
MRILAD 2025- Bridging Perspectives in Social Sciences, Published by BSSS, Bhopal 

 

76 

 

EXPLORING BYSTANDER APATHY AND MORAL RESPONSIBILITY 

IN LIGHTS OUT: HOW URBAN INDIAN SOCIETY RESPONDS TO 

SOCIAL ISSUES 

 

Ms Adeeba Anees 

Student (BA Sem VIII (English) Honors) 

The Bhopal School of Social Sciences 

Bhopal 

Email: adeebaanees84@gmail.com 

 

 

 

Abstract 

This research paper explores the themes of bystander apathy and moral responsibility in Manjula 

Padmanabhan’s one-act play Lights Out. Set against the backdrop of urban indifference and 

anonymity, the play examines the psychological and social mechanisms that prevent individuals 

from intervening in situations of injustice. The characters’ passive responses to a brutal assault 

unfolding outside their window reflect a broader societal trend where fear, self-interest, and the 

erosion of empathy lead to moral disengagement. By analyzing the play through the lens of social 

psychology and ethics, the paper delves into the tension between personal safety and collective 

responsibility, emphasizing the consequences of inaction in the face of violence. 

Additionally, the study situates Lights Out within the context of gender-based violence, 

highlighting the intersection of apathy and systemic oppression. Through its stark portrayal of 

moral paralysis, Padmanabhan challenges the audience to confront their own potential complicity 

in the perpetuation of societal wrongs, urging a rethinking of the individual’s role in collective 

social justice. This paper ultimately asserts that Lights Out serves as a poignant critique of urban 

society’s failure to address moral issues, calling for greater awareness, empathy, and responsibility 

in the face of injustice. 
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Introduction 

Manjula Padmanabhan, born on June 23, 1953, in Delhi, India, is a multifaceted artist renowned 

for her contributions as a playwright, novelist, illustrator, and comic strip artist. Raised in Sweden, 

Pakistan, and Thailand due to her father’s diplomatic career, she returned to India as a teenager, 

where she pursued her education at Elphinstone College. She is known for her insightful 

exploration of social, political, and gender-related issues, often with a futuristic or dystopian lens. 

Padmanabhan’s plays often explore themes of power dynamics, human rights, and the impact of 

technology and globalization on society. One such play is Lights Out. Her works challenge 

audiences to reflect on contemporary issues, such as the exploitation of the vulnerable in society 

and ethical dilemmas surrounding medical advancements. 

Padmanabhan’s works frequently explore themes of alienation, personal conflict, and the 

complexities of modern urban life. Her writing often examines psychological and social tensions, 

especially the struggles faced by individuals within traditional, rapidly changing societies. 

Padmanabhan’s writing is often direct and thought-provoking. She combines a sharp 

understanding of human nature with an ability to weave complex social, ethical, and political 

questions into her narratives. Whether in her literary fiction or dramatic works, she employs stark 

realism, often paired with elements of surrealism or speculative fiction, to highlight the absurdities 

of contemporary life. 

Lights Out by Manjula Padmanabhan is a powerful one-act play that delves into the disturbing 

issue of bystander apathy within urban Indian society. Set in a middle-class apartment complex, 

the play focuses on a group of residents who hear the sounds of a violent assault taking place 

nearby. Although they are aware of the crime, they grapple with whether they should take any 

action to help the unseen victim. This setup exposes the tension between moral responsibility and 

self-preservation, challenging audiences to reflect on their own potential responses in similar 

situations. The characters’ justifications for inaction including fear, indifference, and self-centered 

rationalizations reflect a deeper social malaise in which individuals prioritize personal safety over 

moral duty. 

The play unfolds In an urban neighborhood where a group of middle-class individuals hears 

what sounds like a brutal assault happening outside their apartment complex. Over the course of 

the play, the characters grapple with what action, if any, they should take in response to the 
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violence. Despite hearing disturbing noises indicating that a crime is taking place, the characters 

choose to ignore or rationalize their inaction in various ways. Some are afraid of getting involved; 

others are indifferent, making excuses or downplaying the significance of the event. Ultimately, 

no one steps forward to help the victim, highlighting a collective paralysis fueled by fear, apathy, 

and moral ambiguity. 

Each character in Lights Out represents a different perspective on bystander apathy. They 

range from those who are concerned but powerless to act, to those who dismiss the event entirely. 

Their interactions offer insights into the psychological and cultural factors that contribute to apathy 

in urban Indian society. 

Through its realistic dialogue and stark setting, Lights Out critiques the desensitization that 

can occur in urban environments, where close living quarters can paradoxically breed detachment 

rather than community. The play illustrates how densely populated cities may foster a sense of 

isolation, where individuals feel less connected to their neighbours and, consequently, less 

accountable for their welfare. By holding a mirror to the audience’s own tendencies toward apathy, 

Padmanabhan raises uncomfortable questions about the ethics of indifference and the impact of 

fear on moral decision-making. 

The aim of this research paper is to explore the themes of bystander apathy and moral responsibility 

in Manjula Padmanabhan’s Lights Out, examining how the play reflects societal attitudes toward 

violence and social responsibility within urban Indian settings. This study seeks to analyse the 

psychological, social, and cultural factors that contribute to the characters’ reluctance to intervene 

in a violent crime, thereby providing insights into broader patterns of social behaviour in densely 

populated, modern environments. Through a close reading of Lights Out, the research will 

investigate how Padmanabhan critiques the ethical implications of inaction and challenges 

audiences to reconsider their own roles as witnesses to injustice. 

Lights Out is a thought-provoking exploration of human behaviour in the face of violence and 

injustice. It holds up a mirror to society, forcing audiences to confront uncomfortable questions 

about moral responsibility and the dangers of inaction. Through this short yet impactful play, 

Padmanabhan encourages a critical examination of the ethical duty we have to one another, 

particularly in urban communities. 

In its short but potent narrative, Lights Out not only depicts a specific incident but also 

comments on broader social issues, such as the reluctance to confront violence or intervene in 
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crises that do not directly affect us. Padmanabhan’s play ultimately challenges viewers to consider 

what it means to be morally responsible in a modern urban setting and underscores the importance 

of compassion and courage in a society that often leans towards detachment. 

 

Introduction To Bystander Apathy and Moral Responsibility 

In Lights Out by Manjula Padmanabhan, the themes of bystander apathy and moral responsibility 

are at the heart of the play’s message, shedding light on the disturbing nature of societal 

indifference toward violence. Set in an urban Indian neighborhood, the play presents a group of 

middle-class neighbors who hear the sounds of a violent assault happening nearby. As the 

characters grapple with whether or not to intervene, Lights Out becomes a poignant exploration of 

human psychology, social conditioning, and the moral implications of inaction. Through its intense 

yet simple narrative, Padmanabhan’s play critiques the ways in which fear, self-interest and 

cultural norms can lead individuals to ignore their moral obligations, illustrating the pervasiveness 

of bystander apathy and its dangerous impact on society. 

Through a disturbing and simple narrative, Padmanabhan unveils the layers of moral 

indifference, fear, and rationalization that prevent individuals from acting when they are witnesses 

to a crime. The play revolves around a group of middle-class neighbors in an apartment complex 

who hear the sounds of a violent assault occurring just outside their building. Despite the apparent 

distress of the victim, the characters do not intervene, each grappling with their own reasons for 

remaining passive. This portrayal of inaction serves as a social critique, challenging the audience 

to reflect on how apathy and self-preservation can override moral responsibility. 

The characters in Lights Out display different facets of bystander apathy, reflecting a range 

of reactions and justifications for their lack of involvement. For some, fear is the primary 

motivation; they worry about potential retaliation or involvement in a situation that could lead to 

personal danger. This fear is a powerful barrier to action and highlights the instinct of self-

preservation that often overrides compassion and ethical duty. Others are influenced by social 

norms, uncertain about how appropriate it is to intervene or believing that the incident is a private 

matter. The cultural notion of “minding one’s own business” is strongly present, underscoring how 

societal values can discourage intervention in situations that do not directly affect one’s immediate 

family or friends. 
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Padmanabhan’s play also explores how moral responsibility can be easily diffused in an urban 

setting, where people live in close proximity yet often lack a sense of community or shared duty. 

In the anonymity of urban life, individuals can easily feel disconnected from each other, which can 

diminish feelings of empathy and accountability. The characters’ hesitations and discussions in 

Lights Out reflect this phenomenon, as they distance themselves from the suffering outside, 

reinforcing a mindset of detachment. This detachment allows them to rationalize their inaction, 

viewing the situation as an unfortunate yet ultimately unavoidable part of life in a big city. Through 

this portrayal, Padmanabhan critiques the moral consequences of urban detachment, challenging 

the audience to question the extent to which urban anonymity erodes a sense of collective 

responsibility. 

The play further raises questions about how Individuals justify their lack of intervention in 

situations where action seems morally required. Some characters convince themselves that it is not 

their place to interfere, while others speculate about the nature of the crime, using doubt to ease 

their conscience. These responses illustrate the psychological mechanisms people use to avoid 

taking responsibility, highlighting how cognitive dissonance plays a role in bystander apathy. By 

presenting these characters’ perspectives, Padmanabhan emphasizes the complexity of apathy, 

which is often not a simple matter of indifference but a tangled web of fear, social conditioning, 

and psychological rationalization. 

Padmanabhan’s play ultimately raises larger questions about moral responsibility. The 

characters’ reluctance to take action forces the audience to confront their own potential responses 

in similar situations, prompting self-reflection on where the line between personal responsibility 

and collective duty should be drawn. In Lights Out, Padmanabhan seems to argue that moral 

responsibility does not end at one’s front door. The suffering of another human being, even if 

distant or unfamiliar, still demands some form of recognition or response. By failing to act, the 

characters in Lights Out are complicit in the violence, demonstrating how bystander apathy can 

perpetuate harm and erode ethical standards within society. 

Lights Out by Manjula Padmanabhan is a powerful exploration of bystander apathy and moral 

responsibility. Through its portrayal of urban society’s indifference to violence, the play examines 

the psychological, social, and cultural factors that inhibit individuals from acting in the face of 

injustice. Padmanabhan’s work challenges audiences to reflect on the ethical implications of their 

own choices, suggesting that the decision to act or not to act in such situations carries profound 
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consequences for society as a whole. By dissecting the motivations behind inaction, Lights Out 

serves as both a critique of societal indifference and a call to cultivate a greater sense of 

compassion and responsibility within urban communities. Through this narrative, 

Padmanabhan underscores the urgent need for individuals to recognize their interconnectedness 

and their ethical duty to intervene when confronted with others’ suffering, no matter how 

uncomfortable or inconvenient it may be. 

 

Urban Indian Society and Social Issues 

In Lights Out by Manjula Padmanabhan, urban society’s response to social issues is portrayed 

through the lens of bystander apathy, highlighting how individuals in densely populated urban 

settings often distance themselves from others’ suffering. The play centers on a group of middle-

class residents who hear the disturbing sounds of a violent crime happening just outside their 

apartment complex but hesitate to intervene. Despite witnessing clear signs of distress, each 

character rationalizes their inaction with excuses ranging from fear of getting involved to doubts 

about their ability to make a difference. Through these varied responses, Padmanabhan critiques 

how urban environments can foster a sense of detachment, where people prioritize their own safety 

over moral duty and community responsibility. 

The play also raises questions about how societal norms and cultural attitudes shape 

people’s responses to social issues in urban India. The characters’ reluctance to take action reflects 

a pervasive fear of retribution and a deep-seated belief that intervention is futile or even dangerous. 

Additionally, the anonymity and transience of urban life contribute to an “every man for himself” 

mentality, where people are less inclined to view themselves as part of a connected community 

with a shared responsibility for each other’s wellbeing. Padmanabhan’s portrayal of this urban 

mindset highlights a troubling dynamic in which social issues, even when they are visible and 

immediate, are treated as someone else’s problem. In this way, Lights Out serves as both a critique 

of urban indifference and a call to reassess collective moral responsibilities. 

Here are some of the major themes regarding urban society and social issues in Lights Out: 

Urban Apathy and Indifference 

The play exposes the indifference that can pervade urban life. While the assault occurs in plain 

sight, the characters feel detached, discussing it with a sense of abstract curiosity rather than 
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concern or responsibility. The characters prioritize their personal comfort and safety over moral 

duty. This reflects the often insular mindset of urban dwellers who might feel isolated in a crowded 

city and avoid engagement in community issues. 

Gender-Based Violence and Silence 

Padmanabhan uses the incident to bring attention to the prevalence of gender-based violence and 

how it can go unchecked when society fails to intervene. 

The lack of action from the onlookers, especially from the female characters, represents a society 

conditioned to accept violence against women as a “normal” or “unfixable” part of life, 

perpetuating cycles of abuse and silence. 

Moral Paralysis and Ethical Dilemmas 

The play delves into the ethical dilemmas faced by individuals witnessing violence or injustice. 

Characters debate whether it's their “business” to intervene and if they could face repercussions, 

touching on the tension between civic duty and self-preservation. 

This moral paralysis is emblematic of a society where the fear of consequences and a tendency to 

“mind one’s own business” outweigh moral obligations, further enabling social problems to 

persist. 

Social Class and Powerlessness 

The characters’ social class impacts their attitudes toward the assault. Some characters feel 

removed from the issue, treating it as a problem for the authorities or lower classes, rather than 

something they should address. 

This reflects how urban society often segments itself by class and distance, which can breed a lack 

of empathy and foster disconnection, allowing social issues to become someone else’s 

responsibility. 

Community Responsibility and Collective Inaction 

Lights Out raises the question of community responsibility. Though many people are aware of the 

violence occurring, none take decisive action, exposing the danger of collective inaction. 

Padmanabhan critiques the way urban societies might fail to mobilize around critical issues, 

suggesting that urban anonymity and isolation can prevent communities from uniting to address 

pressing social concerns. 

Thus, Lights Out is a critique of urban society’s detachment, exploring how social issues 

like gender-based violence are often ignored due to fear, apathy, and indifference. It underscores 
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the need for individuals to challenge this indifference and recognize their role in standing up 

against injustice. Through this play, Padmanabhan urges audiences to question their own responses 

to suffering and injustice, ultimately calling for greater empathy and responsibility within society. 

 

Conclusion 

In Lights Out, Manjula Padmanabhan starkly confronts audiences with the realities of bystander 

apathy and moral responsibility, revealing the unsettling ease with which individuals can ignore 

injustice when it occurs beyond their immediate personal lives. The characters in the play serve as 

microcosms of a society immobilized by fear, self-interest, and detachment, raising the question 

of how individual moral responsibility diminishes in urban environments where anonymity and 

isolation are the norm. Their reluctance to intervene in the face of overt violence reflects a 

troubling aspect of human behavior: the tendency to wait for someone else to act, thereby 

absolving oneself of responsibility. Padmanabhan’s play is a critique of this passivity and the 

erosion of empathy, which can turn atrocities into tolerable background noise within daily life. 

The play underscores the dangerous consequences of moral disengagement, particularly in 

densely populated yet disconnected urban societies. By exploring the psychological and social 

factors that contribute to bystander apathy, Padmanabhan prompts her audience to reflect on their 

own potential reactions in similar situations. The characters’ debates and hesitations mirror real-

life ethical dilemmas faced by witnesses of violence or wrongdoing, emphasizing that moral 

responsibility is not a theoretical concept but a lived choice that each individual must confront. In 

presenting this raw and uncomfortable scenario, Lights Out ultimately serves as a call to action, 

urging individuals to move beyond indifference, recognize their duty to others, and combat the 

pervasive apathy that allows injustice to continue unchallenged. 

Thus, Padmanabhan’s work acts as both a social critique and a cautionary tale, highlighting the 

need for active empathy and communal responsibility in addressing societal ills. The play implies 

that only through collective action and a willingness to take moral risks can communities overcome 

the inertia of bystander apathy and create meaningful social change. Lights Out challenges its 

audience not merely to be passive spectators of its narrative but to reconsider their own roles within 

the fabric of society, asking them to reject apathy and embrace the courage to act in the face of 

injustice. 
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