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Abstract: Vijay Tendulkar’s A Friend’s Story (Mitramachi Goshta) occupies a crucial position in Indian 

theatre for its bold and unsettling engagement with same-sex desire and the rigid moral codes of middle-

class society. Written at a time when homosexuality was largely silenced, pathologized, or criminalized 

in India, the play interrogates heteronormativity and exposes the violence embedded in social 

conformity. This article examines how Tendulkar queers dominant narratives of sexuality through the 

character of Sumitra (Mitra), whose lesbian desire challenges patriarchal, heterosexist, and moralistic 

structures.  

The play does not romanticize queer desire; instead, it presents a complex and often tragic portrayal of 

identity, repression, and societal hostility. Using queer theory, feminist criticism, and sociocultural 

analysis, this paper explores how A Friend’s Story destabilizes binaries of normal/abnormal, 

moral/immoral, and masculine/feminine, revealing the oppressive mechanisms through which society 

disciplines non-normative sexualities. Ultimately, the play emerges as a powerful critique of social 

hypocrisy and a pioneering text in the discourse of queer representation in Indian drama.. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Indian literature and theatre have historically been governed by conservative moral frameworks that privilege 

heterosexuality as the natural and unquestioned norm. Within such a cultural milieu, representations of same-sex desire 

were either erased, coded, or demonized. Vijay Tendulkar, known for his fearless exploration of uncomfortable truths, 

disrupts this silence through A Friend’s Story. The play addresses lesbian desire not as a sensational theme but as a 

deeply human experience shaped and ultimately destroyed by social intolerance. 

First performed in the early 1980s, A Friend’s Story was met with shock and controversy. The discomfort it generated 

was not merely because of its portrayal of lesbianism, but because it forced audiences to confront their own prejudices 

and moral hypocrisy. Tendulkar uses the narrative framework of a “friend’s story” to explore how society constructs 

deviance and punishes those who deviate from heterosexual norms. 

This article argues that A Friend’s Story functions as a queer text that interrogates heteronormativity by exposing the 

violence both symbolic and physical inflicted upon individuals who transgress sexual norms. The play critiques not 

only society’s rejection of homosexuality but also the internalized guilt and psychological fragmentation experienced 

by queer subjects. Through Sumitra’s tragic trajectory, Tendulkar reveals how societal taboos around same-sex desire 

lead to alienation, surveillance, and self-destruction. 
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HETERONORMATIVITY AND THE INDIAN SOCIAL CONTEXT 

Heteronormativity refers to the assumption that heterosexuality is the default, natural, and morally acceptable form of 

sexual expression. In Indian society, this assumption is reinforced through family structures, marriage institutions, 

religious doctrines, and cultural narratives. 

Sexuality is closely linked to reproduction, lineage, and social respectability, leaving little space for alternative sexual 

identities. 

During the period in which A Friend’s Story was written, homosexuality was not only socially stigmatized but also 

criminalized under Section 377 of the Indian Penal Code. Same-sex desire was viewed as a moral aberration, a 

psychological disorder, or a Western perversion. Women’s sexuality, in particular, was expected to remain passive, 

controlled, and oriented toward male pleasure and marital duty. 

Against this backdrop, Tendulkar’s decision to foreground a lesbian protagonist is radical. He does not situate 

Sumitra’s desire within a celebratory or utopian framework; instead, he portrays it as existing within a hostile 

environment that refuses recognition or acceptance. This realism underscores the suffocating power of 

heteronormativity and its capacity to marginalize and destroy non-conforming identities. 

 

SUMITRA AS A QUEER SUBJECT 

Sumitra, the central figure of A Friend’s Story, is portrayed as intelligent, articulate, and emotionally intense. Her 

same-sex desire is not presented as a fleeting phase or curiosity but as a fundamental aspect of her identity. Unlike 

many literary representations that portray queer characters as confused or morally corrupt, Tendulkar grants Sumitra a 

strong sense of self-awareness. 

However, Sumitra’s self-understanding exists in constant tension with societal expectations. She is acutely aware of 

how her desire is perceived by others as unnatural, predatory, and immoral. This awareness leads to internal conflict, 

frustration, and emotional volatility. Her lesbian desire becomes a site where personal truth clashes with social 

condemnation. 

From a queer theoretical perspective, Sumitra embodies what Judith Butler describes as the “abject” subject one whose 

existence threatens the coherence of dominant norms. Her refusal to conform to heterosexual femininity destabilizes 

patriarchal assumptions about women’s roles, desires, and bodies. In loving another woman, Sumitra challenges the 

idea that female identity must be defined in relation to men. 

 

THE POLITICS OF DESIRE AND MORAL SURVEILLANCE 

One of the most striking aspects of A Friend’s Story is its portrayal of moral surveillance. Sumitra is constantly 

watched, judged, and interpreted by those around her friends, family, and acquaintances. Her behavior is scrutinized for 

signs of deviance, and her emotional intensity is pathologized. 

Tendulkar exposes how society polices sexuality through gossip, moral outrage, and 

pseudo-scientific explanations. Sumitra’s desire is not understood on its own terms; instead, it is explained away as 

mental instability, moral failure, or sexual perversion. This reflects Michel Foucault’s argument that modern societies 

exercise power not merely through laws but through discourses that classify and control bodies. 

The play suggests that the real obscenity lies not in Sumitra’s desire but in society’s obsession with regulating it. The 

constant intrusion into her private life strips her of dignity and autonomy, turning her into an object of fear and 

fascination. In this sense, A Friend’s Story critiques the moral panic surrounding homosexuality and exposes its roots in 

ignorance and insecurity. 

 

FEMALE FRIENDSHIP AND EROTIC POSSIBILITY 

Another important dimension of the play is its exploration of female friendship as a space of emotional and erotic 

possibility. In patriarchal narratives, intense bonds between women are often trivialized or desexualized. Tendulkar 

disrupts this convention by allowing same-sex desire to emerge organically from intimacy and affection. 
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Sumitra’s feelings challenge the rigid boundary between friendship and desire, revealing how such boundaries are 

socially constructed rather than natural. The discomfort experienced by other characters stems from their inability to 

imagine relationships outside heterosexual frameworks. Female intimacy becomes threatening precisely because it does 

not require male participation or validation. 

By queering female friendship, Tendulkar also critiques the limited emotional vocabulary available to women. 

Sumitra’s intensity is seen as excessive because society lacks a language to accommodate passionate same-sex bonds. 

This silence further isolates her, reinforcing the tragic trajectory of her life. 

 

VIOLENCE, REJECTION, AND TRAGIC RESOLUTION 

The culmination of A Friend’s Story is marked by emotional and psychological violence rather than overt physical 

brutality. Sumitra’s rejection by society leads to profound loneliness and despair. The tragedy of the play lies not in her 

sexuality but in the impossibility of living authentically within a hostile social order. 

Tendulkar avoids offering easy solutions or moral lessons. There is no redemption through acceptance or reform; 

instead, the play ends on a note of discomfort and unresolved tension. This refusal to provide closure forces the 

audience to confront their own complicity in maintaining oppressive norms. 

From a queer perspective, Sumitra’s fate underscores the costs of enforced conformity. The play suggests that when 

society denies recognition to non-normative identities, it creates conditions for self-destruction. In this sense, A 

Friend’s Story is not merely a narrative about an individual but a broader indictment of social intolerance. 

 

QUEERING INDIAN THEATRE: TENDULKAR’S LEGACY 

A Friend’s Story occupies a pioneering position in Indian theatre’s engagement with queer themes. Long before 

LGBTQ+ discourse gained visibility in India, Tendulkar dared to bring same-sex desire onto the stage, confronting 

audiences with a reality they preferred to ignore. 

While the play has been criticized for its bleak portrayal of lesbian identity, such criticism overlooks its historical 

context. Tendulkar does not present tragedy as inherent to queerness; rather, he exposes how societal repression 

produces suffering. His realism lies in depicting the world as it is, not as it should be. 

The play continues to resonate in contemporary discussions on sexuality, especially in 

post-Section 377 India. It serves as a reminder that legal change alone cannot dismantle deeply ingrained prejudices. 

Social attitudes, moral frameworks, and cultural narratives must also be transformed. 

 

II. CONCLUSION 

Vijay Tendulkar’s A Friend’s Story is a powerful critique of heteronormativity and the societal taboos surrounding 

same-sex desire. Through the tragic figure of Sumitra, the play exposes the mechanisms through which society 

marginalizes, surveils, and ultimately destroys those who deviate from sexual norms. Tendulkar queers dominant 

narratives by refusing to reduce lesbian desire to pathology or immorality, instead presenting it as a deeply human 

experience constrained by social hostility. 

The play challenges audiences to reconsider their assumptions about normalcy, morality, and identity. It reveals that the 

true violence lies not in non-normative desire but in the rigid structures that deny its legitimacy. As a pioneering work 

in Indian queer theatre, A Friend’s Story remains a crucial text for understanding the intersections of sexuality, power, 

and social control. 

In interrogating heteronormativity, Tendulkar does more than represent same-sex desire; he demands ethical 

responsibility from society. The play stands as a testament to the transformative potential of theatre to disturb, provoke, 

and ultimately expand the boundaries of human understanding. 
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