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Abstract: 

This paper examines the theme of dehumanization as a sharp satirical device in the major plays of 

Manjula Padmanabhan. Known for her bold engagement with futuristic dystopias and ethical dilemmas, 

Padmanabhan critiques the commodification of the human body and the erosion of moral values in 

contemporary society. Her plays, especially ‘Harvest’, expose how economic disparity, globalization, 

and technological advancement contribute to the reduction of human beings into objects or commodities. 

Through irony, dark humor, and satire, she highlights the loss of individuality, dignity, and autonomy. 

This study explores how her dramatic techniques intensify the impact of dehumanization while offering 

a powerful critique of modern consumer culture. Ultimately, Padmanabhan’s plays serve as a warning 

against the ethical consequences of unchecked materialism and technological control. 
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Introduction: 

The emergence of Manjula Padmanabhan as a significant voice in contemporary Indian English theatre 

marks a decisive shift toward bold, experimental, and socially critical dramaturgy. Writing in the late 

twentieth century—a period characterized by rapid globalization, technological advancement, and 

widening economic disparities—Padmanabhan brings to the stage unsettling questions about the value of 

human life in an increasingly commodified world. Her plays stand out for their ability to confront 

audiences with disturbing yet plausible scenarios in which human beings are stripped of dignity, 

autonomy, and identity. Central to her dramatic vision is the concept of dehumanization, which she 

presents not merely as a social condition but as a pervasive and systemic process embedded in modern 

structures of power, economics, and technology. 

Dehumanization, in Padmanabhan’s works, refers to the reduction of human beings to objects, 

commodities, or instruments devoid of emotional, moral, or intellectual agency. This process is often 

depicted through extreme situations that reveal the underlying logic of contemporary society. Unlike 

traditional realist dramatists who rely on subtle representation, Padmanabhan employs satire as a sharp 

and effective tool to expose the absurdities and contradictions inherent in modern life. Her satire is 

neither light nor humorous in a conventional sense; rather, it is dark, unsettling, and deeply ironic. By 

exaggerating certain aspects of reality, she forces the audience to confront uncomfortable truths about 

their own complicity in systems that perpetuate inequality and exploitation. 

One of the most striking features of Padmanabhan’s drama is her engagement with dystopian themes, 

particularly in her acclaimed play ‘Harvest’. In this work, she envisions a future where economically 

disadvantaged individuals sell their body organs to wealthy foreign clients, effectively turning 

themselves into living commodities. This dystopian scenario, while seemingly extreme, serves as a 

powerful metaphor for the real-world exploitation that occurs in globalized economies. The play exposes 

the intersection of poverty, technology, and capitalism, illustrating how these forces combine to erode 
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human dignity. Through the use of satire, Padmanabhan highlights the moral bankruptcy of a system that 

values human life only in terms of its economic utility. 

The theme of dehumanization in Padmanabhan’s plays is closely linked to the concept of 

commodification. In a consumer-driven society, everything—including human bodies and 

relationships—can be bought and sold. Padmanabhan critiques this phenomenon by portraying 

characters who willingly or unwillingly participate in systems that reduce them to objects of exchange. 

This commodification is not limited to physical bodies but extends to emotions, identities, and social 

roles. Her plays suggest that in a world governed by market logic, human values are increasingly 

subordinated to profit and efficiency. The result is a profound loss of individuality and a growing sense 

of alienation among individuals. 

Another significant aspect of Padmanabhan’s exploration of dehumanization is her focus on technology 

and its impact on human relationships. In many of her plays, technology functions as both a tool and a 

symbol of control. It mediates interactions, monitors behavior, and enforces compliance, thereby 

diminishing the autonomy of individuals. In ‘Harvest’, for instance, advanced technological systems 

regulate every aspect of the protagonist’s life, from his diet to his movements, effectively turning him 

into a passive object under constant surveillance. This portrayal reflects contemporary anxieties about 

the role of technology in shaping human existence, raising important questions about privacy, freedom, 

and ethical responsibility. 

Padmanabhan’s use of satire extends beyond thematic concerns to her dramatic techniques and 

stagecraft. Her plays often employ minimalistic settings, symbolic props, and non-linear narratives to 

create a sense of disorientation and unease. These elements contribute to the overall atmosphere of 

dehumanization, as they reflect the fragmented and alienated experiences of her characters. The use of 

irony is particularly significant, as it allows her to present serious issues in a manner that is both 

engaging and thought-provoking. By juxtaposing ordinary situations with extreme outcomes, she 

exposes the hidden violence and injustice that underlie seemingly normal social practices. 

In addition to her focus on economic and technological factors, Padmanabhan also explores the 

psychological dimensions of dehumanization. Her characters are often depicted as isolated, powerless, 

and emotionally detached, reflecting the internal consequences of living in a dehumanized society. In 

plays like ‘Lights Out’, she examines the role of apathy and moral indifference in perpetuating violence 

and injustice. The characters in this play choose to ignore the suffering of others, prioritizing their own 

comfort and safety over ethical responsibility. This indifference, Padmanabhan suggests, is itself a form 

of dehumanization, as it involves the denial of empathy and compassion. 

Furthermore, Padmanabhan’s work highlights the role of power and inequality in the process of 

dehumanization. Her plays often depict hierarchical relationships in which certain individuals or groups 

exert control over others, exploiting their vulnerabilities for personal gain. These power dynamics are 

not always overt; they are often embedded in social structures and cultural norms that appear natural or 

inevitable. By exposing these hidden mechanisms of control, Padmanabhan challenges audiences to 

question the legitimacy of existing systems and to consider the possibility of alternative, more humane 

forms of social organization. 

The global relevance of Padmanabhan’s plays cannot be overstated. While her works are rooted in the 

specific context of Indian society, the issues she addresses are universal in scope. Dehumanization, 

commodification, and technological control are phenomena that transcend national boundaries, affecting 

individuals and communities around the world. In this sense, her plays resonate with a wide audience, 

offering insights into the shared challenges of contemporary life. Her use of satire ensures that these 

insights are not presented in a didactic or moralizing manner but rather through engaging and 

provocative narratives that invite critical reflection. 

Another important dimension of Padmanabhan’s drama is its ethical engagement with the audience. Her 

plays do not provide easy answers or solutions; instead, they raise questions and create spaces for 

dialogue and debate. By presenting scenarios that are both extreme and plausible, she encourages 
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audiences to reflect on their own values and actions. This interactive aspect of her theatre is central to its 

effectiveness as a medium of social critique. It transforms the audience from passive spectators into 

active participants in the process of meaning-making. 

Padmanabhan’s contribution to contemporary theatre also lies in her ability to merge local and global 

perspectives. Her plays draw on Indian cultural contexts while simultaneously engaging with global 

issues such as bioethics, consumerism, and technological surveillance. This fusion of perspectives 

allows her to create works that are both contextually grounded and universally relevant. Her characters, 

though situated in specific settings, embody experiences and dilemmas that resonate across cultures and 

societies. 

In conclusion, the plays of Manjula Padmanabhan offer a profound and unsettling exploration of 

dehumanization through the lens of satire. By addressing issues such as commodification, technological 

control, and social inequality, she exposes the darker aspects of contemporary life. Her use of satire as a 

dramatic tool enables her to critique these issues in a manner that is both incisive and impactful. 

Through her innovative techniques and compelling narratives, Padmanabhan challenges audiences to 

confront the ethical implications of their actions and to consider the possibility of a more humane and 

just society. Her work stands as a powerful reminder of the importance of preserving human dignity in 

an increasingly complex and interconnected world. 

 

Literature of Review: 

• Manjula Padmanabhan in ‘Harvest’ (1997)1 presents a disturbing dystopian future in which 

human organs are sold to wealthy foreigners, exposing the extreme commodification of the human body. 

The play vividly portrays how poverty and globalization force individuals to reduce themselves to mere 

biological resources. Through satire and irony, Padmanabhan critiques a system that values profit over 

human dignity, thereby highlighting the process of dehumanization in its most literal form. 

• Manjula Padmanabhan2 in ‘Lights Out’ critiques the apathy of the urban middle class and their 

moral indifference toward violence and injustice. The play uses dark satire to depict how individuals 

choose comfort and safety over ethical responsibility. By showing characters who ignore the suffering 

happening around them, Padmanabhan exposes a subtle yet pervasive form of dehumanization rooted in 

societal indifference. 

• In ‘Hidden Fires’, 3 Manjula Padmanabhan explores psychological violence and emotional 

alienation within human relationships. The play delves into the inner conflicts of characters who 

experience isolation and mental distress, revealing how emotional neglect and lack of empathy 

contribute to the erosion of human connections. 

• Erin B. Mee4 discusses the engagement of contemporary Indian theatre with global issues such as 

dehumanization. Mee highlights how playwrights like Padmanabhan address the impact of globalization 

and technological advancement on human identity, emphasizing the relevance of these themes in a 

rapidly changing world. 

• Asha Kuthari Chaudhuri5 emphasizes Padmanabhan’s critique of globalization and its effects on 

human identity. She argues that Padmanabhan’s works reveal how global economic systems contribute 

to the commodification of individuals, reducing them to objects within a larger market-driven 

framework. 

• Angelie Multani6 analyzes the use of satire and dystopian elements in modern Indian drama, 

particularly in Padmanabhan’s plays. Multani highlights how satire serves as an effective tool for 

exposing the absurdities and contradictions of contemporary society, making the theme of 

dehumanization more impactful. 

• Tutun Mukherjee7 focuses on the ethical concerns raised in Padmanabhan’s plays, especially in 

relation to technology and the human body. Mukherjee argues that technological advancements, while 
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beneficial, can also lead to the exploitation and objectification of individuals, raising important moral 

questions. 

• Anita Singh8 examines the theme of commodification in Indian English drama. She highlights 

how economic pressures and consumer culture contribute to the devaluation of human life, a theme that 

is strongly reflected in Padmanabhan’s works. 

• Shanta Gokhale9 discusses Padmanabhan’s innovative stagecraft and narrative techniques. 

Gokhale points out that her use of minimalistic settings, symbolic elements, and experimental structures 

enhances the thematic focus on dehumanization and alienation. 

• Lakshmi Subramanian10 highlights the socio-economic context of Padmanabhan’s plays, 

emphasizing how issues like poverty, inequality, and globalization shape the experiences of her 

characters. Her analysis situates Padmanabhan’s work within a broader cultural and historical 

framework. 

• Rustom Bharucha11 explores the political dimensions of contemporary Indian theatre, including 

Padmanabhan’s plays. Bharucha argues that her works not only critique social and economic systems 

but also challenge audiences to reflect on their own complicity in processes of dehumanization. 

 

Objectives: 

1. To analyze the concept of dehumanization in the major plays of Manjula Padmanabhan. 

2. To examine the use of satire as a tool for social criticism. 

3. To explore the impact of globalization and technology on human identity and dignity. 

 

Socio-Economic Inequality and Technological Advancement: 

The major plays of Manjula Padmanabhan vividly depict dehumanization as a consequence of socio-

economic inequality and technological advancement. In ‘Harvest’, the protagonist Om sells his body 

organs to a foreign corporation, reducing himself to a mere commodity. The play uses satire to expose 

the absurdity of a system where human life is valued only in economic terms. The sterile and controlled 

environment in which the characters live symbolizes the loss of freedom and individuality. 

In ‘Lights Out’, dehumanization is portrayed through the indifference of urban middle-class individuals 

who ignore the suffering of others. The play satirizes their moral complacency, highlighting how societal 

apathy contributes to the normalization of violence and injustice. 

Padmanabhan’s use of dystopian settings and dark humor intensifies the impact of her critique. By 

exaggerating certain aspects of reality, she forces the audience to confront uncomfortable truths about 

their own society. Her characters often exist in situations where ethical boundaries are blurred, reflecting 

the complexities of modern life. 

Another important aspect of her work is the role of technology in dehumanization. In ‘Harvest’, 

technology becomes a means of control and surveillance, further alienating individuals from their own 

bodies and identities. This portrayal raises important questions about the ethical implications of 

scientific progress and the potential loss of human values. 

 

Conclusion: 

In conclusion, the plays of Manjula Padmanabhan offer a powerful and thought-provoking exploration 

of dehumanization through satire. By addressing issues such as commodification, technological control, 

and social apathy, she highlights the dangers of a society driven by materialism and inequality. Her use 

of satire not only exposes the flaws of contemporary society but also encourages critical reflection and 

awareness. Padmanabhan’s works serve as a warning against the erosion of human dignity, emphasizing 

the need to preserve ethical values in an increasingly complex and technologically advanced world. 
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