 

the role of male promotion against dowry. Though initially he is passive, but finally he 

gives support to Malini: “That brides are not for burning! Not as a ritual sacrifice on the 

altar of avarice and greed” (63).  

The greediness of Marfatia family seems so high. They even insure their bride 

Laxmi for any unnatural accident. After her accidental death by burning, this point comes 

to notice that she was insured by eighty thousand rupees. Insurance company will 

compensate for this unnatural murder by refunding the insured money to her husband, 

Vinod. In order to get a clean chit for this process, Vinod’s family has to go through a 

sarcastically proper investigation with evidences. In Laxmi’s case, to hide the reality, the 

family arranges a fake police panchnama, a group of eyewitness from own clan including 

Vinod himself, mother-in-law, Arjun, their paid servant, Kalu and the neighbor Tarla to 

whom they fix a settlement with her jobless husband in lieu of her reticence in court. 

Even, Anil, Laxmi’s brother was also offered to get the 10% money as a bribe to shut up 

his mouth. Even, it also comes to notice that they inform the fire brigade and doctor after 

several hours of this incident.  

Mother-in-law always blames Laxmi for being a sterile woman though doctors 

have found fault with her husband. Even Laxmi’s father also holds Laxmi responsible for 

her childlessness. The matrimonial system, the complex human relationship, the taboos of 

patriarchy, need for women literacy, unemployment and socio-economical condition of 

India are the major issues explained in this play. In the play, beside Malini, Anil achieves 

the credit who plays the role of male promotion against dowry. Though initially he was 

passive, but eventually he utters an important thing of the play: “That brides are not for 

burning! Not as a ritual sacrifice on the alter of avarice and greed.” (63). Praggnaparamita 

Biswas rightly explores about Brides Are Not for Burning in her article “Politics of 

Dowry Deaths in India: A Study of Dina Mehta’s Brides Are Not for Burning.” 

Embedded within a single structure, the play comments upon the 

matrimonial system, the complex human relationship, the taboos of 

patriarchy, need for women literacy, unemployment and above all the 

holistic view of socio-economical condition of India. It is a critique of the 

age old social system that does not pay respect to its women and treat 

them as possession. Accumulating all these ills into a single thread, the 

dramatist attempts to project a collage of societal before us. Thus, politics 

of dowry death discloses the so many familiar but nugatory aspects of life. 

Ironically, only the toll of death can able to remove the mist of it, 

otherwise silent victimization is going on. (7) 

Brides Are Not for Burning depicts the harassment that women who fail to bring 

enough dowries to her husband at the time of the marriage. It is a social problem that is 

widespread in India. The play goes beyond the typical feminist agenda by encompassing 

a broader perspective in which violence against women is unleashed by not just men but 
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also complicit females caught in a narrow patriarchal order. Anindita Ganguly in her 

article “Subdued Echoes of Violence and Terror in Dina Mehta’s Getting Away with 

Murder and Brides Are Not for Burning” rightly pointed out about violence against 

women and suppression:  

In Brides Are Not for Burning, Dina Mehta rejects both the idealized 

projections of men’s sexual resentments and terrors. Dowry system 

prevails in India despite the legal sanctions against it. The play in two acts 

uses this theme to probe the inequalities that beset woman to a secondary 

existence to this day. There is not merely a recognition of sexism but also 

a conscious effort on the part of the dramatist to challenge the false 

patriarchal assumption built on the notion that woman is meant to be a 

subject of violence and suppression. (87). 

Laxmi is the victim of the ruthless dowry system that is a product of the 

patriarchal social order. The play poses several questions that embarrass the patriarchal 

order. Malini asks: “Isn’t it funny… that with a fat dowry Laxmi would have been a 

flaming success overnight—instead of a heap of ashes today?” (Mehta, 51) This type of 

attitude towards marriage and relationships clearly is a pointer to the general 

disintegration of values in society.  

Dina Mehta projects the patriarchy practiced by women themselves. She shows 

women suffering more at the hands of women than at the hands of men. She has 

successfully portrayed man-woman relationship in this play. Malini is involved in a 

physical relationship with Sanjay. She wants to marry with him, but her hopes are 

shattered when Sanjay refuses to accept her. He says that he will have to marry a girl 

which is approved by his family. Dipanita Gargava comments in her article “Violence in 

Brides are not for Burning by Dina Mehta” about the relationship between Malini and 

Sanjay: 

Sanjay’s relationship with Malini brings to the surface the very fact that 

how a woman serves male’s dreams and aspirations and if she fails to 

fulfill it she becomes a target of contempt and criticism. Sanjay blames 

Malini for her relationship with him when he is also equally responsible 

for it. (42) 

It shows that the common man’s dissatisfaction with the Indian legal system. It is 

also explored through Malini. Dr. Bhagyashree Varma in her article “Questioning the 

Dowry Deaths in India: Dina Mehta’s Brides are not for Burning comments about 

Malini: 

The defeat of women in is a declared fact in Indian society and Law 

through the frustrated cases of women like Malini who fight for the loss 

but cannot really help themselves from losing their own prestige and 

strength. Her relationship with her family members shows her weak 

positioning as a daughter while her incapability to fight against the 

injustice to her dead sister proves the failure of Indian Law in all its 

democratic claims. (4) 

 Sanjay is Malini’s boy friend and Anil’s college friend. He is very lusty person. 

Though Sanjay and Malini are not married, the relationship between them is not cordial. 

Malini is against violence. Sanjay says, “Oh I believe it! In fact, there are scratches on 

my back to prove it. Join me down here, Malu. What lovely legs you have. Mmm, 
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smooth as silk. Suddenly I’m in the mood for-” (Mehta, 43). It shows the vulgarity of 

Sanjay. He is selfish businessman. He concerns himself only with profits. He doesn’t 

want to live a village life. 

 Thus Brides Are Not for Burning is a direct attack not only on crimes perpetrated 

against the woman in a patriarchal society like dowry deaths but also on a series of issues 

privileged in Indian society. Malini is presented as an incarnation of protest. Her brother, 

Anil is also made to voice the playwright’s concern for society. Professor Palker and the 

father express the playwright’s resentment and dissent. The portrayal of the three women 

characters is also a pointer to differing attitudes: While Laxmi and Tarla passively accept 

the patriarchy and the subordinate status of the female. Malini exposes the hypocrisy and 

inhumanity behind it. Mehta strikes a note of optimism when she stresses the support or 

involvement of male characters.  

 To conclude, the play focuses on the atrocities committed against women – dowry 

deaths and witch – hunting along with various other problems faced by women in India. 

Domestic violence and bride burning are common atrocities committed on Indian 

housewives. Dina Mehta has used novel dramatic technique. Through this technique, 

Mehta explained the tragedy of Laxmi by different characters in different situations. Thus 

Brides Are Not for Burning is a direct attack not only on crimes perpetrated against the 

woman in a patriarchal society like dowry deaths but also on a series of issues privileged 

in Indian society.  
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