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Foreword 

The present volume, Resistance Narratives: Identity, Power, 
and Representation in Indian Literature, brings together diverse 
scholarly engagements with questions of cultural memory, 
identity, social justice, and political power as mediated through 
Indian drama, literature, and allied intellectual traditions. At its 
core, the book underscores how narratives—whether staged, 
written, or theorized—become crucial instruments of resistance 
against hegemonic structures of class, caste, gender, religion, 
and nationhood.  

The chapters collectively situate Indian literary and dramatic 
narratives within broader discourses of postcoloniality, 
ecology, intersectionality, and subalternity. Swami Shrinija 
Shankarappa revisits Indian English drama through a 
postcolonial lens, while Priya R. Kulkarni explores how 
traditions negotiate modernity while preserving cultural 
memory. Naheed Akhtar foregrounds narratives of resistance 
and explores patriarchal power as well as the subaltern 
woman’s struggle for identity. V. Temuzion Kumuja with 
Roshan Jameer MD highlight the ecological imperatives 
shaping contemporary performance practices. Md Zafrullah 
Ahmed Khan explores how Narayan’s fiction reflects the muted 
resistance and agency of marginalized voices within 
mainstream Indian literature.  

Questions of identity and social stratification resonate across 
several essays. Anowar Hossain’s socio-cultural reading of 
Mahesh Dattani uncovers the intersections of caste, class, and 
gender; Dr. Kouser Fatima’s analysis of Gajvee’s Gotbhar Pani 
vividly stages Dalit resistance; and Srijita Roy’s study of 



women in Utpal Dutt’s plays unveils the radical potential of 
feminist intervention in political theatre. 

The politics of representation across borders receives further 
attention in Md Samaun Sk’s reading of Toba Tek Singh and its 
dramatic adaptations, while Dr. Md Nasir Hossain and Dr. 
Jamirul Islam examine narrative fragmentation and polyphony 
in Qurratulain Hyder’s Fireflies in the Mist. Dr. Bitla 
Srinivvassulu’s discussion of Shashi Tharoor’s Why I Am a 
Hindu situates political theology within the shaping of cultural 
identity, and Dr. Pravat Ranjan Sethi concludes the volume with 
an analysis of nationalism and transnationalism in Indian 
drama. 

The strength of this collection lies not only in its thematic 
diversity but also in its methodological range. From 
postcolonial and Marxist-feminist to ecocritical and 
intersectional frameworks, the essays reveal the narrative’s 
power as both aesthetic form and political praxis. Echoing 
Gayatri Spivak’s call to “give voice to the subaltern,” this 
volume demonstrates how Indian writers and dramatists 
continually negotiate and resist structures of dominance. In 
doing so, it makes a significant contribution to contemporary 
scholarship on Indian drama, literature, and cultural politics—
inviting readers to rethink how resistance takes shape through 
multiple, intersecting modes of narrative expression. 

Mrinmoy Pramanick 

Sahitya Akademi Awardee & Charles Wallace India Trust 
Translation Fellow 

Founder Coordinator, Centre for Translation and Literary 
Geography 



And Former Head and Assistant Professor, Department of 
Comparative Indian Language and Literature, University of 
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Introduction 

Literature has never been an innocent domain. As Edward Said 
(1978) reminded us in Orientalism, cultural texts are deeply 
implicated in structures of power, representation, and ideology. 
To read literature is therefore to confront the ways in which 
identity is constructed, contested, and circulated; it is to 
encounter both the consolidation of hegemonies and the fissures 
that disrupt them. The present volume, Resistance Narratives: 
Identity, Power, and Representation in Indian Literature, takes 
as its central concern the idea that literature is not only an 
aesthetic practice but also a political and ethical act. It maps 
how narratives—whether dramatic, novelistic, or 
philosophical—become arenas of struggle where power is 
negotiated, identity is reimagined, and silenced voices are 
amplified. 

The title gestures toward three interrelated axes: identity, 
power, and representation. Identity, as Stuart Hall (1990) has 
argued, is always in process—never fixed but continuously 
produced within discourse. Power, in Foucault’s (1977) 
formulation, operates through both repression and production, 
creating the very conditions under which knowledge and 
representation are possible. Representation, in turn, is central to 
Gayatri Spivak’s (1988) question, Can the subaltern speak? a 
reminder that voice and visibility are always mediated by 
structures of dominance. These theoretical coordinates inform 
the essays that constitute this volume, which collectively 
highlight literature as a terrain of resistance where dominant 
narratives are challenged, and alternative imaginaries are 
proposed. 



Postcolonial Counter-Narratives 

Opening the collection, Swami Shrinija Shankarappa’s essay, 
“Revisiting Indian English Drama through Postcolonial 
Lenses: Contesting Narratives of Nation and Identity”, re-
engages with the postcolonial project by examining Indian 
English drama as a site where colonial residues and national 
aspirations intersect. Drawing upon Homi Bhabha’s (1994) 
notions of hybridity and ambivalence, Shankarappa 
foregrounds how drama performs the fractures of the nation and 
resists essentialist constructions of Indian identity. Literature, 
in her analysis, emerges as a performative space of negotiation 
where the boundaries between coloniser and colonised blur and 
the idea of nationhood is constantly re-scripted. 

Following this, Priya R. Kulkarni’s “Tradition in Transition: 
Negotiating Modernity and Cultural Memory in Contemporary 
Indian Drama” examines the dynamic interplay between 
heritage and innovation in modern Indian theatrical practices. 
Kulkarni’s essay positions drama as a palimpsest in which the 
residues of tradition coexist with modernist experimentation. 
Drawing on Paul Gilroy’s (1993) concept of the “counterculture 
of modernity,” she explores how playwrights resist temporal 
binaries by transforming inherited forms into hybrid cultural 
expressions that speak to contemporary realities. 

Literature as Resistance 

Resistance, both as theme and practice, constitutes the core of 
this collection. Naheed Akhtar, in her compelling chapter 
“Patriarchal Power and the Subaltern Woman’s Struggle for 
Identity: Narratives of Resistance and Collapse”, interrogates 
the politics of gender and subalternity within patriarchal 
structures. Employing feminist and postcolonial frameworks, 
Akhtar explores how female subjectivity is simultaneously 



silenced and reconstituted through acts of defiance. Her essay 
powerfully articulates the tension between survival and 
collapse—revealing resistance as both an aesthetic and 
existential act. 

The ecological dimension of resistance is explored by Mr. V. 
Temuzion Kumuja and Ms. Roshan Jameer MD in their essay 
“Eco-Conscious Theatre: The Intersection of Ecology and 
Indian Drama.” They situate Indian drama within the emergent 
field of eco-criticism, invoking thinkers like Lawrence Buell 
(1995) and Donna Haraway (2016) to argue that theatre can 
destabilise anthropocentric worldviews. By staging 
environmental degradation, they contend, drama becomes a 
medium that resists capitalist exploitation and reimagines 
ecological coexistence—thus extending resistance beyond 
human politics to planetary ethics. 

Intersectionality, Marginality, and Subaltern 
Subjectivities 

The volume next turns to the entangled politics of caste, class, 
and gender. Anowar Hossain, in “Class, Caste, Gender, and 
Intersectionality in Mahesh Dattani’s Plays: A Socio-Cultural 
Perspective,” employs Kimberlé Crenshaw’s (1989) 
framework of intersectionality to analyse how Dattani’s 
dramaturgy exposes overlapping structures of oppression. 
Hossain demonstrates how Dattani’s plays dissect the cultural 
contradictions of urban India, revealing that marginalisation is 
never unidimensional but produced at the intersection of social 
hierarchies. 

Dr. Kouser Fatima’s essay, “Subaltern on Stage: Dalit 
Resistance and Social Justice in Gajvee’s A Sip of Water 
(Gotbhar Pani),” situates Dalit experience within the politics 
of representation. Drawing upon subaltern studies and 



Ambedkarite thought, Fatima explores how Gajvee’s play 
transforms the stage into a space of protest. Her analysis 
underscores that Dalit drama functions not merely as reflection 
but as resistance—articulating dignity, agency, and collective 
assertion against casteist oppression. 

Feminist perspectives continue in Srijita Roy’s “Intersectional 
Narratives in Radical Theatre: Women in Utpal Dutt’s Plays.” 
Engaging with Judith Butler’s (1990) theory of performativity, 
Roy examines how Dutt’s radical theatre reconfigures the role 
of women as active participants in revolutionary politics. Her 
essay reveals how theatrical performance becomes a medium 
for dismantling gender binaries and interrogating ideological 
control. 

Fragmented Histories and Polyphonic Voices 

Historical trauma and narrative multiplicity form another 
crucial axis of this volume. Md Samaun Sk, in “Between 
Borders and Boundaries: Identity Politics in Toba Tek Singh 
and its Dramatic Adaptations,” revisits the legacy of Partition 
through Manto’s seminal text and its theatrical renditions. By 
analysing adaptations across linguistic and cultural contexts, 
Samaun exposes how Partition continues to haunt collective 
memory, revealing borders as violent constructions of power 
and exclusion. 

Complementing this, Dr. Md Nasir Hossain and Dr. Jamirul 
Islam co-author “Fragmented Histories, Polyphonic Voices: 
Narrative Experimentation in Hyder’s Fireflies in the Mist.” 
Employing Mikhail Bakhtin’s (1981) concept of polyphony, 
they argue that Hyder’s narrative technique resists monologic 
history by weaving a mosaic of voices that disrupt singular 
national or gendered interpretations. Their essay affirms the 



novel’s status as an archive of resistance that accommodates 
multiplicity and dissent. 

Equally significant is Md Zafrullah Ahmed Khan’s “Narrating 
the Subaltern: Representation of Marginalized Voices in the 
Fictions of R.K. Narayan.” Khan reinterprets Narayan’s 
deceptively simple narratives as subtle critiques of class and 
caste hierarchies within colonial and postcolonial India. By 
engaging Spivak’s question, Can the subaltern speak? he 
reveals how Narayan’s fiction, while embedded in middle-class 
realism, gestures toward marginal voices seeking narrative 
recognition. Khan’s essay extends the conversation on how 
Indian fiction mediates between silence and articulation, 
authority and subaltern agency. 

Faith, Nation, and the Transnational 

Philosophical and transnational inquiries from the concluding 
section. Dr. Bitla Srinivvassulu, in “Defining the ‘Hindu’: 
Political Theology and Cultural Identity in Shashi Tharoor’s 
Why I Am a Hindu!”, explores religion as a contested site of 
identity formation. Drawing on Talal Asad’s (1993) reflections 
on the anthropology of religion, Srinivvassulu examines how 
Tharoor redefines Hinduism as an ethical and pluralist 
philosophy, reclaiming it from sectarian politics. His essay 
demonstrates how faith can itself become a domain of 
resistance—an assertion of cultural inclusivity against 
ideological reductionism. 

Finally, Dr. Pravat Ranjan Sethi’s essay, “Between Borders and 
Beyond: Nationalism and Transnationalism in Indian Drama,” 
expands the discussion to global dimensions. Engaging Arjun 
Appadurai’s (1996) concept of cultural flows, Sethi situates 
Indian drama within transnational circuits of influence and 
exchange. His chapter underscores how dramatic literature 



traverses’ geographical boundaries, participates in global 
conversations, and reimagines belonging beyond the confines 
of the nation-state. 

Taken together, the chapters in this volume affirm the 
transformative capacity of literature. Across genres and 
historical contexts, each contributor illuminates how literary 
texts resist erasure, interrogate hegemony, and envision 
emancipatory futures. In its postcolonial dimension, literature 
dismantles colonial legacies and reconfigures national 
identities; in its intersectional thrust, it exposes the overlapping 
oppressions of caste, class, gender, and sexuality. Ecologically, 
it challenges anthropocentric paradigms and envisions 
sustainable futures, while philosophically, it interrogates faith, 
nationalism, and transnational belonging. 

To read literature, then, is to recognise it as a critical and ethical 
practice—one that acknowledges representation as never 
neutral, identity as always in flux, and power as both pervasive 
and resistible. Resistance Narratives: Identity, Power, and 
Representation in Indian Literature positions literature not 
merely as art but as intervention—a living practice of critique, 
negotiation, and renewal. 

This volume thus contributes to the evolving field of English 
literary scholarship by foregrounding resistance as a defining 
paradigm through which identity, power, and representation 
may be re-examined. Postcolonial studies have long illuminated 
the dismantling of colonial epistemologies (Said, 1978; 
Bhabha, 1994), while feminist, Dalit, and subaltern frameworks 
(Spivak, 1988; Crenshaw, 1989) have expanded this terrain by 
revealing how literature exposes gendered, casteist, and class-
based oppressions. Eco-critical approaches (Buell, 1995; 
Haraway, 2016) extend this interrogation to the planetary scale. 



By weaving together these multiple strands—postcolonial, 
intersectional, ecological, feminist, and transnational—
Resistance Narratives: Identity, Power, and Representation in 
Indian Literature offers a multidisciplinary lens for reading 
literature as a site of contestation, transformation, and hope. 
Ultimately, this book affirms that the study of English literature 
must remain attentive to the narratives of resistance that define 
cultural expression and human imagination. 

Dr. Jamirul Islam & Dr. Md Nasir Hossain 
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CHAPTER 1 
Revisiting Indian English Drama 
through Postcolonial Lenses: Contesting 
Narratives of Nation and Identity 

By 
Swami Shrinija Shankarappa 

Overview 

The article examines the transformation of Indian drama from 
its ancient beginnings, especially shaped by the Natyashastra to 
its modern postcolonial expressions. It highlights the major 
social and cultural shifts in India that have influenced 
contemporary drama, which blends indigenous traditions with 
Western theatrical practices, creating a distinct cultural identity. 
Literature serves as a rich source of knowledge, offering 
insights into diverse people, places, languages, castes, 
communities, beliefs, and political as well as socio-economic 
conditions. A central research question guiding this study is: 
How has Indian English drama negotiated the tension between 
colonial inheritance and the search for cultural self-
representation in a postcolonial context? 

Indian literature in English forms a vital part of world literature 
and makes a significant contribution to postcolonial writing. 
The long and vibrant history of Indian drama, beginning with 
Sanskrit plays from the Vedic period, has been reshaped by 
playwrights writing in English, who experiment with form and 
content both before and after independence. To better 
understand Indian English drama, it is necessary to explore its 



2 

defining characteristics and thematic concerns. Drawing upon 
postcolonial literary theory, this chapter situates Indian drama 
within wider debates on identity, resistance, and cultural 
negotiation. Homi K. Bhabha’s concept of “hybridity” 
illuminates how Indian drama creates a “third space” where 
colonial and indigenous traditions intersect. Gayatri 
Chakravorty Spivak’s reflections on “subalternity” help us 
question whose voices are represented or silenced within this 
evolving genre. In addition, Frantz Fanon’s theory of 
“resistance” and “decolonial violence” underscores the urgency 
with which postcolonial art confronts colonial oppression while 
simultaneously striving to construct new cultural identities. 
Modern Indian writings in English foreground both emerging 
and canonical voices, while the long colonial encounter has left 
a lasting imprint on language, culture, and creative expression. 
In this sense, Indian drama becomes a powerful site where 
theory and performance converge, offering both a critique of 
colonial legacies and an affirmation of cultural selfhood. 

Key Words 

Postcolonial Studies; Cultural Identity; Hybridity and 
Subalternity; Resistance and Decolonisation; Theatrical 
Traditions 

Introduction 

Drama has traditionally been acknowledged as a vibrant and 
transformative medium of performance art. It encompasses 
multiple artistic elements such as music, dance, dialogue, and 
visual spectacle that contribute to its enduring cultural appeal 
(Esslin, 1987). Across civilisations, drama has served as a 
medium for retelling myths and legends, offering a powerful 
mode of expression that combines creativity with social 
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commentary. By providing a shared space for performance, 
drama not only entertains but also enables communities to 
reflect on cultural values and collective identities. Indeed, 
narratives rooted in mythological traditions have often found 
their most vivid expression through dramatic representation, 
making the genre central to both cultural preservation and 
reinterpretation (Surinder & Sharma, 2017). 

The significance of drama in world literature can be traced 
through its evolution in Greece, Rome, England, and India, 
where it functioned as a cultural force addressing philosophical, 
moral, religious, and political questions (Brockett & Hildy, 
2014). By merging reality with imagination, drama provides a 
symbolic representation of life, capturing human emotions, 
dilemmas, and aspirations within a structured temporal and 
spatial frame. Esslin (1987) describes drama as a "vivid 
narrative," highlighting its ability to integrate storytelling with 
visual and performative arts. 

In the Indian context, drama occupies a particularly esteemed 
position. Regarded as the "Fifth Veda," Indian theatre has a rich 
lineage that can be traced back to Sanskrit plays and early 
ritualistic performances (Lal, 2004). Historical evidence 
suggests that the Indian dramatic tradition was already well 
developed before Greek drama became widely known, 
underscoring its independent and indigenous evolution. With 
more than two millennia of history, Indian drama remains a 
unique phenomenon within world literature, offering insights 
into social structures, cosmological beliefs, and aesthetic 
philosophies (Surinder & Sharma, 2017). 

Parallel to the study of drama, postcolonial theory provides an 
interpretive framework for examining how literature and 
performance articulate the legacies of colonialism. The term 
"post-colonialism" derives from the Latin postis ("after" or 
"behind") and colonus ("settler" or "cultivator"), literally 
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meaning "after colonialism." In contemporary scholarship, 
however, postcolonialism extends beyond mere chronology to 
encompass analyses of race, ethnicity, culture, and identity in 
the aftermath of imperial domination (Ashcroft, Griffiths, & 
Tiffin, 2007). It explores the lingering social, political, and 
economic consequences of colonial rule, particularly the 
exploitation of land and people through systems of governance 
and cultural control. 

Influenced by postmodern thought, Postcolonial Studies 
interrogate the politics of knowledge by examining how power 
relations shape cultural narratives and identities. This includes 
analysing the discursive strategies through which colonisers 
constructed representations of both themselves and the 
colonised, as well as the ways in which formerly colonised 
societies resist, adapt, or subvert these portrayals (Young, 
2001). By situating drama within this theoretical framework, 
one can better understand how performance becomes a site of 
cultural negotiation, enabling the reclaiming of suppressed 
voices and the rearticulation of identity in the postcolonial era. 

Concept of Postcolonialism 

The term postcolonialism broadly refers to the historical, 
cultural, and intellectual period following the end of Western 
colonial domination. It is not merely a temporal marker but also 
a field of study that critically examines the enduring 
consequences of colonial rule on formerly colonised societies. 
This area of inquiry investigates how imperial systems enforced 
control, exploited resources, displaced native populations, and 
violated human rights (Ashcroft, Griffiths, & Tiffin, 2007). It 
also interrogates the ways in which colonial encounters 
reshaped cultural traditions, political structures, and literary 
practices across the globe. 
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From the fifteenth century onwards, European imperial 
expansion altered global histories by creating vast empires that 
reconfigured land ownership, governance, and socio-political 
hierarchies (Loomba, 2015). Postcolonialism, therefore, is 
concerned with tracing these transformations and understanding 
how the legacies of imperialism continue to influence modern 
societies. It pays particular attention to the mechanisms of 
domination including economic exploitation, epistemic control, 
and cultural assimilation through which colonisers-maintained 
authority over indigenous peoples (Young, 2001). At the same 
time, it highlights the resistance strategies, independence 
struggles, and identity reassertions that marked the eventual 
decline of colonial power. 

One of the central concerns of postcolonial theory is the 
relationship between imperialism and identity formation. 
Colonisation did not merely impose political authority; it deeply 
affected how colonised populations perceived themselves and 
were perceived by others. Frantz Fanon’s works continue to 
serve as pivotal contributions in this field. In Black Skin, White 
Masks (1952) and The Wretched of the Earth (1961), he 
explored the psychological consequences of colonial 
domination, highlighting how systemic oppression fostered a 
sense of internalised inferiority within the colonised population. 
His controversial justification of anti-colonial violence, 
famously endorsed by Jean-Paul Sartre in the preface to The 
Wretched of the Earth, framed violence as both a response to 
colonial brutality and a necessary process of reclaiming agency 
(Fanon, 1961/2004). However, Fanon also argued for moving 
beyond reactionary violence toward reconstructing new social 
and political structures, thus anticipating themes that would 
later dominate postcolonial thought (Ivison, 2015). 

Although often associated with the post-independence era of the 
mid-to-late twentieth century, postcolonialism also speaks to 
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the ongoing struggles of indigenous and minority groups in the 
twenty-first century. These communities frequently remain 
politically and socially marginalised, even within decolonised 
states, raising questions about the limits of decolonisation and 
the persistence of neo-colonial structures (Smith, 2012). The 
rise of international organizations, including the United 
Nations, offered some recognition to formerly colonised nations 
in the 1970s, but indigenous populations in many regions 
continued to lack access to meaningful forms of self-
determination and cultural autonomy. 

Thus, postcolonialism is more than a historical phase; it is a 
critical framework that interrogates the intersections of power, 
identity, and culture in societies shaped by colonial encounters. 
It seeks to uncover the lingering influence of imperialism while 
simultaneously emphasising the possibilities of resistance, 
renewal, and cultural rearticulation in the modern world. 

Postcolonial Indian English Literature 

The African proverb popularised by Nozipo Maraire, “Until the 
lion learns how to write, every story will glorify the hunter,” 
encapsulates the essence of postcolonial writing. It stresses the 
urgent need for formerly colonised societies to reclaim their 
voice and challenge colonial narratives that had historically 
silenced or distorted them. Postcolonial literature may thus be 
defined as the body of work produced by writers from once-
colonised regions, who use literature as a tool to dismantle 
colonial legacies and assert cultural independence (Abirami, 
2018). Emerging prominently in the mid-twentieth century—at 
a time when liberation struggles were reshaping the global 
political landscape—postcolonial writing represents a 
significant cultural and intellectual movement. 
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For writers in postcolonial contexts, the act of writing itself 
becomes both liberating and complicated. They grapple with 
questions of identity and belonging, negotiating between 
inherited colonial frameworks and indigenous cultural 
traditions. Issues of place and displacement remain central, as 
colonisation often disrupted the spatial and psychological 
belonging of communities. Despite differing historical 
experiences, themes such as alienation, hybridity, authenticity, 
and the search for cultural identity recur across postcolonial 
English literature (Loomba, 2015). Language, in particular, 
functions as both a site of oppression and resistance. The 
colonisers’ language, once imposed as a means of control, is re-
appropriated by postcolonial writers who reshape it by infusing 
local idioms, rhythms, and cultural contexts, thereby 
transforming English into a vehicle of resistance and self-
expression (Ashcroft, Griffiths, & Tiffin, 2007). 

This linguistic struggle is well captured in Raja Rao’s assertion 
that the challenge for Indian writers lies in expressing “one’s 
own cultural experience in a language that is not one’s own, but 
one’s spirit that is” (Rao, 1938/1996). Indian writing in English 
therefore occupies a distinctive position within postcolonial 
discourse, simultaneously retaining Indian cultural essence 
while negotiating with the colonial language. Writers such as R. 
K. Narayan, Mulk Raj Anand, and Raja Rao pioneered this 
endeavour, balancing appropriation and nativisation of English 
to craft a literature that is at once local and global (Asad & 
Teacher, 2020). 

The British colonial presence in India for over two centuries 
inflicted not only political and economic subjugation but also 
cultural disruptions that deeply affected native identities. 
Against this backdrop, Indian English literature arose as a 
unifying medium through which writers critiqued colonial 
oppression and articulated nationalist aspirations. Early Indian 
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English works often centered on themes of nationalism, racism, 
cultural identity, and resistance, while also exploring sub-
themes of alienation, gender inequality, labour exploitation, and 
corruption (Dnyanesh Mahavidyalaya, n.d.). These texts 
reflected the lived experiences of Indians under colonial rule 
and sought to both resist foreign domination and foster national 
consciousness. 

A particularly significant development was the appropriation of 
English as a means of subversion. Writers turned the colonisers’ 
tool into an instrument of empowerment, reshaping the 
language to communicate local realities and challenge colonial 
ideologies. Postcolonial authors like R. K. Narayan and Chinua 
Achebe exemplify this dynamic: while acknowledging the 
colonial origins of English, they infused it with indigenous 
elements to reach a broader audience while retaining 
authenticity (Narayan, 1958/2006). 

If colonial literature supported and glorified the empire, 
postcolonial literature sought to dismantle its myths and expose 
its violence. It interrogates unequal encounters between 
coloniser and colonised, examining how marginalised cultures 
resist assimilation or recover suppressed traditions (Young, 
2001). In India, this literary shift unfolded alongside the 
nationalist struggle and significant social reform movements. 
Authors like Rabindranath Tagore, Bankim Chandra Chatterjee, 
Sarat Chandra Chattopadhyay, and Premchand gave voice to 
the emerging political awareness of the period. Their writings 
not only critiqued colonial domination but also engaged with 
urgent social concerns, including widow remarriage, caste 
oppression, and the practice of Sati (Chatterjee, 1882/1998; 
Tagore, 1910). At the same time, reformers and intellectuals 
such as Raja Ram Mohan Roy, Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar, and 
Jyotiba Phule influenced literary thought by weaving together 
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progressive, rationalist perspectives with currents of cultural 
renaissance. 

In the postcolonial era, Indian English literature expanded 
further, introducing themes of identity, partition, hybridity, and 
modernity. It also increasingly addressed subaltern concerns, 
with scholars such as Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, Kancha 
Ilaiah, and Ranajit Guha foregrounding the voices of the 
marginalised. Subaltern studies thus became an important 
strand of postcolonial Indian thought, offering new ways of 
analysing literature and history. 

The evolution of Indian English literature in the postcolonial 
period demonstrates the enduring power of literature as 
resistance, negotiation, and cultural reassertion. It has not only 
shaped national identity but also positioned India within global 
literary networks, making postcolonial Indian English writing a 
central part of world literature. 

Post-Colonial Approach in Indian Drama 

Drama, as one of the oldest and most versatile forms of 
performance art, integrates dialogue, music, dance, and 
spectacle into a unique literary and cultural expression. Beyond 
its aesthetic appeal, drama functions as a mirror of society, 
embodying myths, legends, and social realities in a form that is 
both entertaining and instructive. Throughout history, myths 
and epics have been retold and reimagined through theatrical 
performance, making drama an essential vehicle for collective 
memory and cultural transmission (Esslin, 1980). 

The Indian subcontinent has a particularly rich dramatic 
tradition. The earliest theatrical expressions can be traced back 
to the Vedic period, where performances derived from epics 
such as the Ramayana, the Mahabharata, and the Bhagavad 
Gita were staged as ritualistic enactments. The Natyashastra, 



10 

attributed to Bharata, codified the principles of performance, 
aesthetics, and dramaturgy, presenting drama as a divine art 
form often referred to as the “Fifth Veda” (Keith, 1924). This 
theoretical foundation suggests that Indian theatre was already 
highly developed even before the emergence of Greek drama, 
establishing India as a key contributor to the global history of 
theatre (Surinder & Sharma, 2017). 

Drama has consistently functioned as both art and social 
commentary across civilizations. From classical Greece and 
Rome to Elizabethan England and ancient India, theatre has 
served to question morality, critique power, and reflect 
philosophical, religious, and political currents. Its mimetic 
nature allows it to blend reality with imagination, creating a 
distinctive space where human experiences are projected and 
interrogated (Esslin, 1980). 

From Empire to Expression: The Evolution of Indian 
English Drama 

Following the advent of the British, Indian drama entered a 
period of transition. The colonial encounter brought European 
stage conventions, language, and dramaturgy into contact with 
indigenous forms. By the early twentieth century, new dramatic 
traditions emerged across regional languages, influenced by 
contemporary intellectual movements such as Marxism, 
psychoanalysis, and surrealism. Indian playwrights began 
experimenting with form and content, using theatre to address 
both indigenous concerns and global intellectual trends (Naik, 
1982). 

The formal organization of Indian theatre played a crucial role 
in its contemporary development. The founding of the Sangeet 
Natak Akademi in 1953, followed by the National School of 
Drama in 1959, created vital spaces for artistic experimentation 
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and professional training. By the 1970s, dramatists like Badal 
Sircar, Vijay Tendulkar, and Girish Karnad spearheaded bold 
experiments in form and content, introducing political theatre, 
absurdist influences, and indigenous narrative structures into 
Indian performance (Dharwadker, 2005). Their plays engaged 
with contemporary social struggles, offering postcolonial 
resistance to colonial and neocolonial ideologies. 

Post-Colonialism and Theatre 

Post-colonial theory offers an interpretative lens for 
understanding the impact of colonialism and the struggles of 
formerly colonised nations to assert cultural and political 
identities. Emerging in disciplines such as literature, 
philosophy, political science, and cultural studies, 
postcolonialism critiques not only colonial exploitation but also 
the lingering cultural hierarchies that persist after independence 
(Ashcroft, Griffiths, & Tiffin, 2002). 

In drama, this perspective is particularly relevant because 
theatre is both a textual and performative medium of cultural 
identity. Indian English drama, in particular, reflects the 
hybridity of post-colonial expression. While borrowing 
stagecraft, structures, and techniques from European drama, it 
retains Indian themes, characters, and issues, thereby creating a 
hybrid cultural product (Impressions – Archives, 2025). This 
hybridity captures the negotiations of identity that mark 
postcolonial societies. 

Hybridity, Nationalism, and Indian English Drama 

Educated Indians under the British system initially modelled 
their works on European performances staged in colonial India. 
Yet, the plays they produced carried distinctly Indian concerns. 
The surge of nationalist sentiment during the late nineteenth and 



12 

early twentieth centuries offered a robust ideological base for 
the development of this nascent tradition. Indian English drama 
thus became both a site of imitation and resistance: it mirrored 
Western dramaturgy in its form while simultaneously 
embedding Indian realities, such as caste, class, gender, and 
colonial oppression, within its narratives (Naik, 1982). 

Urban cultural shifts further shaped Indian English theatre. 
Costumes, stage designs, and settings often reflected Western 
influences, while the dialogue and themes foregrounded Indian 
struggles and identities. This produced a theatre of dual 
consciousness, simultaneously global and local, colonial and 
anti-colonial. 

Major Post-Independence Playwrights 

Numerous playwrights played a pivotal role in shaping Indian 
English drama in the post-independence era. The early 
groundwork was established by Rabindranath Tagore, Sri 
Aurobindo, and T. P. Kailasam through their contributions to 
poetic drama. Subsequently, dramatists like Manjeri Isvaran, G. 
V. Dasani, Lakhan Dev, and Pritish Nandy introduced 
experimental approaches and modernist sensibilities, 
expanding the scope and form of the genre (Naik, 1982). 

Nissim Ezekiel, widely celebrated for his poetry, also ventured 
into drama, producing plays noted for their irony, satirical 
observations, and sharp depictions of middle-class Indian life. 
His work, though not as theatrically successful as his poetry, 
reflected the tensions of postcolonial modernity (Naik, 1982). 

Girish Karnad, a leading figure in post-colonial Indian theatre, 
skillfully intertwined elements of myth, folklore, and historical 
narratives with pressing contemporary political issues. His 
works ranging from Tughlaq to Hayavadana, explored themes 
of power, identity, and cultural hybridity, making him a central 
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figure in shaping postcolonial Indian theatre (Dharwadker, 
2005). Similarly, playwrights like Badal Sircar and Vijay 
Tendulkar introduced Brechtian strategies, street theatre, and 
socially engaged performance to address caste, gender, and 
political violence. 

Women dramatists such as Mahasweta Devi also expanded the 
scope of Indian drama by focusing on marginalised voices. Her 
plays often disrupted theatrical conventions, highlighting the 
struggles of tribal communities, peasants, and women, thereby 
re-centering theatre as a platform for resistance (Spivak, 1999). 

Conclusion 

The evolution of Indian drama from its Sanskrit roots to its 
postcolonial manifestations illustrates a long history of 
adaptation, resilience, and cultural negotiation. While deeply 
rooted in indigenous traditions like the Natyashastra, modern 
Indian drama reflects the profound impact of colonial 
encounters and postcolonial transformations. Indian English 
drama, in particular, embodies hybridity—absorbing Western 
techniques while asserting Indian identities. Through the works 
of dramatists such as Tagore, Tendulkar, Karnad, and 
Mahasweta Devi, Indian theatre has emerged as a powerful 
platform for addressing social injustice, critiquing authority, 
and negotiating cultural identity in a globalised world. 
Postcolonial drama functions not only as a site of artistic 
experimentation but also as a historical record, reflecting the 
struggles, acts of resistance, and aspirations of societies 
navigating their identities in the aftermath of colonial rule. 
Indian English drama has grown into a dynamic and evolving 
genre, shaped by historical, political, social, and cultural 
realities. Beyond the works of major dramatists like Karnad, 
Tendulkar, Sircar, and Dattani, numerous playwrights have 
contributed to broadening its scope by addressing themes 
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ranging from history and religion to realism and social reform 
(Naik, 2009; Dharwadker, 2005). The increasing recognition of 
Indian English plays on international stages, particularly in 
Europe and America, demonstrates their global appeal and 
relevance (Chaudhuri, 2011). 

The trajectory of Indian drama reflects India’s shifting cultural 
landscape. Contemporary Indian English drama embodies a 
distinctly postcolonial identity, marked by the coexistence of 
Western theatrical techniques and indigenous traditions. Unlike 
classical Sanskrit drama, which adhered to ritualistic and 
aesthetic conventions, post-independence theatre presents 
hybrid forms that negotiate between colonial legacies and 
native sensibilities (Mukherjee, 2017). This hybridity 
underscores how art evolves in response to broader societal 
transformations, with theatre serving as a powerful mirror of 
cultural change. Modern Indian dramatists employ theatre as a 
space for experimentation, addressing issues such as class 
struggles, gender marginalisation, economic disparities, and 
fractured familial relationships (Reddy, 2013). Their works 
foreground the voices of the marginalised while simultaneously 
exploring universal human dilemmas, thereby reinforcing the 
relevance of drama as both an artistic and socio-political 
medium. Ultimately, contemporary Indian English drama 
stands as a testament to resilience and creativity in the 
postcolonial world, balancing tradition with innovation while 
paving the way for new artistic achievements. 
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CHAPTER 2 
Tradition in Transition: Negotiating 
Modernity and Cultural Memory in 
Contemporary Indian Drama 

By 
Priya R Kulkarni 

Overview 

Indian drama has consistently evolved through the interplay of 
tradition and modernity, shaping its artistic and thematic 
contours. This chapter explores the futuristic influence of this 
interplay by analysing how contemporary Indian dramatists 
blend traditional narrative structures with modern themes to 
create innovative theatrical expressions. Through comparative 
discussions, the chapter highlights the impact of classical Indian 
dramatic conventions juxtaposed with contemporary 
storytelling techniques. Additionally, the chapter investigates 
the influence of Western English literature on Indian drama, 
emphasising cross-cultural exchanges that offer new 
dimensions to its evolution. By examining recent Indian plays 
and their authors, this chapter provides a foundation for 
reimagining Indian drama in a globalised world. The insights 
presented here contribute to broader discussions on the 
adaptability of traditional dramatic elements within 
contemporary contexts, positioning Indian drama as a dynamic 
and evolving art form. 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1iVktDNQYpbG4bj0ytNuLsrifiwMBjDod9SYsoz1XFoY/edit?tab=t.0#heading=h.rwk5a969twap
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Introduction 

The evolution of Indian drama reflects a complex negotiation 
between tradition and modernity, creating a theatrical landscape 
that is both deeply rooted in classical conventions and receptive 
to contemporary sensibilities. Historically, Indian drama has 
been influenced by the Natyashastra, which outlines principles 
of dramaturgy that have shaped performance traditions for 
centuries (Bharata, trans. 2000). However, with globalisation 
and post-colonial transformations, modern Indian playwrights 
have sought to reinterpret these foundational elements to reflect 
present-day realities (Dharwadker, 2005). Indian drama has 
long been a dynamic interplay between tradition and modernity, 
continually evolving through internal innovations and external 
influences. The infusion of Western theatrical elements has 
significantly shaped contemporary Indian theatre, creating a 
fusion of indigenous narratives with global techniques. This 
evolution highlights a continuous process of adaptation, where 
traditional storytelling methods blend seamlessly with modern 
theatrical advancements. 

Indian drama also serves as a mirror of societal change, 
adapting to reflect historical shifts in politics, identity, gender 
roles, and philosophy. The transition from Sanskrit drama to 
folk traditions and then to colonial-era realism illustrates how 
drama has remained a vibrant space for cultural expression. 
Modern playwrights continue this tradition, weaving 
contemporary concerns such as migration, identity, and post-
colonial anxieties into traditional performance structures. The 
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fusion of past and present in dramatic expression allows Indian 
theatre to remain relevant while preserving its unique cultural 
heritage. 

The Interplay of Tradition and Modernity in Indian 
Drama 

The interaction between tradition and modernity in Indian 
drama is evident in the works of playwrights who bridge the 
classical with the contemporary. Traditional Indian theatre, 
including forms such as ‘Kathakali’, ‘Yakshagana’, and 
‘Kutiyattam’, has historically depicted mythological and 
religious themes (Richmond, Swann, & Zarrilli, 1990). 
However, modern playwrights have adapted these forms to 
address social, political, and psychological themes relevant to 
contemporary audiences. One of the foremost figures in this 
tradition is Girish Karnad, whose Hayavadana (1971) revisits 
an ancient folklore but addresses contemporary concerns 
regarding identity and human relationships (Lal, 1995). 
Similarly, Mahesh Dattani’s Final Solutions (1993) examines 
communal tensions in India, blending traditional dramatic 
conventions with a modern psychological depth (Mee, 2008). 
These plays demonstrate how Indian dramatists have 
successfully negotiated the balance between preserving 
tradition and embracing modern storytelling techniques. 

Badal Sircar’s Evam Indrajit (1971) provides another 
compelling example of how modern Indian drama incorporates 
both indigenous and Western influences. Drawing inspiration 
from absurdist theatre, Sircar challenges linear storytelling 
while infusing his work with Indian existentialist concerns. His 
use of minimalistic staging and non-conventional dramaturgy 
reshaped how Indian theatre is perceived and practiced. 
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The colonial era introduced Western dramaturgy, influencing 
structure and themes while inspiring Indian playwrights to 
explore contemporary issues. This period marked the beginning 
of a cross-cultural exchange that continues to shape Indian 
theatre today. While classical and folk forms such as 
‘Yakshagana’, ‘Kathakali’, and ‘Nautanki’ still thrive, 
contemporary playwrights incorporate modern storytelling 
techniques to address pressing social, political, and 
psychological issues. 

Contemporary Indian Dramatists: New Trajectories in 
Theatrical Expression 

Recent Indian dramatists have sought to expand the boundaries 
of theatrical storytelling by integrating indigenous traditions 
with experimental formats. The play Dollu, directed by Sagar 
Puranik, exemplifies this trend by exploring the conflict 
between preserving traditional folk arts and adapting to 
contemporary socio-economic realities (Sundar, 2022). 
Similarly, Utsavam (2024), a Telugu-language film, follows a 
protagonist’s efforts to revive Surabhi Natakalu, an age-old 
theatre tradition, within a contemporary framework (Krishnan, 
2024). Playwrights such as Neel Chaudhuri and Manav Kaul 
have contributed significantly to experimental Indian drama. 
Chaudhuri’s Still and Still Moving (2016) and Kaul’s Shakkar 
Ke Paanch Daane (2004) demonstrate an innovative use of 
space, dialogue, and narrative structures, pushing the 
boundaries of conventional storytelling (Mitra, 2021). These 
contemporary works highlight a significant departure from 
linear narratives, instead embracing fragmented, immersive, 
and intertextual techniques. 

The emergence of digital and multimedia theatre has further 
reshaped the landscape of Indian drama. With increasing 
accessibility to global audiences through streaming platforms 
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and virtual performances, Indian dramatists are expanding their 
reach. Playwrights like Abhishek Majumdar have experimented 
with hybrid theatre formats, combining video, live 
performance, and audience interactivity to create deeply 
engaging narratives. 

Western Influences and Cross-Cultural Adaptations 

The impact of Western literature and drama on Indian theatre is 
an important dimension of its evolution. During the colonial 
period, Indian dramatists encountered European theatrical 
traditions, leading to adaptations of Shakespearean and Greek 
dramatic conventions within Indian contexts (Dharwadker, 
2005). Theatre practitioners like Raj Bisaria pioneered the 
integration of Western realism with Indian storytelling 
traditions. His Theatre Arts Workshop (1966) and the 
Bhartendu Academy of Dramatic Arts (1975) were instrumental 
in introducing Western classics to Indian audiences while 
encouraging indigenous innovation. 

Additionally, movements such as the Theatre of Roots sought 
to decolonise Indian theatre by reintegrating indigenous 
performance traditions into modern plays. Badal Sircar’s Third 
Theatre emphasised minimalism, direct actor-audience 
engagement, and outdoor performances, challenging the 
proscenium stage dominant in Western drama. His innovative 
techniques continue to influence street theatre and experimental 
productions across India. 

Cross-cultural adaptations have become a defining feature of 
contemporary Indian drama. A recent example is the 
Mahabharata adaptation by Toronto’s Why Not Theatre, 
directed by Ravi Jain and Miriam Fernandes, which premiered 
at the Perth Festival in 2025. This production blended Eastern 
and Western artistic traditions, incorporating Indian classical 
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dance, shadow play, Baroque opera, and modern digital 
elements, making the ancient epic accessible to global 
audiences. 

The Evolving Landscape of Staging, Performance, and 
Audience Engagement in Indian English Drama 

Indian English drama has evolved significantly in recent years, 
embracing modern staging techniques, innovative performance 
styles, and interactive audience engagement while preserving 
the rich traditions of Indian theatre. This transformation has 
allowed playwrights to bridge the gap between classical 
storytelling and contemporary narratives, making drama a 
multifaceted experience that extends beyond textual 
representation. As an educator and researcher in English 
literature and performance studies, I have observed how 
suggestive elements in modern Indian English drama play a 
crucial role in shaping visual aesthetics, performative intensity, 
and audience interaction, ultimately redefining how theatre is 
experienced. 

Reimagining Staging: Space as a Living Narrative 

In contemporary Indian English drama, staging is no longer a 
passive backdrop but an active participant in storytelling. 
Playwrights and directors are redefining spatial dynamics by 
using minimalist sets, immersive environments, and digital 
projections to create suggestive atmospheres rather than relying 
on elaborate physical props. This shift enables the audience to 
interpret meaning through visual symbolism, where staging 
becomes a metaphorical extension of the play’s themes. For 
instance, Mahesh Dattani’s Dance Like a Man employs split 
staging to juxtapose past and present narratives seamlessly. The 
stage becomes a fluid space where generational conflicts unfold 
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simultaneously, suggesting that tradition and modernity coexist 
rather than oppose each other. Similarly, in Neel Chaudhuri’s 
Still and Still Moving, the absence of a fixed stage compels the 
audience to follow the actors, blurring the line between 
spectator and performer. The suggestive use of transitional 
lighting, shifting platforms, and interactive staging transforms 
theatre into an experiential space rather than a static visual 
spectacle. 

A remarkable aspect of modern Indian English drama is the 
redefinition of performance spaces. Theatre is no longer 
confined to conventional proscenium stages; instead, it is being 
performed in black-box theatres, public parks, intimate studio 
spaces, and even virtual platforms. This spatial innovation 
allows greater flexibility in storytelling, where sets transform 
dynamically, adapting to different perspectives, moods, and 
audience interactions. Rajat Kapoor’s Hamlet: The Clown 
Prince, for example, uses a circular stage with movable props 
to signify the chaotic mental state of the protagonist, allowing 
the physical space to mirror the psychological turmoil of the 
character. 

Theatrical Performance: A Blend of Physical Expression 
and Symbolism 

Performance in Indian English drama has transcended 
conventional realism, incorporating abstract movements, non-
linear storytelling, and experimental expressions to convey 
deeper thematic undertones. The integration of Indian classical 
and folk performance traditions with modern experimental 
theatre techniques has led to a more dynamic and layered 
performance style, where suggestion replaces explicit 
representation. For example, in Faezeh Jalali’s Shikhandi: The 
Story of the In-Betweens, actors use body language, 
choreographed movements, and collective formations to depict 
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fluid gender identities, rather than relying on dialogue to 
explain the theme. This suggestive use of performance enables 
the audience to engage with the play on a symbolic and intuitive 
level, making the experience deeply immersive and thought-
provoking. 

Moreover, Indian English dramas now integrate physical 
theatre elements inspired by Jerzy Grotowski’s “poor theatre” 
and Antonin Artaud’s “Theatre of Cruelty”, where the actor’s 
body becomes the central expressive tool. This technique can 
be seen in Abhishek Majumdar’s Pah-La, where performers use 
controlled breathing, gestures, and martial-arts-inspired 
movements to depict political resistance and spiritual 
transformation. By using performance as a suggestive element, 
the play transcends textual storytelling, allowing the audience 
to absorb meaning through action and emotion rather than 
through explicit exposition. 

Another crucial performance innovation in Indian English 
drama is the use of multilingualism as a performative tool. 
Instead of confining characters to a single linguistic register, 
playwrights incorporate Hindi, Bengali, Tamil, and regional 
dialects alongside English, using language shifts to suggest 
cultural hybridity, generational divides, and socio-political 
tensions. In Manav Kaul’s Shakkar Ke Paanch Daane, the 
protagonist’s rhythmic shifts between English and vernacular 
languages serve as a suggestive element that reflects his 
fragmented identity, making language a dynamic performative 
act rather than just a medium of communication. 

Breaking the Fourth Wall: Audience Engagement as a 
Narrative Device 

One of the most significant developments in Indian English 
drama is its reinvention of audience engagement, moving from 



26 

passive spectatorship to active participation. The traditional 
notion of the fourth wall has been replaced by interactive 
storytelling techniques, where audiences are encouraged to 
become co-creators of the dramatic experience. In 
contemporary productions like Quasar Thakore Padamsee’s A 
Peasant of El Salvador, actors frequently step out of their roles 
to directly address the audience, breaking the illusion of fiction 
and forcing spectators to engage with the political themes on a 
critical level. This Brechtian alienation technique prevents 
emotional detachment, ensuring that theatre remains a site of 
intellectual and ideological discourse rather than just an 
entertainment medium. 

Similarly, immersive theatre productions, such as those by The 
Tadpole Repertory, use site-specific performances, where 
audience members are allowed to move through different 
spaces, interact with actors, and even influence the progression 
of the story. This form of theatre fosters suggestive storytelling, 
where the audience’s presence, movements, and responses 
shape the performance, making each experience unique and 
unpredictable. Another groundbreaking form of audience 
engagement in Indian English drama is digital and virtual 
participation. With the rise of live-streamed performances, 
interactive social media storytelling, and VR-based theatre, 
audiences are now able to comment, vote on narrative choices, 
and even participate in hybrid digital-physical productions. 
Ravi Jain’s adaptation of Mahabharata (2025) incorporates live 
audience feedback, where viewers’ online interactions 
influence character developments and scene progressions, 
making theatre a fluid, evolving art form rather than a fixed 
script. 



27 

Suggestive Elements and the Fusion of Modernity with 
Tradition 

Modern Indian English drama thrives on intertextuality, where 
classical mythologies, folk narratives, and historical legends are 
woven into contemporary themes. This fusion creates a multi-
layered dramatic form, where traditional narratives serve as 
symbolic references rather than direct retellings. For example, 
in Girish Karnad’s Bali: The Sacrifice, the suggestive use of 
ritualistic chants, temple architecture, and abstract 
choreography elevates the psychological and moral dilemmas 
faced by the characters. The audience is not given direct 
answers but is encouraged to interpret the unfolding events 
through symbolic gestures and layered meanings. This ability 
to suggest rather than dictate meaning makes contemporary 
Indian English drama more philosophically engaging and 
artistically profound. Moreover, playwrights are increasingly 
using sound design, lighting contrasts, and minimalism as 
suggestive elements that amplify emotions, time shifts, and 
thematic conflicts. Deepan Sivaraman’s The Cabinet of Dr. 
Caligari, for instance, relies heavily on shadow play, 
intermittent silences, and fragmented dialogue to create a 
dream-like, psychological experience, where meaning is not 
stated outright but is left to the audience’s imagination.  

The transformation of staging, performance, and audience 
engagement in Indian English drama signifies a paradigm shift 
where suggestive elements take precedence over conventional 
storytelling techniques. The integration of minimalist staging, 
symbolic performance styles, and interactive audience 
participation ensures that Indian theatre remains relevant, 
experimental, and deeply immersive. As Indian dramatists 
continue to explore hybrid storytelling methods, blending 
traditional aesthetics with technological advancements, the 
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future of Indian English drama promises to be both deeply 
rooted in heritage and boldly forward-thinking. The use of 
suggestion rather than direct representation makes modern 
theatre an intellectually stimulating and emotionally resonant 
art form, ensuring that drama continues to engage, challenge, 
and transform audiences in the years to come. 

Conclusion 

Indian drama remains a vibrant and evolving art form, 
continually negotiating the balance between tradition and 
modernity. As illustrated by contemporary playwrights and 
directors, the integration of classical elements with modern 
storytelling techniques ensures the continued relevance of 
Indian drama. Moreover, the influence of Western literary 
traditions has provided new perspectives, allowing Indian 
dramatists to experiment with form and content. By embracing 
digital innovations, interdisciplinary approaches, and global 
narratives, Indian drama can carve out new trajectories that 
honour its past while envisioning a dynamic future. 

References 

Bhattacharya, N. (2011). Theatres of Independence: Drama, 
Theory, and Urban Performance in India since 1947. Oxford 
University Press. 

Dharwadker, A. (2005). Theatres of Independence: Drama, 
Theory, and Urban Performance in India since 1947. 
University of Iowa Press. 

Jain, R., & Fernandes, M. (2023). Mahabharata: A 
Reimagining. Toronto: Why Not Theatre. 

Krishnan, R. (2024). Utsavam: Reviving Telugu Theatre 
Traditions. Hyderabad: Natyashala Publications. 



29 

Mee, E. (2008). Theatre of Roots: Redirecting the Modern 
Indian Stage. Seagull Books. 

Mitra, M. (2021). Experimental Theatre in India: Trends and 
Innovations. Palgrave Macmillan. 

Sundar, S. (2022). Folk Performance and Cultural 
Sustainability in India. Sage Publications. 

  



30 

CHAPTER 3 
Patriarchal Power and the Subaltern 
Woman’s Struggle for Identity: 
Narratives of Resistance and Collapse 

By 
Naheed Aktar 

Overview 

The cultural constructs of patriarchy still shape women's lives, 
normalising positions, behaviours, and identities that oppress 
them. A general interpretation claims that women have been 
able to resist patriarchal domination. However, these protests 
invariably fail, leaving them perpetually on the back foot. 
Notably, a woman's assertion of identity becomes another form 
of oppression under the weight of social norms labelling them 
unconventional. The perspectives on women's liberation are 
primarily symbolic. Thus, it is an inaccurate representation of 
women's daily lives and experiences. In fact, women's 
liberation is effortlessly met with more patriarchal control even 
in the safety of their homes. Independent women are rejected, 
ridiculed, and blamed, calling them bold, ruthless, and 
irresponsible. In almost all cases, women who do establish 
some autonomies are left with damaged relationships and 
experience social isolation. They get anxious, socially awkward 
and bear the burden of guilt for demanding autonomy. Even the 
discourses on women's empowerment are a protective cover for 
women’s failed resistance, rather than verifying that the 
existence of patriarchy is still actively alive. 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1iVktDNQYpbG4bj0ytNuLsrifiwMBjDod9SYsoz1XFoY/edit?tab=t.0#heading=h.rwk5a969twap
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This study confronts these tensions to communicate the 
contradictions of women's liberation rhetoric. It discusses the 
threats to silence women's harsh experiences when they strive 
hard to get education, empowerment, and establishment. It 
shows that the contradictions between symbolic power and the 
experience of powerlessness ultimately recognise the insecurity 
and eventual failure of resistance against an entrenched 
patriarchal authority. As Mary Wollstonecraft revealed, even 
education as a tool of emancipation remained bound by 
patriarchal limits; as Simone de Beauvoir argued, women’s 
identities continue to be constructed as the “Other” despite 
claims of liberation; and as Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak 
exposed, the subaltern woman remains unheard, her 
experiences overwritten by the very structures that profess 
empowerment. 

Keywords 

Patriarchy and Feminism; Women’s Liberation; Symbolic 
Empowerment; Epistemic Resistance; Subaltern Voice; 
Gendered Power Structures.  

Introduction 

It is dissonant to live in a world where women’s liberation is 
celebrated but frequently co-opted by chronic patriarchal 
systems. Government policy, media, and social discourse 
profess autonomy, equity, and empowerment linked to 
women’s liberation, yet largely act as surface-level 
representations to mask the fact that women remain managed in 
their choices, actions, and identities. Women exhibiting 
independence from men are often met with social punishment, 
alienation, or ridicule, only to highlight where patriarchal 
systems require adherence to conformity while suggesting 
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autonomy. Although there is a disparity between the cause 
toward liberation and lived experience, that is the limit of 21st-
century feminist rhetoric, as promising liberation is still 
fundamentally not full, only negotiated through the persistence 
of patriarchal systems. 

Women who express independence or challenge normative 
gender roles often risk experiencing social retaliation, 
derogatory behaviour, or exclusion. Often, this behaviour 
demonstrates how a patriarchal system operates perniciously to 
produce forced conformity under the pretext of being “free” 
(Edström, 2024; Faludi, 1991). Resistance might happen in the 
domestic domain, workplace, or public contexts; autonomous 
women are labelled "bold," "ruthless," or "irresponsible," 
suggesting attempts at acting with agentic behaviour might be 
averted. Ultimately, the difference between the promise of 
liberation and the actual lived experience of women's everyday 
lives can reveal the shortcomings of contemporary feminist 
discussions of emancipation, as liberation is often negotiated 
from oppressive contexts rather than experienced fully. 

A historical and theoretical lens supports this paradox. For 
example, Wollstonecraft wrote of education being an 
emancipating force eligible only under the guise of patriarchal 
conditions (Wollstonecraft, 1792, A Vindication of the Rights of 
Woman); de Beauvoir argued that women continue to be 
socially identified as the "Other," despite claims of 
emancipation (de Beauvoir, 1949, The Second Sex); and Spivak 
contends that subaltern women are often on the margins of 
debate, with their struggles eclipsed by narratives of 
empowerment in dominant spaces (Spivak, 1988, "Can the 
Subaltern Speak?"). 

Although Wollstonecraft wrote in the 18th century, her critique 
is profoundly relevant for today’s educational systems that 
bring to bear male, Eurocentric, and hierarchical epistemologies 
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against which women and other subordinated groups are 
devalued and marginalised. Contemporary theorists like Jane 
Roland Martin and advocates of Indigenous epistemologies 
build on Wollstonecraft’s vision by stating that empowerment 
involves not just access to education but the content, values, and 
means of education wherein diverse experiences and 
knowledge are recognised and valued to help shape 
independent, critically engaged learners. 

An approach to inquiry in education is needed that can develop 
different "habits of mind" together with marginalised 
perspectives. For example, there are different approaches to 
knowing that are displaced by the dominant Eurocentrism, a 
masculinist perspective. In education, a model could include 
working and being educated from a naturalist epistemology, 
which develops new ways for education together, valuing all 
experiences and knowledge, instead of prioritising "scientific" 
inquiry. This process begins with re-imagining knowledge from 
different experiences, what different ways of knowing could be, 
and adjusting inquiry to build on those experiences instead of 
discounting them. Martin's review of "scientific" inquiry and 
naturalist epistemology, and our suggestion of Indigenous 
epistemology, speaks to a larger critique that privilege, 
marginalises or excludes experiences based on epistemologies 
developed under misogynist and anti-feminist ideologies. For 
the student, educator, and researcher, educational institutions 
and organisations need to consider where they will be complicit 
pedagogically in power relations, curriculum, organisation, and 
evaluation systems. In recognising and valuing other ways of 
knowing, the educator makes space for agency and autonomy, 
rather than relying on agency through an individual's ability to 
follow the established outcomes or curriculum; instead, they 
create pathways to engage with other forms or systems of 
inquiry, knowledge, thinking, and ways to assess learning and 
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development based on experience. Alana is well aware of the 
implications of educational epistemology, values, and power 
for women, Aboriginal young women, and girls and has taken 
up possible ways to enable young Aboriginal girls' agency and 
autonomy within education. 

De Beauvoir appears to have anticipated what is referred to as 
the "glass ceiling," the imperceptible barrier preventing women 
from attaining the highest ranks within organisations. She also 
discusses the concept of the marriage "market." It is remarkable 
how closely De Beauvoir's analysis anticipates many insights in 
the economics of gender literature today (Bodkin, 2011). 

Upon citing de Beauvoir (1949, Vol. II, pp. 650-651) through 
Bodkin (2011), it is noted that "the commercial exchanges…are 
conditioned by the value that the merchandise offered takes on 
for the buyer and the seller." This observation emphasises the 
important triggering point in women's economic activity, where 
even though women are working to provide for basic physical 
needs of food, shelter or education for family members, the 
economic value of their labour is not inherent but instead is 
socially and structurally conditioned and based. The value of 
women's labour is socially constructed and regulated by market 
and economic practices, and social structures; it is often narrow 
and commodified to reflect a characterisation that serves 
patriarchy. 

From a contemporary position, this means that women's 
economic empowerment, although it serves to meet survival 
and livelihood needs, does not necessarily empower or reflect 
true independence. Patriarchy yields control over the economic 
value of women's work, while also controlling women's 
autonomy to determine what to do with the revenue they earn 
and the authority to give or even spend the revenue they earn. 
For instance, many women earn revenue, but decision-making 
over how and to what degree of control and autonomy should 
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remain with the male authority structure of a household or 
institution. 

De Beauvoir's observation can therefore be restructured, then 
expanded upon. A key reference illustrating this 'double bind' 
of women’s liberation being appropriated by patriarchal 
structures is Albena Azmanova's article, Empowerment as 
Surrender: How Women Lost the Struggle for Emancipation as 
They Won Equality and Inclusion (2016). While celebrating the 
feminist mobilisation of women achieving legal equality and 
inclusion, she shows that this has often been appropriated by 
neoliberalism and has not altered the underlying power 
structure. Instead of dismantling the patriarchal structure, much 
of the rhetoric associated with empowerment has claimed to 
uphold the patriarchal structure, whereby women have gained 
formal equality, but not the broader struggle for emancipation. 
Azmanova's work articulates the theoretical discussions of how 
empowerment can act as a mechanism of control rather than a 
liberating force. Her work signals the limits of contemporary 
feminist rhetoric's gap between liberators' promise and women's 
lived experience. Azmanova engages with the notion of 
subordination, a thread that has been woven into the fabric of 
conversation over time, but she strengthens or sharpens that 
idea by differentiating between relational and systemic 
domination. The historical struggles of women against 
subordination were largely aimed at disrupting relational 
domination, the unequal positioning of women in relation to 
men in the sub-structure of social life. Relational domination is 
based on the uneven distribution of material and symbolic 
resources that privileged men, but excluded women. Through 
campaigns for access to education, suffrage, property rights, 
and employment, women made undeniable headway by 
enshrining equality and inclusion. 
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This orientation toward inclusion into existing social well-being 
curtailed the emancipatory potential of the feminist movement. 
When women advocated for equality in existing structures of 
capitalism, liberal democracy, and modern professional 
hierarchies, they accepted the functional imperatives of such 
systems, rather than contesting them. As Azmanova (2016) 
observes, emancipation depends on addressing systemic 
domination, the subordination of all men and women to the 
imperatives of a socio-economic order that prescribes 
definitions of success, productivity, and well-being. In this 
sense, women gained equality but lost emancipation- their 
uneven success was framed as entering power structures that are 
pre-given, rather than overthrowing the established order of 
social structures. 

In Can the Subaltern Speak? Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak 
(1988) argues that the colonial and patriarchal roles together 
silence marginalised women. She uses the example of sati 
(bride immolation), where the act of 'suicide' is defined for the 
woman by others who ignore the woman and her social-political 
context. Spivak critiques both colonial and indigenous 
patriarchal processes for silencing the subaltern woman, 
claiming the subaltern woman is doubly oppressed: socially by 
colonial powers imposing foreign practices and actions, and 
politically by patriarchal indigenous practices of restricting 
access to and action of autonomy. Therefore, the subaltern 
woman's voice is generally absent in dominant discourse. 

The feminist demand for self-determination is about becoming 
the authors of our own lives, navigating contradictory systems 
of rule. Mary Wollstonecraft’s claim, “I do not wish them 
[women] to have power over men; but over themselves” (1792), 
represents the earliest feminist demand for autonomy. 
However, in postcolonial settings, autonomy is met with 
systemically countered, unfinished iterative processes—
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decolonisation, reparative justice, and environmental 
sustainability—in connection as they contest Western 
hegemonic discourses. Their narratives and conceptual lenses 
contribute to the next narratives as they assert authority over 
themselves, existence, and communities of being. 

People who choose to hide are more susceptible to backlash, 
suggesting that reputational questions matter most for their 
behaviour. Lastly, we explore a range of policies that could help 
minimise backlash and find that reframing empowerment 
programs to highlight greater benefits to the community is 
effective at reducing backlash against the empowered 
individuals. The struggles of women are perpetuated in the 
perspectives that portray women as brutal rulers, or rather, 
rascals ruining their families. These generalised fairy tales 
about women popularise misinterpretations of women’s 
pursuits of liberation. These baseless accusations create hatred 
for women in society, which leads to the belief that women are 
the culprits of contaminating traditional values by being self-
dependent. Women are also blamed for harming the family 
peace. The original writings of feminist scholarship on gender 
can be linked to works such as Simone de Beauvoir's The 
Second Sex (1949), which challenged the way women were 
culturally and historically constructed and provided a basis for 
later discussions.   

Houston and Kramarae (1991) maintain that women are 
consistently silenced through exclusion, trivialization, the 
appropriation of their ideas, and male control of the means of 
communication. They emphasise that this silencing is not 
incidental, but rather an effect of patriarchal power. They also 
demonstrate how women resist by establishing alternative 
spaces, reclaiming their voices, and accomplishing solidarity; 
ultimately, they challenge the systems regulating who is 
allowed to speak. 
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This position serves as the voice of Spivak today, extending 
Spivak's original question "Can the Subaltern Speak?" (1988) 
to current understandings of gendered communications. 
Houston and Kramarae (1991) place Muted Group Theory in 
context and use it to examine how women are routinely muted. 
Muted Group Theory "holds that language reflects the social 
construction of male-dominated standards and is anything but 
neutral" (Houston and Kramarae, 1991, p. 233). Houston and 
Kramarae explain that language systematically disengages 
attention from women’s experiences, knowledge, and choices 
of expression, as these are often excluded, impartial, or silenced 
using dominant systems of communication. On a practical level, 
women may find articulating their experiences threatening or 
risky, resulting in their social invisibility or their value being 
ignored. 

According to Muted Group Theory, women create alternative 
pathways of communication to describe their bodies and 
experiences in contexts of social silencing. This may include 
inventing counter-linguistic forms, using indirect speech 
patterns, and creating spaces of communication to provide 
contexts where other women can chat and share experiences. 
Formal examples include groups of women; informal examples 
might include "kitchen-table" conversations or women's 
networks. Houston and Kramarae (1991) note that it is 
important to understand women's experiences as a tactic of 
using language to analyse both everyday interactions and 
institutional responses in the media or social discourse, where 
male-centred language dominates meaning. 

These ideas are supported in current work by showcasing how 
women's rights and women's empowerment can be co-opted, 
misrepresented, or even constrained by patriarchal ideologies in 
societal and structural forces (Human Rights Watch, 2023; 
Kandiyoti, 1988). In this manner, the popularisation of women's 
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emancipation exists to discount and conceal the inequality of 
women's everyday lives, where autonomy is negotiable, 
resistance is pathologised, and autonomy is epistemologically 
conditioned, ultimately nourishing the legacies of patriarchal 
oppression. As shown by Human Rights Watch (2023) and 
elaborated through Kandiyoti’s (1988) theory of “patriarchal 
bargains,” the very discourse of women’s rights and 
empowerment can be harnessed to shore up, not dismantle, 
patriarchal control. If what it means to be empowered is re-
conceptualised as individual achievement and compliant with 
existing economic and social orders, it can cease to be 
emancipatory and instead become another measure of 
discipline: women are “free” as long as they can demonstrate 
acceptable forms of productivity, respectability or “good 
citizenship.” In such a context, women’s resistance is 
pathologised as irrational, radical, or culturally destructive; 
autonomy becomes predicated on women showing their utility 
to patriarchal institutions and neoliberal markets. 

This co-optation also operates epistemically. By determining 
which kinds of knowledge, behaviour, and aspirations are 
‘legitimate,’ dominant discourses produce a hierarchy of 
women’s experiences in which some voices are glorified as, 
indeed, “empowered,” while others are erased or recast into 
notions of deviance. Autonomy, therefore, is not only 
constrained by material limitations but also by the thoughts 
available to express it. Furthermore, programmes with 
emancipation or even empowerment in mind but founded 
purely on Western or so-called masculinist notions of agency 
risk omitting ways to realise collective, relational, or culturally 
felt autonomy. Using Kandiyoti's conceptual tools, we thus 
need to pose the question not only of whether women can access 
rights and opportunities, but on what terms those rights are 
made accessible, and how they are defined. If empowerment is 
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granted as a deal—conditional upon reproducing patriarchal 
norms of family, work or citizenship—then it feeds the very 
legacies that it professes to overturn. True emancipation, on the 
other hand, would require the transformation of the underlying 
structures of valuation, legitimacy and voice, so that women's 
autonomy is recognised on its own terms rather than being 
treated as a conditional or something pathological. 

Analysis/Discussion 

The analysis highlights the paradox of contemporary feminist 
and educational discussions, the simultaneous existence of a 
celebrated liberation alongside patriarchal control. Assuming 
that we are all familiar with the exaltation around feminism, 
policy, media, and institutional rhetoric purport women's 
freedom and empowerment, but ordinary women's lived 
experiences illustrate a whole other perspective, where these 
narratives are often negotiated in ways that still manage and 
limit women's options. As Edström (2024) and Faludi (1991) 
have described, the subtle ways patriarchy reinforces its control 
by rebranding forms of control as liberation, punishing non-
compliance under claims of being enabled or agentive. 

This trend is neither new nor isolated. Historical and theoretical 
lenses, from Wollstonecraft's (1792) claim for education as a 
potential but conditional force of emancipation, to de 
Beauvoir's (1949) claim of woman as the "Other" and Spivak's 
(1988) concerns for the erasure of the subaltern, all highlight a 
long-standing history of feminist thought recognizing an 
assumed right or access to certain rights or resources does not 
necessarily guarantee emancipation, it can be hijacked, 
reconceptualised, or constrained within patriarchal logics. This 
shifts the focus from whether or not women are "liberated" to 
how the construction of liberation is lived and resisted. In an 
educational context, this paradox not only emerges in access but 
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in epistemology - the “how” and “what” of knowledge. As 
Martin and Indigenous scholars argue, if we want to empower 
students in education, we cannot simply include them in an 
established curriculum; we need to change the knowledge, 
values, and ways of evaluating education in ways that do not 
impose implicit or explicit categorist hierarchies of legitimate 
knowledge and forms of knowing. If we do not risk perpetuating 
the same assumptions that Wollstonecraft wrote about, 
marginalised groups, particularly Aboriginal girls and women, 
will continue to understand themselves as learners to fit into 
dominant moral, social, or normative structures, rather than as 
co-creators of educational knowledge and norms. 

The implications for educators, researchers, and institutions are 
substantial. If we intend to encourage agency- rather than 
constraining agency - pedagogical practices must go further 
than simply privileging "scientific" inquiry, significantly 
adopting naturalist, Indigenous, and other marginal 
epistemologies. This involves examining how power relations 
emerge in curriculum design, assessment, and institutional 
design, and how power relations shape what counts as 
legitimate knowledge and achievement. Alana's work with 
Aboriginal girls illustrates how this can be put in practice, 
creating educational spaces that foster the epistemic agency of 
the students; valuing students lived and embodied experiences; 
and providing opportunities for students to develop habits of 
mind that both analyse and are critically engaged 
independently. Therefore, when we talk about the women’s 
liberation movement in relation to schooling, the idea is not 
about equal opportunities, but about transforming the structures 
of producing knowledge itself. Feminist visions of liberation 
can only be more than mere rhetoric if we deal with the 
epistemological and institutional foundations of patriarchal 
control. This reconceptualisation of inquiry, curriculum, and 
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pedagogy may help to close the space that exists between the 
potential of emancipation and the lived realities of women’s 
experiences so that there may be more space for a more 
authentic autonomy and collective empowerment. 

De Beauvoir's comments about women's economic functions 
resonate with contemporary discussions in feminist economics. 
For example, de Beauvoir invoked: “Commercial 
exchanges…are conditioned by the value that the merchandise 
offered takes on for the buyer and the seller” (de Beauvoir, 
1949, Vol. II, pp. 650-651, cited in Bodkin, 2011). A reasoning 
similar to her comment on value works alongside examples of 
both a “glass ceiling” and a “marriage market,” both of which 
are increasingly popular metaphors used in gender-economics 
literature. As the analysis above demonstrates, the economic 
value of women's labour is constructed from a social and 
structural position rather than being "natural". As a result, 
women's work is funnelled and commodified, thereby framing 
women's work as serving patriarchal interests, but not 
autonomy or agency. Even when women earn an income, those 
who are patriarchal in their orientation regularly mediate 
decisions regarding how that income can be spent or who in a 
community or household has decision-making authority 
regarding the income earned by a woman. In this way, the 
economic freedom professed as a result of women participating 
in the public economy is quickly diminished through a complex 
reality of patriarchal norms and gendered expectations. 

Azmanova (2016) expands on this critique by revealing a 
"double bind" of empowerment in the context of neoliberal and 
patriarchal systems. She demonstrates that while feminist 
struggles have made real advances in legal equality and 
inclusion, these advances have generally been absorbed into the 
existing capitalist and patriarchal logics rather than changing 
either logic. In her theorisation, women have been successful in 
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contesting relational domination; the position of women in 
relation to men and the differential access to resources, rights, 
and opportunities, yet have left systemic domination 
unchallenged. Systemic domination refers to the socio-
economic order itself: its imperatives of productivity and 
competition, and its narrowly defined ideas of well-being, 
which subordinates everyone, but especially women. 

This framework brings to light a significant paradox in 
contemporary feminist discourse: struggles for inclusion and 
equality can presuppose and maintain the same institutional 
structures that undermine women. Feminists aiming to gain 
access to existing institutions and structures, whether they be 
capitalist labour markets, liberal democratic institutions, or the 
professional hierarchy, instead of challenging the systems and 
values they represent, risk having their achievements become 
controlling rather than emancipatory. In other words, equality 
that does not challenge structural inequality can become 
"empowerment as surrender," allowing for the reproduction of 
systems of patriarchal power in even more subtle forms that 
coincide more readily with the aggregation of market values. 

Taken together, de Beauvoir's initial assertions and Azmanova's 
more contemporary critique indicate these limits of liberation 
as merely access or inclusion, and suggest that real freedom 
requires a transition from negotiating space in patriarchal and 
neoliberal systems to challenging the systemic conditions that 
underpin both the economic and social spheres of life. For 
scholars and activists alike, this means interrogating not only 
who has access to resources or positions of power, but how the 
conditions of the criteria that produce and sustain value, success 
and autonomy are structured relative to systemic conditions. 
Only by working on this deeper level of systemic domination, 
that is, by challenging the structural barriers to domination, can 
feminist movements go beyond equality provided only by the 
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state to merely attending to substantive emancipation, the type 
of freedom that has been imagined, if not yet achieved, since 
Wollstonecraft's era. 

The comparison of Spivak’s (1988) Can the Subaltern Speak? 
Wollstonecraft's (1792) call for self-rule and the Muted Group 
Theory proposed by Houston & Kramarae (1991) displays an 
ongoing strand in feminist scholarship; the tension between 
autonomy as an intent and the systemic silencing that impedes 
its fulfilment. Spivak’s discussion of sati demonstrates how 
colonial and indigenous patriarchal systems converge at the 
intersection of women's actions and meanings to exert power 
over them and, thus, make her doubly invisible. The insistence 
from Wollstonecraft for women to pursue “power over 
themselves,” not men, illustrates that autonomy has been a core 
feminist concern, and yet autonomy remains within "unfinished 
iterative processes" in postcolonial contexts of decolonisation, 
reparative justice, and sustainability as hegemonic discourses 
prescribe all work. 

The resistance to, and attempted disempowering of, women 
highlighted in this discussion resonates with some of the forms 
of silencing. Stigmatising women as “rascals” who destroy 
families or tradition serves as a cultural silencing strategy 
targeted at women and their self-determination, and it reveals 
how power structures often portray women's self-determination 
as reckless or unproductive. These silencing mechanisms 
resonate with what Houston & Kramarae (1991) describe as the 
“muting” of women's voice through processes of exclusion 
from decision-making, the trivialisation of women's 
contributions, and allowing men to dominate frameworks of 
acceptable communicative practices. Language itself, thereby, 
is not neutral and reflects male-dominated symbol systems 
which disengage with women’s knowledge and lived 
experiences. In sum, we are doubly invisible, both at the 
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structural level of access to be able to speak, and symbolically 
with respect to what language counts as legitimate. 

However, as both Spivak and Houston & Kramarae point out, 
women do not just go quiet but find different practices for 
communicating. Informal networks, “kitchen-table” 
conversations, and women’s groups exemplify counter-
linguistic forms of supportive environments that open ways for 
women to name experiences that otherwise would go unsaid. 
These practices are more than just coping; they are epistemic 
resistance to reclaim agency over the means of expression to 
extend the boundaries of legitimated discourse. In this way, 
counter-publics offer a contemporary extension to Spivak’s 
question: not only can "the subaltern speak?” but in which 
spaces and on what terms can marginalised women speak? 

This thinking illustrates an important implication for feminist 
scholarship and policy as it relates to contemporary initiatives. 
Programs framed as “empowerment” risk perpetuating 
silencing if they do not attend to the communicative and 
epistemic dimensions of power. Reducing backlash is not just a 
matter of reframing benefits to the community; it is about 
changing the underpinning norms, language, narratives, and 
institutional arrangements of who gets heard and who does not. 
Building alternative means of speech, valuing diversity in 
linguistic forms, and legitimising women’s informal networks 
as legitimate sites of knowledge are necessary steps towards 
achieving the autonomy that Wollstonecraft conceived and 
which subaltern women demand today. 

Conclusion 

Over time, and spanning more than two centuries of feminist 
thought, from Wollstonecraft’s urging women to seek “power 
over themselves,” through de Beauvoir’s critique of woman as 
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the “Other” and Spivak’s enquiry on whether the subaltern can 
speak, we see a persistent theme emerge: formal equality and 
inclusion don’t necessarily mean emancipation. As Kandiyoti 
(1988), Azmanova (2016), and Human Rights Watch (2023) 
show, much of the contemporary conversation of women’s 
rights and empowerment operates under colonial, patriarchal, 
and neoliberal logics to commodify women’s labour, 
pathologise resistance, and mediate autonomy through forms of 
compliance. Liberation is therefore celebrated in words, but 
negotiated in practice with the structures of domination intact. 

This analysis also brings to light how knowledge itself is a part 
of these processes. Education, communications, and policy are 
not neutral sites; they are contexts where dominant 
epistemologies and languages erase or silence women’s 
experiences and women enact their own alternatives and 
counter linguistic forms to assert their agency. 

If the meaning of empowerment, however unfitting, is defined 
or influenced by that which it sets out to transform, then we risk 
creating a new system of control, rather than engaging in a 
process of self-determination. As such, true liberation needs 
more than access to rights, an education, or markets; it requires 
a re-making of the very structures themselves that provide 
certain status and authority. To do this, we must dismantle the 
material barriers and, at the same time, create epistemic and 
communicative spaces that allow women to be authors of their 
own lives and knowledge. In acknowledging and empowering 
various forms of knowing, speaking, and organising, educators, 
policy-makers, and activists can begin to close the gap between 
emancipatory impetus and women's lived realities in the timbre 
of their daily lives. Only through such a system change is the 
feminist project a move from negotiated autonomy to genuine 
freedom. 
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CHAPTER 4 
Eco-Conscious Theatre: The 
Intersection of Ecology and Indian 
Drama 

By 
Mr. V Temuzion Kumuja  

&  
Ms. Roshan Jameer MD 

Overview 

The present research paper regards the integration of ecocritical 
perspectives into Indian drama, describing its historical 
evolution from ancient literary traditions to the contemporary 
practice of theatre. Ecocriticism, as a literary and cultural 
paradigm, analyses human experiences with nature, frequently 
covering subjects such as environmental justice, sustainable 
development, and critiques of industrialisation. It demonstrates 
how major Indian playwrights like Rabindranath Tagore, Girish 
Karnad, and Manjula Padmanabhan address ecological issues in 
their works and the socio-political implications of such 
environmental deterioration. Also discussed is the historical 
evolution of Indian drama-from the Vedic period to its post-
independence stages, with reference to how playwrights started 
interweaving modern ecological issues into their characters. A 
major thrust of the paper is to highlight how Indian drama raises 
ecological awareness by addressing the major ecocritical 
themes concerning the interdependence of nature and humanity, 
ethical responsibility, and critique of industrialisation. 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1iVktDNQYpbG4bj0ytNuLsrifiwMBjDod9SYsoz1XFoY/edit?tab=t.0#heading=h.rwk5a969twap
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Furthermore, it draws attention to ecocritical theorists 
Lawrence Buell and Cheryll Glotfelty, highlighting the 
influence their ideas have on literature and the environment. 
The focus of the paper is on urging how important the 
application of ecocritical perspectives within modern Indian 
theatre carries on its effective progression as it weaves ancient 
tales with contemporary ecological matters to cultivate an inner 
understanding of mankind's relation to the natural environment. 

Keywords: Ecocriticism, Sustainability, Marginalisation, & 
Indian Playwright 

Introduction 

Ecocritical Perspectives in Indian Drama imply the guidelines 
of viewing and investigating the relationship of human 
experiences and nature, as expressed in Indian plays. This 
critical framework finds its foundational roots in ancient Indian 
literary traditions, where nature plays a constructive part in 
storytelling and conception has evolved through centuries to 
cope with the modern ecological problems today. Notable 
writers like Rabindranath Tagore and Girish Karnad have 
actively contributed to this discourse by integrating themes of 
environmental justice, sustainable development, and the 
critique of industrialisation into their work that harmonises with 
the modern audience crippled with the aftermath of climate 
change and ecological degradation (Kumar, 2023; Mondal, 
2024; Jameer, 2025) 

The time of resurgence-in-ecocriticism, that is, the influx of a 
school of thought, to help address the burning issues concerning 
the environment - endowed Indian playwrights to mould their 
creative piece in accordance with the issues at hand using 
innovative narrative and stage techniques. Multifaceted themes 
may include the human-nature interdependence, consequences 
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of ecological imbalance, and ethical consideration towards the 
environment (Bhaskaran, 2017). There is much to be said for 
Irish drama, which, in recent years, tends to address the plight 
of oppressed communities that are victimised by ecological 
catastrophes; this approach is foregrounding the social 
dimensions of ecological issues (Khurshied, 2024; Notesworld, 
2024). 

The mingling of ecological themes within Indian drama not 
only adds richness to the theatrical fabric but also raises 
common cognizance of the need for conservation measures and 
resource-sustaining methodologies. It takes this dynamic 
discourse to invite audiences to deliberate on their relationship 
with their surrounding environment and speaks to the socio-
political ramifications of the neglect of ecology in a rapidly 
changing world (Indiaworldview, 2023; Hathaway, 2024). 
Ecocritical Perspectives in Indian Drama emerge as a vital 
interplay of art, culture, and ecological awareness, an 
expressively significant terrain of investigation from a literary 
perspective and performance space. 

Most formative connections with ecocriticism in Indian drama 
date back to the ancient literary traditions of this subcontinent, 
where nature has played an integral role in the storytelling 
process. Originating with the Vedic stage, plays have 
historically served a didactic, informing, and entertaining 
function, mirroring the relationship between mankind and 
nature (Kumar, 2023; Jameer, 2025). To the delight of many, 
Bharatmuni’s Natyashastra is one of the oldest treatises on 
drama. Thus, it highlights the role of nature within productions. 

From the emergence of British colonialism, drama in India 
underwent tremendous transformation, increasingly imbibing 
influence from the outside world while grappling with its own 
traditions, with English being introduced oftentimes as a 
medium for dramatic expression, constituting one pivotal shift 
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in the thematic investigations of plays toward a more modern 
outlook on social justice and degradation of the environment 
(Kumar, 2023). Playwrights such as Rabindranath Tagore and 
Sri Aurobindo began crafting drama in English, hence laying 
the groundwork for the salutary evolution of Indian English 
drama, which later called into high relief ecological concerns 
through various forms of drama (Jameer, 2025). 

The post-independence era saw the beginning of a distinct 
tradition in Indian English drama. Writers like Girish Karnad 
narrated historical and cultural narratives as they began to 
introduce themes of nature and environmental crisis into their 
works. The modern Indian theatre movement which marks 
innovation and experimentation continues to build upon this 
foundation that addresses contemporary socio-political issues 
on every body's agenda, including the ecological crisis facing 
society today (Mondal, 2024). 

With the advancement of ecocriticism as a literary theory, these 
historical contexts provide varied angles through which 
literature and environment can be studied in Indian drama. The 
literary presentation of balance and imbalance within the 
ecology shows changes in perspectives towards nature and 
culture, yet motivates audiences to understand the current issues 
i.e., respective enjoyment of the theatrical piece (Rachel, 2023). 

Key Ecocritical Themes 

Interdependence of Nature and Humanity 

The close interrelation between nature and humans forms a 
foundation for the vast majority of ecocritical literature. 
Scholars contend that all beings have their rightful place in 
nature, and that human health is closely related to the balance 
of the environment (Khurshied, 2024). This intertwining is 
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depicted in various literature, where the characters face dire 
consequences thereof as a result of ecological degradation and 
the resultant over-exploitation of natural resources. 

Critique of Industrialisation 

Ecocritical perspectives often expose the detriments of 
industrialisation upon the ecology. Rapid growth of industrial 
activities has given rise to extremely severe ecological 
problems that include pollution, deforestation, and climate 
change (Khurshied, 2024; Notesworld, 2024). Renowned 
authors, such as Amitav Ghosh among others, dwell upon this 
theme in their writings focusing upon the adversities that 
accompany humanity's unfaltering urge for the advancement of 
technology over nature (Notesworld, 2024). 

Sustainable Development 

The basic premise in ecocritical literature is that a complex web 
of interdependence binds humans and nature. Scholars agree 
that every living creature depends heavily on each other and that 
the well-being of human life depends entirely upon the degree 
of balance in ecological and environmental one (Rachel, 2023). 
This interdependence has been widely portrayed in various 
genres for characters who either suffer from ecological 
degradation or are victims of the exploitation of natural 
resources. 

Environmental Justice 

Ecocritical often aimed their cloth on industrialisation and its 
destructive effects upon nature. The rapid industrial 
development has uniquely manifested many ecological forms of 
problems in society, including that of effluents and waste, 
deforestation, and weather changes (Nicholls, 2022). 
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Renowned authors, such as Amitav Ghosh among others, dwell 
upon this theme in their writings focusing upon the adversities 
that accompany humanity's unfaltering urge for the 
advancement of technology over nature. 

Ethical Responsibility 

The issue of humankind's ethical responsibility toward nature 
stands tall as one among several important threads woven 
through ecocritical discourse. This idea subverts an 
anthropocentric perception that makes human beings masters of 
nature while championing a little more symbiotic relationship 
between human beings and the ecological systems in which 
they dwell (Rachel, 2023; Khurshied, 2024). Through literary 
exploration, writers invariably ask for reflection on the values 
and behaviour of humankind towards the natural world, 
emphasising the maintenance of stewardship and caring for 
creation. 

Notable Works 

Early Influences 

The groundwork for playwrights who infused lyrical beauty and 
symbolic meanings into early forms of Indian drama can safely 
be attributed to men like Rabindranath Tagore. With such plays 
as Red Oleanders and The Post Office, Tagore was not only 
arrested beside the individualistic liberation of man but also 
blooded in concepts related to nationalism and social justice 
(Pandey, 2019; Chauhan, 2019). His groundbreaking approach 
provided the foundation for theatre in which later playwrights 
could espouse their views on complex socio-political matters. 
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Contemporary Contributions 

The emergence of contemporary Indian drama is attributed to 
several playwrights who have brought ecological and social 
themes into their plots. The art-works also focus on isolation, 
social oppression and moral dilemmas that often plagued the 
common man in the dramatist-society (Indiaworldview, 2023; 
Hathaway, 2024). His plays provide an acute critique of the 
socio-political orientation of India, addressing the profound 
issues of caste discrimination and gender inequalities (Rai, 
2018). 

Girish Karnad interposes such pertinent modern-day issues with 
mytho-historical narratives of old, for instance, Yayati, which 
utilises a theme from the mythic Mahabharata. The play has 
been exhibited quite broadly throughout India and abroad and 
reflects the application of ancient lore in addressing modern 
issues, leading to rich ecological interpretations, as various 
critics have suggested (Nicholls, 2022; Radiocity, 2023). No 
doubt, through Karnad's work, it is evident how the Indian 
drama could blend historical themes with current societal 
issues. 

Recent Innovations 

So, other playwrights like Manjula Padmanabhan and Mahesh 
Dattani further sustained Indian English drama onto national 
platforms and certainly stages in other continents. The futuristic 
Harvest has received international recognition in dealing with 
environmental issues and relationships between human beings 
(StudyIQ, 2023; Boonruang2022). The works of Mahesh 
Dattani also turn traditional narratives on their heads, revisiting 
the issues of identity, sexuality, and cultural change, thereby 
adding further discourse to contemporary Indian theatre. 
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The cumulative tradition that a lot of these playwrights have 
established not only hastened Indian drama in making fresh 
inroads but also upped the exchange of what constitutes 
contemporary globalism, merging local narratives with 
universal themes. The trajectory of Indian drama has now come 
to reflect the scraps of a very vibrant history of negotiations, 
thus yielding a dynamic representation of ecological and 
cultural concerns begging for more and more research. 

Prominent Ecocritical Theorists 

Overview of Ecocritical Thought 

Ecocriticism has further evolved as a valid area of study, 
elucidating the relation between literature and the environment, 
a relationship that is now popularly referred to as the ecological 
movement. It constitutes a combination of a multitude of 
theories and visions exploring how texts incorporate ecological 
issues and transform the human-nature interaction. In this 
regard, major theorists, who are at the heart of this discourse, 
have tremendously added to the establishment and development 
of ecocritical principles. 

Key Figures in Ecocriticism 

Lawrence Buell 

Lawrence Buell is perhaps the best-known figure in the world 
of ecocriticism; his The Future of Environmental Criticism was 
published in 2005, a glowing testimony to his importance. It 
classifies an initial wave, an important historical dimension in 
his exposition-and the degenerating third and fourth waves-
where Buell depicts the changes that ecological thought has 
undergone while remaining a part of literary discourse. Buell's 
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insights have strongly influenced modern ecocritical discourse 
that bridges the alternating contours of ecology and literary 
narratives (Mallikarjun, 2023). 

Glotfelty and Rueckert 

Cheryll Glotfelty is often supposed to be the writer credited for 
having coined the term “ecocriticism” and is defined as “the 
study of the relationship between environment and literature.” 
She insists on the necessity of examining how texts illustrate 
concerns on environmental issues and the implications of such 
portrayals. According to William Rueckert, ecocriticism goes 
beyond what Glotfelty said, introducing neologisms and eco-
critical concepts so as to derive a theoretical framework for 
subsequent ecocritical scholarship  (Hathaway, 2024). 

Rayson K. Alex 

Rayson K. Alex has made huge strides in making humanity 
aware of ecocriticism in the Indian context. He distinguishes 
three phases of ecocriticism in India from Western-related 
ecocriticism, thereby placing this ecocriticism in context. His 
works also draw attention to the ancient Indian theories and 
texts that inform present ecological thought, showing how 
recent discourses on ecocriticism keep being born through 
various conferences and seminars in India (Nicholls, 2022). 

Contemporary Trends 

Contemporary Indian drama has integrated ecocritical 
perspectives increasingly and in tune with the growing 
consciousness of environmental concern in cultural narrative. 
The process is characterised by a blend of traditional narratives 
with contemporary ecological concerns that permit dramatists 
to talk about nature and environmental degradation. The 
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playwrights exploit established theatrical forms to question 
contemporary ecological crises, thus establishing dialogue 
between past and present through ecological awareness 
(Englitmail, 2019). 

Ecocritical Themes in Indian Plays 

Indian dramatists have concentrated increasingly on the 
interaction between human behaviour and environment, 
particularly pointing fingers toward industrialisation and 
urbanisation, which have adversely affected nature. This trend 
is reflected in the works of playwrights such as Vijay Tendulkar 
and Girish Karnad, in addressing the social issues in context 
with the importance of ecological balance. In dealing with 
environmental issues their plays pay more attention to nature as 
the characters or themes, venting on modern society's neglect 
for Nature (Sahoo, 2023). 

Further, the narratives regularly enfold traditional ecological 
knowledge, foregrounding the importance of protecting 
indigenous practices and knowledge in the face of ecological 
exploitation. This manner concurrently celebrates cultural 
heritage while espousing sustainable practices that embody 
ecological values (Boonruang, 2022; Sahoo, 2023). 

Adaptations and Reinterpretations 

Recent adaptations of classic texts have also taken an ecocritical 
turn, reinterpreting traditional stories to highlight contemporary 
environmental challenges. This trend is evident in the use of 
familiar narratives to critique current ecological issues, 
fostering a deeper understanding of the relationship between 
cultural history and environmental responsibility (Boonruang, 
2022; Mallikarjun, 2023). Furthermore, experimental theatre in 
India has embraced ecocriticism by merging innovative staging 
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techniques with themes of environmental activism. These 
performances often serve as a platform for political critique, 
where environmental issues are woven into the fabric of social 
justice narratives, challenging audiences to reconsider their 
relationship with the natural world (Englitmail, 2019; 
Chakraborty, 2019). 

The Role of Performance in Ecocriticism 

The inclusion of ecocritical aspects in performance art ensures 
a diverse approach to the environmental themes, given that the 
true experience engages audiences at various levels of 
perception. It helps reinforce the emotional appeal of ecological 
narratives, thus driving home the notion of urgency in 
contemporary environmental issues (Singh, 2023). 

Contemporary Indian drama, therefore, stands at a crucial 
intersection of culture and ecology, as playwrights and 
performers seek to raise awareness and provoke thought 
regarding the pressing environmental challenges faced by 
society today. The integration of ecocritical themes into the 
fabric of Indian theatre enriches the dramatic tradition and 
nurtures a common consciousness about ecological 
responsibility and sustainability (Rai, 2018; Sahoo, 2023). 

Case Studies 

Plays Reflecting Environmental Themes 

The theatre comedy co-written by M. Sayeed Alam brings 
through the lens of the 19th-century Urdu and Persian poet 
Mirza Ghalib the various scenarios and atmospheres of the 
Indian capital. However, the play resuscitates Ghalib back to 
contemporary Delhi. This showcases the timeless significance 
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of his poetry while personifying the current social landscape 
along with environmental agendas (TOI, 2023). 

Director Amit Masurkar's film (2017) is another notable 
example that touches upon themes of agency and environmental 
crisis and critiques the electoral process in India while 
simultaneously shedding light on the marginalisation of tribal 
communities deeply affected by resource extraction activities 
such as mining. The film highlights the intersection of 
democracy and environmental justice through the realisation of 
the urgency for agency among forest-dwelling communities 
(Singh, 2023). 

Actor-director Rishab Shetty's 2022 film deals with the struggle 
of forest-dwelling communities against outside forces who 
threaten their land and cultural identity. The narrative of the 
film, therefore, focuses on these communities' reclamation of 
agency, often demonstrating the complex relationship they 
maintain with nature and the ever-growing impacts of climate 
change on their lives, foregrounds indigenous perspectives and 
thus contributes to the discourse on environmental conservation 
and tribal rights (Kumar, 2023). 

Classical and Modern Indian Plays 

Sanskrit Theatre and Environmental Connection 

The traditional Sanskrit drama followed a ritualistic format 
wherein characters made evident these interactions between 
man and nature. Such a conjunction can be seen in mythological 
beings such as Shakuntala, which stand as pertinent 
representatives of the purity and beauty of nature itself. Such 
poetic depictions of nature in classical theatre serve as an 
indicative precursor to what is known today as environmental 
consciousness; in other terms, it reflects how theatre tells the 
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story of ecological values in the society in which it operates 
(Boonruang, 2022; Mondal, 2024). 

In post-independence India, the existential crisis experienced by 
city dwellers was articulated in the writings of Badal Sarkar. 
The thrust of the play lies in the themes of frustration and 
dissatisfaction. Such waiting lends itself not so much to 
isolation or alienation as to an exploration of the alienation of 
individuals in a rapidly changing world. These existential 
explorations raise further questions concerning the place of the 
individual in the world today within which developments in 
ecology lazily illuminate one another. (IndiaWorldView, 2023). 

Eco-Critical Scholarship 

Analysis of Rabindranath Tagore's Works 

Scholarship relevant to Rabindranath Tagore's plays, including 
those from 1931, demonstrates an enduring engagement with 
the newly redrafted entailments of the environmental theme. 
Several analyses highlight that Tagore's narratives encapsulate 
the struggle between human ambition and the sanctity of nature, 
echoing modern eco-critical discourses (Study IQ, 2023). 

Leftist Theatre and Environmental Perspectives 

Even the recent academic scholarship has further items on the 
terrain of leftist theatre that embraces ecological themes. 
Various aspects such as the one mentioned provide the key to 
re-evaluating the evolution of Indian drama under a leftist 
perspective and sketch the socio-political contexts framing the 
environmental narratives in Indian theatre. It situates the 
development of Indian drama within the broad arena of 
ecological movements and critiques of capitalism (Rachel, 
2023). These case studies enunciate the meeting point of Indian 
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drama, both classical and modern, and of the environment, 
availing an elaborate vocabulary for the appraisal of ecological 
consciousness enmeshed in cultural narratives. 

Audience Reception 

Changing Dynamics of Performance Length 

Over the years, the Indian traditional performances have 
manifested great changes in reception, especially in the 
manners of the audience's patience and engagement. For 
instance, Ruma, a member of Rakhi Natya Sanstha, mentions 
that audiences involved can show less interest in performances 
lasting for six to seven hours-which used to be a common 
duration two decades back. Hence, in theatre terms, it has 
affected the way these plays are put up, such as by reducing Bon 
Bibi'r Palgaan from six hours to a more acceptable three-hour 
version or back to one hour during tourist resort shows in the 
early 21st century (Kumar, 2023). The adaptation offers an 
indication of the changing needs of contemporary audiences, as 
well as a changing context of the performance space from rural 
hamlets to more commercial settings catering to tourists 
(Kumar, 2023). 

Influence of Tourism on Performance 

The rise in tourist interest had a great impact on the way the 
performance was received in the Sundarbans, especially 
different pieces of folklore surrounding Bon Bibi. Indeed, the 
rise of tourism, especially in the months of December-January, 
made most of the theatre troupes take themselves to the peak 
season where tourist influx meant doing double shifts with daily 
performances. Tourists who come to know about gorgeous 
cultural stories about the Sundarbans find themselves enjoying 
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performances in hotels rather than their traditional village venue 
(Mallikarjun, 2023). This has thus been an opportunity for 
livelihood creation for local theatre groups, and it has informed 
a narrative of how such stories might be narrated and received, 
wherein the entertainment component is several folds above 
cultural education. 

Environmental Themes in Contemporary Theatre 

Present-day theatre has also become more and more the 
opportunity to awaken people to ecological dangers, echoing 
world concerns. Artists and organisations in theatre, knowing 
the impact of live performance on ecosystems, have been 
working toward the sustainable realisation of their productions 
(Khurshied, 2024; Hathaway, 2024). In 2019, the UK National 
Theatre declared a climate emergency and further promised to 
become carbon neutral by 2050 as an example of another 
proactive effort towards creating environmental awareness 
through various art forms (Nicholls, 2022). 

Audience Engagement with Environmental Issues 

Involving the minds and some souls, it can, no doubt, more 
easily approach the critical social and environmental issue, thus 
contributing to some level of empathy and realization of 
important issues. Some great works encompass the themes of 
Henrik Ibsen's An Enemy of the People, which confronts the 
trade-off between economic good and ecological health, placing 
theatre in a historical frame of trying to critique society in that 
time period (Rai, 2018). Thus far, we have noted that the current 
works strive to enlarge this tradition, presenting various 
pressing environmental issues and pushing audiences into 
engagement and action about their environmental footprint 
(Englitmail, 2019; Singh, 2023). 
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Theatrical Techniques 

Essentially, the performance arts in Indian theatre utilise a 
variety of audiovisual processes as nuanced reflections of the 
common cultural and contextual narratives that help energise 
modern performances. The performance arts are mainly used as 
a vehicle for opening discussions on the social question, terrors 
of exploitation, environmental degradation, and cultural 
identity. 

Traditional and Modern Techniques 

Traditional Theatre 

Indian traditional theatre is a vibrant and dynamic art of 
storytelling, generally a mixture of song, dance, and lavish 
costumes. The plot is normally drawn from regional folklore 
and epics, with texts such as the Ramayana and Mahabharata 
being adapted for performance as the backdrop for their 
contemporary reinterpretation. A mix of entertainment with the 
solemnity of moral teachings, traditional modes of performance 
impart important lessons regarding one's cultural heritage and 
environmental consciousness through stories that come to life 
on stage (Kumar, 2023; Mondal, 2024). 

Modern Theatre 

On the other hand, contemporary Indian theatre utilises 
modern-day concerns and innovative styles to comment on 
socio-environmental issues. Playwrights like Vijay Tendulkar 
have been provoking thoughts and dialogues about socio-
economic problems through racially significant narration that is 
engrossing and draws character development. He poignantly 
elucidated how the dramatic methods are aimed at critiquing 
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social norms and raising awareness of political violence and 
gender issues. Ghashiram Kotwal and Sakharam Binder are 
fine examples of such usages of dramatic techniques 
(Radiocity, 2023; Notesworld, 2024). In addition, new and 
modern theatre forms such as street theatre and experimental 
theatre have sprung up, allowing the presentation of these 
performances in public spaces, combining elements of 
multimedia in order to keep the audience engaged (Nicholls, 
2022). 

Ecocritical Approaches 

In the realm of Indian theatre, eco-criticism draws, with special 
emphasis, connections between the human and non-human 
aspects in the unfolding drama. This approach urges 
playwrights to stress on environmental sustainability and 
community involvement in their narrative building. The 
combination of environmental themes into theatrical plays 
enables and engages the audience to discover their relationship 
with nature against the backdrop of ecological concerns 
(Rachel, 2023; Singh, 2023). 

Audience Interaction 

As a technique, interaction with the audience has been 
employed by many contemporary theatre groups in India in 
order to deepen involvement with the environmental theme. 
This method gives viewers the chance to reflect and engage in 
dialogue concerning the environmental narratives brought forth 
and, hence, commune for ecological integrity and viability 
(Mondal, 2024; Jameer, 2025). With elements of both 
traditional and modern theatrical techniques merging, Indian 
drama is constantly evolving into a performing ground for 
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important social and environmental issues while building 
cultural identity and consciousness in the audience. 

Conclusion 

The juxtaposition of ecocritical approaches in Indian theatre is 
a domain consisting of the interplay of art, ecology, and culture. 
Since its inception in the ancient Vedic traditions to the modern 
works of playwrights such as Rabindranath Tagore, Girish 
Karnad, Manjula Padmanabhan, Indian theatre has always 
portrayed the dynamic fluctuating reality between humankind 
and nature. It has showcased how the evolution of ecocritical 
concerns like environmental justice, sustainable development, 
or industrial development critique, have been the central 
impetus behind developmental movements in Indian theatre 
particularly post-independence. Since their era, the utopian 
ideas of classical texts are revisited and modernised in order to 
critique ecological issues of an urgent degree, opening the 
gateway to the resolution of dialogue across their contemporary 
scenario, and depicting an implication of a historic backdrop on 
current ones with context to environmental problems faced by 
society. 
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CHAPTER 5 
Class, Caste, Gender, and 
Intersectionality in Mahesh Dattani’s 
Plays: A Socio-Cultural Perspective 

By 
Anowar Hossain 

Overview 

Mahesh Dattani, a trailblazer in Indian English drama, 
masterfully weaves themes of class, caste, gender, and 
intersectionality into his plays, offering profound critiques of 
socio-cultural hierarchies in contemporary Indian society. His 
works delve into the complexities of marginalised identities, 
exposing systemic oppression and challenging societal norms. 
Through nuanced characterisations and layered narratives, 
Dattani highlights how class and caste hierarchies intersect with 
gender and sexuality to perpetuate exclusion and inequality. 
Dattani explores the interplay of familial, social, and political 
forces that shape individual experiences in plays like Tara, 
Bravely Fought the Queen, and Final Solutions. He examines 
caste-based marginalisation, class exploitation, and patriarchal 
dominance while foregrounding resistance and agency. His 
groundbreaking representation of LGBTQ+ identities and the 
hijra community in On a Muggy Night in Mumbai and Seven 
Steps Around the Fire broadens the discourse on gender and 
intersectionality in Indian drama. Dattani’s intersectional lens 
critiques systematic discrimination while humanising 
marginalised voices, urging audiences to question entrenched 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1iVktDNQYpbG4bj0ytNuLsrifiwMBjDod9SYsoz1XFoY/edit?tab=t.0#heading=h.rwk5a969twap
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biases. This chapter analyses how Dattani’s dramas illuminate 
the intersections of identity, privilege, and oppression, offering 
a transformative understanding of socio-cultural dynamics and 
expanding the horizons of Indian theatre. Through his plays, 
Dattani establishes himself as a vital voice for equity and 
inclusion. 

Keywords: Class, Caste, Gender, Intersectionality, Socio-
cultural issues & Patriarchy. 

Introduction 

Mahesh Dattani, a celebrated playwright in Indian English 
theatre, is renowned for his bold and unflinching portrayal of 
socio-cultural issues. His works delve deeply into the intricate 
dynamics of class, caste, gender, and intersectionality, 
unravelling the layers of oppression and privilege that define 
contemporary Indian society. By intertwining personal 
struggles with societal expectations, Dattani crafts narratives 
that challenge audiences to confront uncomfortable truths about 
identity, power, and inequality. Through plays like Tara (1990), 
Bravely Fought the Queen (1991), Final Solutions (1993) , and 
On a Muggy Night in Mumbai (1998), Dattani exposes how 
entrenched hierarchies of caste and class intersect with rigid 
gender norms and heteronormativity to marginalised 
individuals. His works not only critique systematic structures 
but also humanise the voices of the oppressed, including 
women, LGBTQ+ individuals, and the hijra community. 
Dattani’s intersectional approach goes beyond singular 
dimensions of identity, addressing how the interplay of multiple 
identities shapes lived experiences. By spotlighting issues such 
as caste-based discrimination, class exploitation, and gendered 
violence, his plays resonate with universal themes of justice, 
resistance, and resilience. This chapter explores Dattani’s 
nuanced portrayal of these themes, analysing how his dramatic 
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oeuvre challenges societal norms and enriches the discourse on 
intersectionality in Indian theatre. 

Analysis 

Class in Mahesh Dattani’s Drama 

Mahesh Dattani, a pioneer in Indian English drama, is 
renowned for his exploration of the multifaceted socio-
economic realities of Indian society. The theme of class is a 
recurring element in his plays, where he critically examines the 
disparities, struggles, and interactions across economic 
hierarchies. Dattani’s works provide a lens to understand how 
class distinctions shape human relationships and perpetuate 
systemic inequality. This chapter delves into the portrayal of 
class in Dattani’s drama, highlighting his critique of societal 
norms and his emphasis on the experiences of marginalised 
individuals (Dhawan, 2005). 

The Dichotomy of Class in Dattani’s Works 

One of Dattani’s most striking approaches to depicting class is 
the juxtaposition of different economic strata within the same 
narrative space. In Bravely Fought the Queen (1990), Dattani 
contrasts the affluent Trivedi family with the working-class 
individuals who serve them. The Trivedis’ material wealth and 
social standing mask the dysfunction and moral decay within 
their household. On the other hand, the domestic workers, 
though economically disadvantaged, possess a certain 
resilience and humanity that the upper-class characters lack. 
This dichotomy underscores the hollowness of material 
affluence and the dehumanising effects of economic disparity 
(Mehta, 2007). 
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The exploitation of the working class is evident in the way the 
Trivedis treat their employees. Domestic workers are relegated 
to the background, serving as silent witnesses to the dysfunction 
of the family they serve. However, their presence is far from 
insignificant; Dattani uses them as a mirror to reflect the 
Trivedis’ moral failings. This critique of the upper class’s 
exploitation of labour resonates deeply with the broader socio-
economic dynamics of Indian society, where class divides are 
often reinforced through systematic inequality. 

Class as a Source of Conflict 

Class distinctions are not just a backdrop in Dattani’s plays; 
they are often the source of significant conflict. In Thirty Days 
in September (2000), the protagonist’s middle-class 
background influences her ability to address her trauma. Mala, 
a victim of sexual abuse, struggles to reconcile her personal pain 
with the societal expectations of respectability and decorum that 
define middle-class life. Her mother, Shanta, is equally 
constrained by these expectations, choosing silence over 
confrontation to preserve the family’s reputation. The play 
highlights how economic status shapes not only external 
interactions but also internal responses to crisis and conflict. 

Similarly, in Where There’s a Will (1988), Dattani uses class 
dynamics to critique the patriarchal obsession with control and 
inheritance. Hasmukh Mehta, the wealthy patriarch, epitomises 
the arrogance and entitlement of the upper class. His attempts 
to dictate the lives of his family members even after his death 
reflect the oppressive nature of wealth and power. The eventual 
empowerment of Kiran, the marginalised daughter-in-law, 
serves as a subversion of class-based and patriarchal 
dominance. Through her character, Dattani highlights the 
potential for resistance and agency among those relegated to the 
periphery of wealth and privilege. 
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The Interplay of Class and Gender 

Dattani’s exploration of class is often intertwined with gender, 
as the economic status of his characters influences their 
experiences of oppression and marginalisation. In Bravely 
Fought the Queen (1991), the lives of Alka and Dolly, sisters 
trapped in patriarchal marriages, are shaped by their 
dependence on their economically privileged but emotionally 
abusive husbands. Their financial reliance reinforces their 
subjugation, limiting their ability to resist or escape their 
circumstances. The play underscores how class and gender 
intersect to perpetuate women’s oppression within domestic 
spaces. 

In Tara (1990), the intersection of class and gender is evident 
in the differential treatment of the titular character and her 
brother, Chandan. While the focus of the play is on gender 
discrimination, Tara’s experiences are also shaped by her 
family’s middle-class aspirations and the societal pressures that 
accompany them. The family’s decision to prioritise Chandan’s 
well-being over Tara’s reflects the broader dynamics of 
economic and gendered inequality in Indian society. 

Class and Identity in Urban Spaces 

Dattani’s portrayal of class is deeply rooted in the urban 
context, where economic hierarchies are both pronounced and 
normalised. In On a Muggy Night in Mumbai (1998), the urban 
setting serves as a microcosm of class-based interactions. The 
characters’ economic status influences their ability to navigate 
societal expectations and personal relationships. For instance, 
the stigma faced by LGBTQ+ individuals in the play is 
exacerbated by their economic vulnerability, highlighting how 
class and sexuality intersect to compound marginalisation. 
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The urban milieu in Dattani’s plays is often depicted as a space 
of both opportunity and alienation. While cities offer the 
promise of economic mobility and personal freedom, they also 
reinforce class divides through rigid social hierarchies. 
Dattani’s characters often find themselves caught in this 
paradox, striving for upward mobility while grappling with the 
dehumanising effects of economic disparity. 

Resistance and Subversion of Class Norms 

While Dattani’s plays expose the oppressive nature of class 
hierarchies, they also highlight moments of resistance and 
subversion. Characters who occupy marginalised positions 
within these hierarchies often assert their agency, challenging 
the structures that seek to confine them. In Where There’s a Will 
(1988), Kiran’s transformation from a subservient daughter-in-
law to a confident and assertive individual serves as a powerful 
critique of class-based and patriarchal oppression. Her ability to 
reclaim her voice and space within the family is emblematic of 
the potential for resistance within oppressive systems. 

Similarly, in Bravely Fought the Queen (1991), the domestic 
workers, though economically disadvantaged, resist complete 
subjugation through subtle acts of defiance. Their resilience and 
humanity contrast sharply with the moral and emotional decay 
of their upper-class employers, offering a counter-narrative to 
the dominance of wealth and power. 

The Systematic Nature of Class Oppression 

Dattani’s critique of class extends beyond individual characters 
and relationships to address the systemic nature of economic 
inequality. His plays reveal how societal structures perpetuate 
class-based oppression, limiting opportunities for mobility and 
reinforcing hierarchies. This systemic critique is evident in the 
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recurring motif of exploitation, whether through the treatment 
of domestic workers in Bravely Fought the Queen (1991) or the 
societal constraints imposed on middle-class families in Thirty 
Days in September (2000). 

The systematic nature of class oppression is further highlighted 
in Dattani’s exploration of intergenerational dynamics. In 
Dance Like a Man (1989), the conflict between Jairaj and his 
father reflects the economic and cultural pressures that define 
familial relationships. Jairaj’s father’s insistence on financial 
and social conformity underscores how class expectations are 
internalised and perpetuated across generations. The play 
critiques the dehumanising effects of these expectations, 
offering a poignant commentary on the cost of economic and 
social ambition. 

Caste in Mahesh Dattani’s Drama 

Mahesh Dattani’s exploration of caste in his plays is a nuanced 
critique of the socio-cultural hierarchies that continue to define 
Indian society. Though caste may not always be an overt theme 
in his works, its pervasive influence is deeply embedded in the 
social fabric he depicts. By addressing caste either directly or 
through its intersections with class, gender, and religion, 
Dattani sheds light on its impact on personal and collective 
identities, relationships, and opportunities. This section 
examines how Dattani portrays caste in his drama, unraveling 
its subtle yet powerful presence in shaping human interactions 
and societal structures. 

Subtle Representation of Caste Dynamics 

Dattani’s plays often address caste indirectly, reflecting its 
normalised presence in Indian society. In Final Solutions 
(1993), the communal tensions between Hindus and Muslims 
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can be interpreted as an extension of the caste-based divisions 
that have historically segregated communities. The deeply 
ingrained biases of the characters, such as Hardika’s distrust of 
Muslims, mirror the rigid hierarchies and exclusionary practices 
inherent in the caste system. 

While Final Solutions (1993) primarily focuses on religious 
identity, the parallels with caste discrimination are 
unmistakable. The characters’ inability to see beyond their 
prejudices reflects the societal tendency to categorise and 
marginalise based on inherited identities. Through this, Dattani 
critiques the perpetuation of discriminatory practices that stem 
from casteist mindsets, even when disguised as religious or 
cultural conflicts. 

In Tara (1990), the unequal treatment of the twin siblings, 
Chandan and Tara, resonates with the hierarchical mentality 
ingrained in caste systems. Although the play explicitly 
addresses gender discrimination, the family’s preference for 
Chandan over Tara echoes the exclusionary practices of caste-
based hierarchies, where certain groups are systematically 
devalued. By highlighting the intersection of gender and 
societal prejudice, Dattani invites audiences to consider the 
broader implications of hierarchical thinking. 

Caste and Intersectionality 

Dattani’s exploration of caste often intersects with other axes of 
identity, such as class, gender, and religion, creating a multi-
dimensional critique of oppression. In Final Solutions (1993), 
the intersection of caste and religion is particularly significant. 
The characters’ communal biases are reinforced by social 
hierarchies that privilege certain identities while marginalising 
others. For instance, the economic vulnerability of the Muslim 
characters, Javed and Bobby, exacerbates their marginalisation, 
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reflecting how caste and class often operate in tandem to 
perpetuate inequality. 

The intersection of caste and gender is also evident in Dattani’s 
works. In Bravely Fought the Queen (1991), while the play 
primarily focuses on gender dynamics within a patriarchal 
household, the treatment of domestic workers subtly reflects 
caste-based exploitation. Domestic workers, who often belong 
to marginalised caste groups, are relegated to subservient roles, 
highlighting the intersection of caste, class, and gender in 
sustaining systemic oppression. Through these portrayals, 
Dattani critiques the pervasive nature of caste-based 
discrimination and its ability to infiltrate various aspects of life. 

The Legacy of Caste in Family and Society 

Dattani’s plays frequently delve into the familial and societal 
transmission of caste-based prejudices. In Final Solutions 
(1993), Hardika’s memories of her past interactions with 
Muslims reveal the deeply ingrained nature of caste-like biases. 
Her mistrust and hostility stem from her upbringing in a society 
that normalised segregation and discrimination. This 
generational transmission of prejudice underscores how casteist 
attitudes are perpetuated through familial and societal 
structures, shaping individual beliefs and behaviours. 

The theme of inheritance is also central to Tara, where the 
parents’ decision to favour Chandan over Tara reflects the 
internalisation of societal hierarchies. The family’s 
prioritisation of the male child mirrors the broader societal 
tendency to uphold hierarchies that privilege certain identities 
over others. By depicting the familial reinforcement of 
discriminatory practices, Dattani critiques the role of 
socialisation in maintaining caste-based inequalities. 
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Resistance to Caste-Based Oppression 

While Dattani’s plays expose the oppressive nature of caste 
hierarchies, they also highlight moments of resistance and 
subversion. Characters who belong to marginalised identities 
often assert their agency, challenging the structures that seek to 
confine them. In Final Solutions (1993), Bobby’s act of 
touching the idol of Krishna in Hardika’s house is a powerful 
moment of defiance. By crossing the boundaries imposed by 
communal and caste-like hierarchies, Bobby challenges the 
legitimacy of these divisions, asserting his identity and 
humanity. 

Similarly, in Tara (1990), the titular character’s intelligence and 
wit serve as a form of resistance against the societal and familial 
forces that seek to undermine her. Though Tara ultimately 
succumbs to the pressures of her environment, her resilience 
and individuality challenge the devaluation of marginalised 
identities. Through these characters, Dattani underscores the 
potential for resistance within oppressive systems, offering a 
glimmer of hope amid the critique (Chaudhuri, 2012). 

The Systematic Nature of Caste Discrimination 

Dattani’s critique of caste extends beyond individual characters 
and relationships to address its systematic nature. His plays 
reveal how caste-based hierarchies are embedded in societal 
structures, limiting opportunities for mobility and perpetuating 
cycles of discrimination. This systematic critique is evident in 
the recurring motif of segregation and exclusion, whether 
through the communal divisions in Final Solutions (1993) or 
the marginalisation of domestic workers in Bravely Fought the 
Queen (1991). 
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The systematic nature of caste oppression is further highlighted 
in Dattani’s exploration of urban spaces. In On a Muggy Night 
in Mumbai (1998), the characters navigate a world where 
economic and social hierarchies intersect to shape their 
experiences. While the play primarily addresses issues of 
sexuality, the backdrop of economic vulnerability reflects the 
broader dynamics of caste and class-based exclusion. By 
situating his narratives in urban settings, Dattani critiques the 
persistence of caste-based inequalities even within ostensibly 
modern and progressive spaces. 

The Silence Around Caste 

One of the most compelling aspects of Dattani’s portrayal of 
caste is the silence that often surrounds it. Unlike his explicit 
treatment of gender, sexuality, and class, caste is frequently 
addressed indirectly, reflecting its normalisation in Indian 
society. This silence is particularly significant in plays like Tara 
(1990), where the focus on gender discrimination invites 
audiences to consider the parallel dynamics of caste-based 
oppression. 

By not addressing caste overtly, the playwright Dattani 
critiques its invisibility in mainstream discourse. His subtle yet 
impactful representation of caste encourages audiences to 
confront the biases and hierarchies that are often overlooked or 
ignored. This approach aligns with Dattani’s broader strategy 
of using personal and familial narratives to address larger 
societal issues, making his critique both intimate and universal. 

Gender and Intersection 

Mahesh Dattani’s contribution to Indian English drama is 
widely celebrated for its nuanced portrayal of socio-cultural 
issues, particularly those related to gender and intersectionality. 
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His plays challenge traditional patriarchal norms, explore the 
lived experiences of marginalised identities, and examine how 
intersecting systems of oppression shape individual and 
collective realities. Gender, as a recurring theme in Dattani’s 
works, is analysed through the lenses of power, identity, and 
resistance, while intersectionality enriches his narratives by 
highlighting the interconnectedness of caste, class, sexuality, 
and religion with gender. This section delves into Dattani’s 
exploration of gender and intersectionality, illustrating his 
critical engagement with the socio-cultural landscape of 
contemporary India. 

Gender as a Central Theme in Dattani’s Drama 

Dattani’s plays are marked by a profound sensitivity to the 
complexities of gender. He critiques the patriarchal structures 
that perpetuate gender-based oppression, shedding light on the 
experiences of women, LGBTQ+ individuals, and other 
marginalised identities. His characters often grapple with 
societal expectations, familial pressures, and internalised 
prejudices, offering a poignant commentary on the cost of 
conforming to rigid gender norms. 

In Tara (1990), Dattani examines gender discrimination within 
the domestic sphere. The play revolves around the unequal 
treatment of twin siblings, Chandan and Tara, by their family. 
Tara, a girl with physical disabilities, is systematically devalued 
in favour of her brother, highlighting the pervasive gender bias 
in Indian families. The parents’ decision to prioritise Chandan’s 
well-being over Tara’s underscores the societal preference for 
male children, a reflection of deep-seated patriarchal attitudes. 
Through Tara’s struggles, Dattani critiques the normalisation of 
gender-based inequality and its devastating impact on 
individuals and families. 
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Similarly, Bravely Fought the Queen (1991) explores the 
subjugation of women within a patriarchal household. The lives 
of sisters Dolly and Alka are marked by emotional abuse, 
isolation, and suppression of their desires. Trapped in 
dysfunctional marriages, they navigate the constraints imposed 
by their economically privileged yet emotionally oppressive 
environment. The play exposes the hypocrisy of patriarchal 
families that prioritise appearances over genuine relationships, 
offering a scathing critique of gender dynamics within affluent 
urban spaces. 

LGBTQ+ Narratives and the Question of Gender 
Identity 

Dattani’s groundbreaking representation of LGBTQ+ issues in 
Indian drama are a testament to his progressive approach to 
gender. In On a Muggy Night in Mumbai (1998), he brings to 
the forefront the struggles of gay men navigating societal 
stigma and familial rejection. The characters’ experiences 
underscore the intersection of gender and sexuality, 
highlighting the challenges of asserting one’s identity in a 
heteronormative society. Through poignant dialogues and 
emotionally charged scenes, Dattani captures the pain of 
invisibility and the resilience of those who resist societal norms. 

The theme of gender identity is further explored in Seven Steps 
Around the Fire (2013), which centers on the lives of hijras 
(transgender individuals). Dattani humanises the hijra 
community, portraying their aspirations, vulnerabilities, and 
resilience. The play critiques the societal marginalisation of 
hijras, who are often reduced to stereotypes and excluded from 
mainstream narratives. By giving them a voice, Dattani 
challenges audiences to confront their own biases and 
acknowledge the humanity of those relegated to the margins. 
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Intersectionality in Dattani’s Drama 

Dattani’s exploration of gender is deeply intertwined with other 
axes of identity, such as class, caste, religion, and sexuality. 
This intersectional approach allows him to address the 
complexity of oppression and highlight how multiple identities 
shape individual experiences. 

In Final Solutions (1993), Dattani examines the intersection of 
gender, religion, and communalism. The play portrays the 
experiences of women like Hardika and Aruna, who navigate 
the constraints imposed by both patriarchal norms and 
communal prejudices. Hardika’s memories of her past 
interactions with Muslims reveal how gender and religious 
identity intersect to shape her biases and choices. Similarly, the 
younger generation’s attempts to break free from these 
constraints underscore the potential for resistance and change. 

The intersection of gender and class is evident in Bravely 
Fought the Queen (1991), where the domestic workers’ women 
from economically disadvantaged backgrounds-serve as a stark 
contrast to the affluent Trivedi family. While upper-class 
women grapple with emotional and psychological oppression, 
working-class women face economic exploitation and societal 
invisibility. Dattani critiques both forms of oppression, 
highlighting their interconnectedness and the systematic nature 
of gender-based inequality. 

The Role of Patriarchy in Perpetuating Oppression 

Patriarchy is a recurring motif in Dattani’s plays, serving as the 
foundation for various forms of gender-based oppression. In 
Where There’s a Will (1988), the patriarchal control exerted by 
Hasmukh Mehta extends beyond his death, as he attempts to 
dictate the lives of his family members through his will. The 
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play critiques the patriarchal obsession with control and legacy, 
revealing its dehumanising effects on both men and women. 
The eventual empowerment of Kiran, the marginalised 
daughter-in-law, serves as a subversion of patriarchal 
dominance, highlighting the potential for resistance within 
oppressive systems. 

In Dance Like a Man (1989), Dattani explores the impact of 
patriarchy on male identity and gender roles. Jairaj, a classical 
dancer, struggles to reconcile his passion for dance with societal 
expectations of masculinity. His father’s disapproval of his 
career choice reflects the rigid gender norms that constrain both 
men and women. The play underscores how patriarchy enforces 
conformity, limiting the freedom of individuals to define their 
own identities. 

Resistance and Agency 

While Dattani’s plays expose the oppressive nature of gender 
hierarchies, they also highlight moments of resistance and 
agency. His characters often assert their individuality, 
challenging the norms that seek to confine them. In Tara 
(1990), Tara’s intelligence and wit serve as a form of resistance 
against the societal and familial forces that devalue her. Though 
her life is ultimately shaped by these forces, her resilience and 
spirit leave a lasting impression. 

In Bravely Fought the Queen (1991), the domestic workers 
subtly resist their subjugation through acts of defiance and self-
assertion. Their resilience contrasts sharply with the moral and 
emotional decay of their upper-class employers, offering a 
counter-narrative to the dominance of wealth and power. 
Similarly, in On a Muggy Night in Mumbai (1998), the 
LGBTQ+ characters’ efforts to assert their identities in the face 
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of societal rejection reflect the potential for resistance within 
marginalised communities. 

The Systemic Nature of Gender-Based Oppression 

Dattani’s critique of gender inequality extends beyond 
individual characters and relationships to address its systematic 
nature. His plays reveal societal structures- from family and 
religion to education and perpetuate gender-based oppression. 
This systematic critique is evident in the recurring motif of 
silence and invisibility, whether through the muted voices of 
women in Bravely Fought the Queen (1991) or the societal 
erasure of hijras in Seven Steps Around the Fire (2013). 

The systematic nature of oppression is further highlighted in 
Final Solutions (1993), where communal violence serves as a 
backdrop for examining gender dynamics. The women in the 
play are both victims and agents of communal tensions, 
revealing how gender intersects with other forms of identity to 
shape experiences of violence and exclusion. By situating his 
narratives within broader socio-political contexts, Dattani 
critiques the structures that sustain inequality, urging audiences 
to envision a more inclusive and equitable society. 

Conclusion 

Mahesh Dattani’s dramas serve as a compelling lens through 
which the complexities of class, caste, gender, and 
intersectionality in Indian society are critically examined. His 
plays illuminate the multifaceted nature of oppression and 
privilege, showing how these social constructs intersect to 
shape individual identities and experiences. By addressing 
themes such as caste-based marginalisation, class disparities, 
patriarchal control, and the challenges faced by LGBTQ+ 
communities, Dattani provides a voice to the silenced and 
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marginalised. Dattani’s intersectional approach underscores the 
interconnectivity of socio-cultural hierarchies, making his 
works both deeply personal and profoundly political. Plays like 
Tara and Final Solutions expose the ingrained biases of class 
and caste, while Bravely Fought the Queen and On a Muggy 
Night in Mumbai challenge gender norms and 
heteronormativity. Through his nuanced narratives, Dattani 
critiques systemic discrimination while simultaneously 
celebrating the resilience and agency of marginalised 
individuals. 

In bridging the personal and the political, Dattani transforms the 
stage into a space for dialogue and introspection. His dramatic 
oeuvre not only enriches Indian English theatre but also 
contributes significantly to the broader discourse on equity and 
social justice. By challenging entrenched ideologies, Dattani’s 
plays inspire audiences to reflect on and resist societal 
inequities. 
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CHAPTER 6 
Subaltern on Stage: Dalit Resistance and 
Social Justice in Gajvee’s A Sip of Water  
(Gotbhar Pani) 

By 
Dr. Kouser Fatima 

Overview 

Dalits, formerly known as “untouchables,” are a historically 
marginalised community in the Indian subcontinent who have 
faced systemic social exclusion and discrimination under the 
caste system. Positioned outside the traditional four-tier varna 
system, Dalits were subjected to severe forms of oppression, 
including untouchability, economic exploitation, and denial of 
access to education and public spaces. Despite the Indian 
Constitution outlawing caste-based discrimination and 
providing affirmative action policies to uplift Dalits, such as 
reservations in education, employment, and politics, social and 
economic inequalities persist, especially in rural areas. Over the 
years, Dalit leaders like Dr. B.R. Ambedkar has played a crucial 
role in advocating for their rights, and various social 
movements have emerged to challenge caste-based injustices. 
Today, while many Dalits have made significant strides in 
various fields, the struggle for true equality and dignity. By 
situating Dalits as subalterns, the study highlights both the 
limitations of existing historiographies and the radical potential 
of Dalit epistemologies in reshaping narratives of power, voice, 
and resistance in postcolonial India. Thus, in order to analyse 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1iVktDNQYpbG4bj0ytNuLsrifiwMBjDod9SYsoz1XFoY/edit?tab=t.0#heading=h.rwk5a969twap
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Dalit awareness, this study looks at Premanand Gajvee’s play A 
Sip of Water.   

Keywords:  

Marginalisation; Political Exploitation; Social Justice; 
Postcolonial Resistance; Dalit Empowerment; Caste Hierarchy; 
Theatrical Realism. 

Introduction 

A Sip of Water is a play by Premanand Gajvee originally written 
in Marathi and then translated in different Modern Indian 
languages. The play was written against the backdrop of the 
water crisis of Dalits due to the domination of the upper class 
of Indian society. A Sip of Water amplifies the struggles of 
marginalised communities, who had previously been absent 
from mainstream theatrical representation. The play was first 
performed for a competition 1977 which accounts the harsh 
reality of water thirsty people of lower section of India society 
who are not allowed to share water with upper class. Thus, the 
play articulates the voices and fights of subalterns over water-
sharing concerns.     

Premanad Gajvee is a well-known Marathi writer, poet and 
playwright. He was born in 1947 in Chadrapur, Maharashtra. 
He took playwriting very seriously after his conversion to Bodh. 
He has authored eleven short one-act plays along with thirteen 
full-length theatrical works. Besides his script writing, Gajvee 
has written a novel, two short story collections and volumes of 
poetry books. All these works have been translated in different 
languages that has enriched the readership of Gajvee. His plays 
are the reflections of harsh realities of socio-cultural conflicts 
sparked by the caste system in India. Gajvee co-founded a 
forum called Bodhi Natya Parishad in Mumbai in 2003 with the 
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aim to discover new playwrights, encourage new plays having 
social relevance and spread the “art for knowledge movement” 
across India. The plays of Bodhi Natya Parishad mainly focuses 
on the discrimination and marginalisation of lower castes in 
Indian socio-cultural milieu. Gajvee in a conversation with 
Ramu Ramnathan says that the simple idea behind Bodhi Natya 
Parishad is “to overthrow the present ‘Caturvarna system’ 
through science and rationality” (Ramnathan, Mumbai Mirror, 
May 8, 2018)   

Premanand Gajvee stormed as a well-known Marathi 
playwright after staging his one-act play Ghotbhar Pani (A Sip 
of Water) in 1977 in Marathi dramatic World. The play deals 
with the fight over basic rights in society. Gajvee’s plays are 
seen to be socio-political plays. His theatrical works 
consistently examine human connections with and responses to 
the broader social reality. The multiplicity of themes touched in 
his works make him the playwright of people. He has not only 
highlighted the issues and concerns related to Dalits, he believes 
that the issues that are hampering the growth and integrity of 
one’s nation should be addressed through writings. He himself 
stated: 

I had never thought of myself as a Dalit writer. I don’t belong 
to the group of playwrights who see themselves as contributing 
to the Dalit movement by writing about the scheduled caste. Dr. 
Babasaheb Ambedkar said society must be in a constant state of 
progression. (Gajvee, 2013, p.5) 

Another notable work by Gajvee, Kirwant, sparked controversy 
by addressing the unconventional theme of a Brahmin sub-
group relegated to outcaste status, unsettling both readers and 
theatregoers. Kirwant is a sect in the Brahmin community who 
are treated like untouchables. The play explores the world of 
different social setups in modern India that still believe in the 
old aged stereotypes of the caste system. Gajvee has written a 
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play namely Gandhi-Ambedkar, which discusses the 
relationship of M. K Gandhi and Dr. B. R Ambedkar. Gajvee 
believes that both the iconic personalities were of interest to the 
public with their dynamic interactions and clash in their 
ideology in the pre- and post- independence era. Other full-
length plays are Tanmajori which deals with bonded labour, 
Devnavri is based on the Devdasi custom and Jay Jay Raghuvir 
Samartha exposes the hollowness and futility of the so-called 
spiritual sect.  

Analysis 

A Sip of Water play by Premanand is a play which has been 
staged over 3,000 times till now. The play was inspired by a 
social movement led by Baba Adhav called Ek Gave k 
Panavtha. It is a different experiment of Gajvee where he 
combines politics and socio-cultural ideas together. This made 
the play a realistic piece of art that inspires people from differ 
backgrounds to translate the play in other Indian Modern 
languages of India. The play was awarded by Maharashtra State 
in 1980/81. The play fuses folk idioms with two nameless 
characters. The one-act play creates different shifts in its plot 
and raises the issues of subalterns.  

The term subaltern describes individuals or communities who 
occupy a lower position in social, political, or economic 
hierarchies, regardless of their class, gender, ethnicity, race, or 
religion. These groups exist on the margins, excluded from 
dominant power systems in society. The term is derived from 
the cultural hegemony work of Antonio Gramsci. But it is 
Gayatri Spivak who broadened the application of the term. 
Gayatri Spivak in her essay entitled, “Can the Subaltern 
Speak?” wrote: The Subaltern cannot speak. The most 
prominent figure in the Subaltern Historian is Ranjit Guha. 
Scholars like Homi K Bhabha also expressed his concerns over 
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subalterns and defined them as “an oppressed minority group 
whose presence was crucial to the self-definition of the majority 
group. The subaltern social group were also in a position to 
subvert the authority of those who had hegemonic power.” 
(Bhabha, 1996, p.191) 

The play A Sip of Water poignantly narrates the prolonged 
struggle of Dalit community and the exploitation in a village to 
get a sip of water which is the basic necessity of human beings. 
Almost all living creatures need water to survive and without 
water life cannot be possible on earth. But some evils emerged 
in the form of certain ordinances and regulations created by 
humans which restricted a group of people in the name of caste 
to avail the basic enmity such as water from source. In our 
society, the lower caste should not touch the water of the upper 
class, if this happens, even if accidently, they are severely 
punished by the codes of the society. People of the upper class 
consider the water touched by untouchables as contaminated 
and impure. Premanand Gijavee portrays such kinds of issues 
in the play. He articulated the same issues through the two 
unnamed characters, One and Two, came from a city who sees 
that untouchability would never disappear and comments on the 
social injustices faced by the people of villages.  

The play opens with the description of a village which seems 
arid, desolate and barren and the scorching heat of sun makes 
the travellers (One and Two) helpless without water. Character 
Two calls his fellow mate, “Hand me the water-bag. I’m 
parched” (Gajvee, 2013, p.19). Whereas the character unscrews 
the water bag but there is no water in the bag.  They have 
travelled a long distance in search of rivers but couldn’t find 
any. Their conversation shows the water crisis in the village. 
While in the journey the travellers comment about the pathetic 
conditions of lower caste and untouchables in the hands of the 
upper strata of the society. They cannot even get a single sip of 
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water despite the vast source of water in India. Character one 
sings a song over the pathetic conditions, water resources and 
describes the water crisis for the populace of lower caste. He 
sings: 

My eyes in your eyes 

Deep blue Arabian Sea… 

The seabed is vast 

And still… (Gajvee, 2013, p.11) 

Through this line Premanand Gajvee underscores the vast 
sources of water in India. He shows that the land runs with the 
sweet water springs like Yamuna, Ganga, Godavari, Kaveri but 
the dalits can’t even get a sip of water from these vast natural 
resources. The play portrays that the people of one sect do not 
allow another community to fetch water from these sources. 
Through the conversation between the characters Premanand as 
a humanist tries to make his audience aware about the fact that 
all human beings are equal and comments: 

The earth too is cracked, mouth gaping 

Soil won’t allow soil have 

A sip of water. (Gajvee, 2013, p.11) 

A shift in the plot of the play is shown where the two characters 
elucidate discrimination on the basis of caste which is a perianal 
and integral part of Indian society. Character One enacts the role 
of master of a dalit born boy Two. One uses abusive language 
for the low born and alleges him for polluting the river. He 
thinks that dalits are inferior in rank and scolds him in 
derogative ways: 

One: Get away, bastard! You’ve polluted the river, you low 
born corpse burner. 
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Two: Just one sip of water, master. My mouth is dry, my life’s 
in my throat. 

One: Then I’ll slit your throat for you, bastard. (Gajvee, 2013, 
p.11) 

This shows the atrocities of upper strata of Indian society on 
lower caste and the caste based hierarchical relationship of 
dominance and subordinate. The play exposes the evils of the 
caste system. The opening scene resonates with the Dalits 
denied access to resources in villages and cities. Thus, through 
the play Premanand highlights the discrimination, inequalities 
and exclusion of Dalit community who are even debarred to get 
a sip of water which is the basic necessity for living. Premanand 
through the character one acquaints the audiences with the 
status of Dalit as ‘other’ and even the animals can drink from 
the water hole (16) but Dalits “aren’t allowed to draw its water” 
(Gajvee, 2013, p.13).  

The caste system in India is perhaps the world’s longest survival 
social hierarchy. Traditionally it's a more than 2000 years old 
system within the context of the four principal vernas and the 
lowest sector is Dalits and untouchables who are reduced to 
perform the tasks ritually polluting and inferior in all respects. 
Even they are not allowed to learn Vedas. According to 
Shambhuka’s story, he was killed by Rama for attempting to 
perform tapas and for learning Vedas. The play also draws the 
attention to the same story that: 

Two: Shambuka is beheaded for learning vedas; but a four-
legged buffalo becomes a revolutionary for doing the same. 

One: Such sterile notions of revolution are pushing the country 
to its ruin. (Gajvee, 2013, p.18) 

The above-mentioned dialogue criticises the caste system and 
the violence against Dalits that has rotted the Indian culture 
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from its roots.  Here, Premanand tries to highlight the cause and 
effect of this ‘leprous casteism’ (Gajvee, 2013, p.17). Dalits are 
assaulted by higher castes in murderous ways. Every now and 
then the news comes out about the crimes against Dalits from 
the world’s largest democratic country. The play also shows the 
violence in villages, “[a] dalit from dot-dot village in dot-dot 
block in dot-dot taluk in dot-dot district was beaten close to 
death by the police chief for polluting the river” (Gajvee, 2013, 
p.14). The playwright sternly criticises the system of India. He 
has not mentioned any particular village but gave an absurd 
name “dot-dot” to the villages and districts. In fact, Premanand 
Gajvee tries to make his audience realise that this is the story of 
every nook and corner of our country.     

According to census 2011, Dalits make up 16.6% of the Indian 
population (Sivakumar, The Times of India). The dalits and 
other lower castes constitute a large vote bank for the different 
political parties. The play A Sip of Water also highlights the 
political appropriations of Dalits. The conversation between the 
chief and his subordinate exposes the harsh realities of the 
political personalities. They emphasise that the dalits can live 
their life but “they must keep to their station” (Gajvee, 2013, 
p.13). This shows that Premanand criticises the upper class of 
the society who need dalits for their vested interests but cannot 
help them to get water from a single well. Political parties only 
cater to the attention of lower-class people by organising the 
“communal water drawing programme” (Gajvee, 2013, p.13) 
and want full photograph coverage in the media to get their 
support. Both the chief and his subordinate started their 
campaign for their political means and raised the issue as: 

Two: … one village, one water source… 

One: Long live, long live! 

One: long live. One water source… (Gajvee, 2013, p.13) 
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The above dialogue shows that the political personalities use 
political rhetoric to cater to the populace of the lower section of 
the society. The organisation of communal programmes is just 
to seek the votes and theoretically voting is an occasion when 
political parties try to woo the voters with the policies and 
programmes. They frequently fashioned their manifesto and 
slogans in accordance to the need for upliftment of these 
marginalised sections, while the leaders are always from the 
upper castes who promise equal status and equal rights to the 
Dalit community. Same scenes are portrayed in the play A Sip 
of Water and the playwright skilfully depicts the influence over 
voters by the grand policies of the political parties such as, “one 
village, one water –source’ people” (Gajvee, 2013, p.15). After 
mentioning the role of politicians, the playwright ends the play 
by saying that Dalits or untouchables are still pleading for the 
sip of water in our society. This shows the pathetic and their 
oppressive condition of Dalits before the mainstream higher 
caste and from centuries they beg “… ‘Please, someone give us 
water’, ‘Please, someone give us water’, ‘Please, someone give 
us water’” (Gajvee, 2013, p.20)    

Conclusion 

Premanand Gajvee’s engagement in socio- cultural and 
religious realities and norms of modern India opens up a debate 
over the existing hierarchical framework. Through his writings 
Premanand provided the subalterns centre to stage by making 
them pivotal characters in the play A Sip of Water. It exposes 
the centuries old version of religion and social system that 
portrays Dalits as subalterns and marginalised groups of 
society. Premanand interrogates the role and discourse to 
expose the hidden grain of the upper class of the society. 
Throughout the play, Premanand explores the deep prejudice, 
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discrimination on religious, caste and ethnic grounds. He also 
explores the Hindu society’s construction of Dalit as its ‘Other’. 
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CHAPTER 7 
Intersectional Narratives in Radical 
Theatre: Women in Utpal Dutt’s Plays 

By 
Srijita Roy 

Overview 

Utpal Dutt’s theatre is a powerful site of political resistance, 
blending Marxist ideology with critiques of caste, class, and 
gender oppression. While his plays are largely remembered for 
their revolutionary fervor and anti-imperialist stance, they also 
contain nuanced representations of women’s struggles within 
deeply entrenched systems of power. This chapter explores how 
Dutt’s dramaturgy engages with intersectionality, analysing 
how caste, class, and gender function in shaping women’s 
experiences in his plays. Through a close reading of select 
works such as Tiner Talwar, Barricade, and Dusswapner 
Nagari, this study examines how Dutt’s female characters 
navigate oppression, participate in political struggles, and 
challenge patriarchal and classist structures. By contextualising 
his plays within feminist and intersectional theories, the chapter 
argues that Dutt’s theatre, while committed to class struggle, 
also lays the groundwork for discussions on gendered 
resistance. 

Keywords:  

Intersectionality, Radical Theatre, Gender, Class Struggle, 
Caste, Feminist Theatre, Political Drama 
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Introduction 

Indian theatre has historically functioned as a powerful cultural 
and political tool, capturing the social realities of its time. From 
folk performances like Jatra and Tamasha to modern political 
theatre, the stage has been a space for storytelling, resistance, 
and ideological critique. In this tradition, Utpal Dutt’s theatre 
stands out as a radical force that not only exposes systemic 
oppression but also mobilises audiences toward political 
consciousness. Deeply influenced by Marxism, Dutt’s plays 
critique imperialism, capitalism, and feudal hierarchies, placing 
class struggle at the center of his narratives. However, his 
engagement with caste and gender, though often secondary to 
class, reveals a nuanced understanding of intersectional 
oppression. 

While Dutt’s theatre is primarily remembered for its 
revolutionary fervor and commitment to the working-class 
struggle, his plays also provide significant insights into the lives 
of marginalised women. His female characters navigate a 
complex web of oppression, where gender, caste, and class 
intersect to shape their experiences. While some of his works 
foreground women as active revolutionaries, others expose the 
patriarchal structures that confine them. This chapter critically 
examines how women in Dutt’s plays negotiate power, 
resistance, and subjugation within the larger framework of his 
political theatre. 

Dutt’s work emerged during a period when the Indian Left was 
undergoing ideological shifts, particularly in its engagement 
with social inequalities beyond class. While leftist movements 
in India championed workers’ rights and economic justice, they 
often sidelined caste-based and gendered struggles. The Marxist 
discourse of the time, both in India and globally, tended to view 
women’s and caste-related issues as secondary contradictions, 
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assuming that class struggle would eventually resolve them. 
However, feminist and Dalit movements later challenged this 
notion, arguing that economic justice alone could not dismantle 
patriarchal or caste-based oppression. 

Within this complex ideological landscape, Dutt’s plays reflect 
both the strengths and limitations of leftist thought in 
addressing gender and caste hierarchies. His female characters 
are often placed within revolutionary struggles, yet their 
individual agency is sometimes overshadowed by the broader 
class struggle. Nevertheless, his work contains moments of 
critical engagement with gendered oppression, offering a rich 
site for intersectional analysis. By exploring the ways in which 
caste, class, and gender interact in Dutt’s theatre, this chapter 
seeks to answer key questions: 

• To what extent do Dutt’s plays recognise the specific 
struggles of women within class oppression? 

• How do his female characters navigate patriarchal and 
caste-based structures? 

• Does Dutt’s theatre contribute to feminist and 
intersectional discourses, or does it subordinate gender 
to class struggle? 

Through a close reading of selected plays, this chapter argues 
that while Dutt’s theatre may not always explicitly center 
gendered and caste-based oppression, it provides critical 
insights into the ways these forms of subjugation operate within 
revolutionary movements. His portrayal of women reflects both 
an awareness of their struggles and the limitations of a class-
centric revolutionary ideology. In doing so, Dutt’s theatre offers 
an opportunity to examine the intersections of caste, class, and 
gender within the broader landscape of Indian political drama. 
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Choice of the Plays and the Playwright 

Why Utpal Dutt? 

Utpal Dutt (1929-1993) remains one of the most influential 
figures in Indian political theatre, known for his radical 
dramaturgy that combined Marxist ideology with sharp 
critiques of imperialism, capitalism, and authoritarianism. His 
work stands at the intersection of art and activism, using theatre 
as a weapon to challenge existing power structures. Unlike 
many of his contemporaries, Dutt’s theatre was not merely a 
form of entertainment but a direct political intervention, 
engaging with themes of class struggle, state oppression, and 
revolutionary resistance. 

While his plays are predominantly criticized for their focus on 
class struggle and anti-imperialism, they also provide 
significant, albeit complex, representations of caste and gender 
oppression. Dutt’s female characters are not simply passive 
figures; they navigate patriarchal structures, participate in 
political movements, and resist both gendered and class-based 
exploitation. His ability to intertwine these themes within 
gripping narratives makes his work particularly relevant for an 
intersectional analysis. 

Given the Marxist framework of Dutt’s theatre, the question of 
whether gender and caste oppression are adequately addressed 
remains a critical area of inquiry. While his plays foreground 
economic injustice, they also reveal the layered struggles of 
women and criticized groups within the class hierarchy. This 
makes Dutt’s work an important site for studying the 
intersections of caste, class, and gender in Indian theatre. 
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Why These Plays? 

• To examine the intersectionality in Dutt’s work, this 
chapter selects three plays that exemplify his 
engagement with gender, caste, and class: 

1. Tiner Talwar (The Sword of Tin) – Class and Gender in 
Bourgeois Society 

This play critiques bourgeois hypocrisy and the ways in which 
class privilege sustains gendered oppression. The protagonist, a 
woman, struggles against both patriarchal expectations and 
economic subjugation, making this play particularly relevant 
for analysing how women’s oppression is shaped by class 
structures. Unlike traditional portrayals of women in Marxist 
theatre, the female lead in Tiner Talwar is not merely a 
revolutionary symbol; she is a complex character who must 
navigate intersecting systems of power. This play is chosen for 
its exploration of how gender roles are constructed and 
reinforced within upper-class society and how resistance 
manifests in such spaces. 

2. Barricade – Women’s Roles in Political Resistance 

Set against the backdrop of rising fascism, Barricade is a 
political thriller that explores state oppression, propaganda, and 
the role of resistance movements. Women in this play are not 
passive victims but active participants in the struggle against 
totalitarianism. The play provides an opportunity to study how 
women’s political agency is constructed within leftist 
revolutionary movements and whether they are granted equal 
space in the fight for justice. By focusing on female 
revolutionaries, Barricade allows for an intersectional analysis 
of how gender influences participation in political movements 
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and whether the rhetoric of class struggle adequately addresses 
gendered experiences of oppression. 

3. Dusswapner Nagari (City of Nightmares) – Caste, Class, 
and Gender in a Dystopian State 

This play presents a dystopian vision of a society where caste, 
class, and gender oppression are deeply institutionalised. 
Unlike Tiner Talwar and Barricade, which focus more on 
economic and political struggles, Dusswapner Nagari explicitly 
highlights the intersection of caste and gender within a highly 
oppressive regime. The female characters in this play face not 
only economic subjugation but also caste-based discrimination, 
making it an ideal text for analysing how multiple axes of 
oppression function simultaneously. The play’s dystopian 
setting amplifies these issues, offering a stark critique of 
structural inequality. 

The Significance of These Plays 

These three plays were chosen because they each address 
different dimensions of intersectionality in Dutt’s theatre. 
While Tiner Talwar focuses on gender oppression within class 
structures, Barricade examines women’s agency in political 
resistance, and Dusswapner Nagari highlights the caste-based 
exploitation of women in a dystopian society. Together, they 
provide a comprehensive framework for analysing how Dutt’s 
theatre engages with intersectionality. 

By examining these works, this chapter seeks to uncover the 
strengths and limitations of Dutt’s radical theatre in 
representing women’s struggles. While his commitment to 
Marxism shapes his primary focus on class struggle, these plays 
suggest that Dutt was aware of the layered nature of oppression, 



104 

making his work an important subject for intersectional feminist 
analysis. 

Literature Review 

Scholarship on Utpal Dutt’s theatre has largely centered on his 
Marxist ideology, his critique of imperialism, and his 
engagement with political resistance. Much of the critical 
discourse frames his work within the traditions of leftist 
political theatre, focusing on his revolutionary narratives rather 
than on the gendered and caste-based dimensions of oppression. 
However, an intersectional feminist reading of his plays allows 
for a more detailed understanding of how caste, class, and 
gender intersect in his theatrical narratives. 

Marxism and Radical Theatre in Dutt’s Plays 

Scholars such as Sudhanva Deshpande (2007) and Samik 
Bandyopadhyay (1993) have extensively analysed Dutt’s 
radical dramaturgy, emphasizing his commitment to Marxist 
principles. Deshpande (2007) argues that Dutt’s theatre was 
deeply embedded in class struggle, shaped by the larger 
political context of post-independence India, where leftist 
ideologies were both growing and facing suppression. 
Bandyopadhyay (1993) further highlights how Dutt’s theatre 
used historical allegories to expose contemporary capitalist and 
imperialist structures, making his plays a crucial part of India’s 
political resistance theatre. However, these studies tend to 
overlook the specific ways in which gender and caste function 
within his class-centric narratives. 

Gender in Indian Theatre and Feminist Readings of Dutt 

Feminist theatre scholars such as Anuradha Kapur (1990) and 
Bishnupriya Dutt (2010) have explored gendered 
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representations in Indian theatre, analysing how women’s roles 
have evolved in both traditional and radical performance 
spaces. Kapur (1990) examines how theatre has historically 
represented women in limited roles, often reinforcing 
patriarchal stereotypes even within progressive narratives. 
Bishnupriya Dutt (2010) extends this critique to politically 
charged theatre, arguing that many leftist dramatists, despite 
their revolutionary frameworks, often failed to integrate a 
robust feminist perspective into their work. 

While these studies provide essential insights into gender and 
theatre, there has been little direct engagement with Utpal 
Dutt’s plays through an intersectional feminist lens. This 
chapter builds on these existing discussions by applying 
intersectionality to Dutt’s female characters, analysing how 
their struggles are shaped by the convergence of caste, class, 
and gender. 

Intersectionality as a Theoretical Framework 

Kimberlé Crenshaw’s (1989) framework of intersectionality 
serves as a crucial theoretical tool for analysing Dutt’s 
representation of women. Intersectionality highlights how 
multiple forms of oppression-such as gender, caste, and class, 
do not operate in isolation but instead interact to create unique 
experiences of marginalisation. In the context of Dutt’s theatre, 
this approach allows for a more layered reading of female 
characters, who are often navigating multiple axes of 
oppression simultaneously. 

For instance, in Dusswapner Nagari, the female protagonist is 
not only oppressed as a woman but also faces systemic caste-
based discrimination, making her struggle fundamentally 
different from that of upper-caste or upper-class women in 
Dutt’s plays. By applying Crenshaw’s intersectionality, this 
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study challenges the assumption that class struggle alone is 
sufficient to address gender and caste hierarchies. 

Brechtian Influence and Women in Political Theatre 

Dutt’s theatre was deeply influenced by Bertolt Brecht’s Epic 
Theatre, which sought to create politically engaged audiences 
by employing techniques such as alienation 
(Verfremdungseffekt) and historical materialism. Brecht (1964) 
argued that theatre should not merely entertain but should 
provoke critical thought, breaking the illusion of realism to 
make audiences question the social and political structures 
around them. Dutt adopted these methods, using history, satire, 
and direct audience engagement to expose socio-political 
injustices. 

However, feminist scholars have critiqued Brechtian theatre for 
its limitations in addressing gender. Elin Diamond (1997) 
contends that while Brechtian techniques disrupt conventional 
storytelling, they often fail to fully challenge patriarchal 
structures. Applying this critique to Dutt, it becomes evident 
that while his plays present strong female characters, they often 
situate these women within a broader class struggle, sometimes 
subordinating their individual agency to the revolutionary 
cause. In Barricade, for example, women participate in anti-
fascist resistance, but their struggles as women within these 
movements remain underexplored. 

Situating Dutt’s Theatre within Intersectional Feminism 

By engaging with these theoretical frameworks, Crenshaw’s 
intersectionality and Brecht’s Epic Theatre, this chapter argues 
that Dutt’s plays, while deeply committed to class struggle, also 
create space for feminist reinterpretation. His female characters 
do not exist in a vacuum; they navigate a world where caste, 
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class, and gender intersect in complex ways. While traditional 
Marxist readings of his work emphasise economic oppression, 
an intersectional approach reveals how gendered and caste-
based marginalisation also shape the revolutionary narratives in 
his plays. 

This literature review thus situates Dutt’s work within broader 
scholarly discussions on Marxist theatre, gender in 
performance, and intersectional feminism. While previous 
scholarship has provided valuable insights into his political 
commitments, this study contributes a new perspective by 
interrogating the ways in which his theatre grapples with 
multiple, overlapping structures of oppression. 

Theoretical Relevance 

The theoretical framework of this study draws upon three key 
perspectives: Marxist-feminist critique, intersectionality, and 
Brechtian theatre. A Marxist-feminist approach is crucial in 
examining how class struggle intersects with gender oppression 
in Dutt’s plays, highlighting the ways in which women’s 
subjugation is not merely a byproduct of capitalism but a 
structural issue deeply embedded within patriarchal and caste 
hierarchies. Kimberlé Crenshaw’s (1989) concept of 
intersectionality further refines this analysis by emphasising 
that caste, class, and gender do not function as isolated systems 
but rather intersect to shape women’s lived experiences in 
unique and complex ways. This is particularly relevant in 
understanding how Dutt’s female characters navigate multiple 
layers of oppression, where gendered marginalisation is 
compounded by economic and caste-based hierarchies. 
Additionally, Brechtian theatre provides a critical lens through 
which to analyse Dutt’s dramaturgy, particularly his use of the 
alienation effect (Verfremdungseffekt) and didacticism, both of 
which shape the representation of women in his plays. By 
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disrupting narrative realism and encouraging critical 
engagement, Brechtian techniques allow for an interrogation of 
social structures, yet feminist scholars have critiqued these 
methods for their occasional failure to fully address patriarchal 
power dynamics. Applying these frameworks, this study seeks 
to unpack how women’s narratives in Dutt’s theatre operate 
within broader socio-political structures, revealing both the 
strengths and limitations of his radical dramaturgy in addressing 
intersectional oppression. 

Discussion and Analysis of Selected Plays 

Utpal Dutt’s radical theatre, deeply rooted in Marxist ideology, 
often foregrounds class struggle while also engaging with the 
intersections of caste and gender. His plays feature female 
characters who resist multiple layers of oppression, challenging 
both economic exploitation and patriarchal structures. The 
following discussion analyzes Tiner Talwar (The Sword of Tin), 
Barricade, and Dusswapner Nagari (City of Nightmares) 
through an intersectional lens, examining how Dutt’s 
dramaturgy portrays women’s resistance against systemic 
injustices. 

Women and Class Struggle 

Tiner Talwar is a scathing critique of bourgeois hypocrisy, 
using a strong female protagonist to expose the intertwined 
nature of class and gender oppression. The play revolves around 
an upper-class woman, Malati, who begins to recognise the 
exploitative nature of the elite society she inhabits. Unlike 
conventional female characters in Marxist theatre who are often 
relegated to symbolic roles, Malati emerges as a fully realised 
character who directly challenges both patriarchal control and 
economic exploitation. 
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In one of the play’s pivotal moments, Malati confronts her 
father, a wealthy industrialist who believes in maintaining class 
hierarchies: 

Malati: “you tell me that the poor should be grateful for the 
scraps we throw at them. But I have seen the hunger in their 
eyes, Baba. I have heard the women whisper about the price 
they pay for those scraps.” This dialogue encapsulates Malati’s 
awakening to the systemic injustices embedded within class 
privilege. She refuses to accept the idea that economic disparity 
is natural, recognising instead how women from lower classes 
face compounded exploitation both as workers and as bodies 
controlled by patriarchy. 

Dutt’s portrayal of Malati is significant because it moves 
beyond the trope of the passive, suffering woman. She actively 
seeks to dismantle the structures that oppress her, making her a 
complex figure in revolutionary discourse. Her resistance is not 
just against her father’s authority but against an entire social 
system that perpetuates economic and gendered inequalities. 

Women in the Face of Fascism 

Set in the tense political climate of an emerging totalitarian 
state, Barricade examines how fascism reinforces gender 
oppression while simultaneously forcing women into roles of 
active resistance. The play follows a group of underground 
revolutionaries fighting against an authoritarian regime, among 
whom women play crucial roles. Unlike traditional narratives 
where male revolutionaries dominate, Barricade presents 
female characters who engage in both ideological and physical 
resistance. 

One of the most compelling characters in the play is Nandini, a 
political activist who uses her access to government officials to 
gather intelligence for the revolution. Her role challenges the 
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stereotype of the revolutionary as exclusively male, instead 
presenting a nuanced portrayal of women as political agents. In 
a tense confrontation with a government official who 
underestimates her because of her gender, she declares: 

Nandini: “You look at me and see a woman who should be 
frightened, who should bow her head. But you forget that 
history is filled with women who carried the revolution in their 
blood.” This moment underscores Dutt’s engagement with 
gendered political agency, Nandini’s defiance is not just 
personal but symbolic of a larger struggle against fascism. The 
play highlights how authoritarian regimes use patriarchal 
control as a means of suppressing dissent, making women’s 
participation in resistance movements both necessary and 
radical. 

Furthermore, Barricade critiques how fascist propaganda often 
reinforces traditional gender roles to maintain social order. The 
government in the play promotes the idea that women should 
remain in domestic spaces, supporting the regime rather than 
challenging it. However, the women in the revolutionary 
movement actively subvert these expectations, proving that 
political resistance is not confined to men. 

Caste, Gender, and the Dystopian State 

Unlike the previous two plays, Dusswapner Nagari is set in a 
dystopian future where caste, class, and gender oppression are 
deeply institutionalised. The play presents a totalitarian regime 
that uses rigid social hierarchies to maintain control, creating a 
world where lower-caste women face the harshest forms of 
exploitation. The protagonist, Janhavi, is a Dalit woman who 
works as a labourer under a state-controlled system that denies 
her any rights. The play explores the brutal ways in which caste 
and gender intersect, Janhavi is not only economically 
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oppressed but also subjected to systemic sexual violence 
sanctioned by the ruling elite. In one of the most harrowing 
scenes, she is confronted by a high-caste official who justifies 
her oppression as part of the ‘natural order’: 

Official: “You were born to serve, just as we were born to rule. 
A woman like you questioning this order is like the sun refusing 
to rise.” 

Janhavi: “Then let the sun refuse to rise! I would rather live-in 
endless night than accept a world where my body and my 
dignity are not mine.” 

Janhavi’s resistance is both deeply personal and profoundly 
political. Unlike Malati in Tiner Talwar, who resists from 
within privilege, Janhavi’s struggle emerges from the most 
marginalized position possible; she fights against not just 
patriarchy but the casteist state apparatus itself. 

Dutt’s decision to center a Dalit woman in a dystopian setting 
makes Dusswapner Nagari a crucial text for intersectional 
analysis. It highlights how caste and gender hierarchies are not 
remnants of a feudal past but continue to shape modern power 
structures. The play critiques the myth of ‘progress’ by showing 
how institutionalised oppression adapts to new political 
regimes, reinforcing rather than dismantling social hierarchies. 

Women’s Resistance in Dutt’s Radical Theatre 

Across these three plays, Dutt portrays women not as passive 
victims but as active participants in resistance movements. 
Tiner Talwar highlights the hypocrisy of the bourgeois elite and 
the necessity of class consciousness in women’s struggles. 
Barricade situates women within anti-fascist movements, 
showing how political violence and gender oppression intersect. 
Dusswapner Nagari takes this analysis further by 
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demonstrating how caste, class, and gender create a uniquely 
oppressive structure for marginalised women, while also 
exploring how resistance can emerge even from the most 
constrained circumstances. 

While Dutt’s plays remain committed to Marxist ideology, an 
intersectional reading reveals that his theatre, perhaps 
unintentionally, opens space for feminist interpretations. His 
female characters, though shaped by class struggle, also 
navigate distinct forms of gendered and caste-based oppression, 
challenging the assumption that class struggle alone can resolve 
systemic inequalities. Through these layered portrayals, Dutt’s 
theatre engages with intersectional themes that remain critically 
relevant in contemporary discussions on gender and social 
justice. 

Conclusion 

Utpal Dutt’s theatre, though primarily shaped by Marxist 
ideology, offers a compelling space for intersectional analysis, 
particularly in its engagement with caste, class, and gender. His 
plays challenge capitalist exploitation and totalitarian 
oppression while also foregrounding women’s roles in 
revolutionary struggles. The female characters in his works are 
not passive victims but active agents of resistance, navigating 
multiple forms of oppression. However, a critical evaluation of 
his dramaturgy reveals that while Dutt’s theatre acknowledges 
gendered subjugation, it does so largely through the lens of class 
struggle, often prioritising economic oppression over 
independent feminist concerns. 

This approach reflects the broader contradictions within Leftist 
movements in India, where gender and caste-based issues were 
often considered secondary to class struggle. Marxist theatre 
has historically focused on the oppression of the working class, 
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assuming that gender and caste inequalities would be resolved 
through economic revolution. However, as contemporary 
feminist and Dalit scholarship has demonstrated, such an 
approach risks overlooking the unique experiences of women, 
particularly those from marginalised castes, whose struggles 
cannot be reduced to class alone. Dutt’s Dusswapner Nagari 
(City of Nightmares) is particularly significant in this regard, as 
it explicitly addresses the interplay of caste, gender, and state 
oppression. Janhavi, the Dalit female protagonist, embodies the 
intersectional burdens of economic, gendered, and caste-based 
violence, making the play a rare departure from traditional 
Marxist narratives that focus primarily on class-based 
oppression. 

From a social relevance perspective, Dutt’s plays continue to 
resonate in contemporary India, where gender and caste remain 
deeply entrenched structures of oppression. The persistence of 
honour killings, caste-based sexual violence, and gendered 
labor exploitation demonstrates the continuing need for an 
intersectional framework in understanding systemic 
inequalities. The women in Dutt’s plays, whether resisting 
bourgeois hypocrisy (Tiner Talwar), fighting fascism 
(Barricade), or challenging caste and gender hierarchies 
(Dusswapner Nagari), reflect the ongoing struggles of 
marginalised communities today. Their narratives echo the 
voices of real-life activists and grassroots movements fighting 
against gendered and caste-based violence in modern India. 

At the same time, the limitations of Dutt’s theatre in fully 
embracing feminist discourse highlight the challenges of 
integrating gender and caste within a class-centered ideological 
framework. His works create space for female agency but do 
not always engage deeply with the specificities of gendered 
oppression outside the Marxist paradigm. Nevertheless, his 
radical dramaturgy provides a crucial foundation for 
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contemporary feminist and intersectional reinterpretations. 
Future research can further explore the ways in which Indian 
political theatre can evolve to address gender and caste 
oppression not merely as extensions of class struggle but as 
structural issues in their own right. Thus, while Utpal Dutt’s 
theatre is not explicitly feminist in its orientation, it remains a 
vital site for studying the intersections of caste, class, and 
gender. His plays challenge power structures while 
simultaneously raising questions about the broader inclusivity 
of revolutionary narratives. By critically engaging with his 
works through an intersectional lens, scholars and activists can 
continue to uncover the layered complexities of oppression and 
resistance in both historical and contemporary contexts. 
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CHAPTER 8 
Between Borders and Boundaries: 
Identity Politics in Toba Tek Singh and 
its Dramatic Adaptations   

By  
Md Samaun Sk 

Overview 

The works of Saadat Hassan Manto, particularly his Partition-
centric story Toba Tek Singh, continue to resonate across the 
Indian subcontinent. The protagonist Bishan Singh, a Sikh man 
torn between nations, collapses on the border and dies, which is 
regarded as a haunting metaphor for inhumanity and a pathetic 
situation during partition. Manto’s accusation of political 
leaders and their role in mass violence has become so powerful. 
It touches the heart of mass audiences, which leads to numerous 
English translations of the story and several stage performances 
as well. Researchers recently evaluated several adaptations, 
such as stage performance and film adaptation of the original 
story. In the original story, it is found that several Urdu terms 
were sometimes dropped, while directors occasionally added 
interpretative phrases on stage performances and the screen. 
Though having strengths and weaknesses, balancing fidelity to 
the source text with readability, this study strives to evaluate the 
representation of identity crisis as the key issue among all these 
adaptations justified with the source text. 

By analysing the interplay of environment, symbolism, and 
characterisation, this study highlights how the story critiques 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1iVktDNQYpbG4bj0ytNuLsrifiwMBjDod9SYsoz1XFoY/edit?tab=t.0#heading=h.rwk5a969twap
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the struggle to anchor identity in a post-Partition world. The 
research examines the indissoluble bonds between individuals 
and their sense of place, arguing that Manto uses the asylum as 
a microcosm of societal disorder to expose the fragility of 
belonging. Characters like Bishan Singh, trapped in the liminal 
space between nations, represent the absurdity of political 
delimitations. 

Key Words: Identity, Partition, Intersection of Culture & 
Dramatic Adaptation 

Introduction  

Saadat Hassan Manto (1912-1955), a revolutionary voice in 
Urdu literature, dedicated his craft to exposing the vulnerable 
side of society. Though he was born in British India, he 
relocated to Pakistan after Partition, where he continued writing 
until his death at 42. Beyond his twenty-two short story 
collections, novels, and radio plays, Manto’s legacy lies in his 
audacity and boldness through his writings. He highlighted 
those vulnerable issues relegated to the marginalised section of 
society, such as sex workers, drunkards, and labourers, 
challenging a hypocritical world obsessed with respectability. 
He argues that his work, often branded tagging controversial, 
forces readers to confront the “interiors” of a fractured social 
order (p. 60). A polymath, Manto also thrived as a journalist and 
screenwriter, yet his rebellious ethos established his status as a 
literary iconoclast. 

Partition, for Manto, was not just redrawing borders but minds 
fractured as well. The 1947 division of India scattered Muslims, 
Hindus, and Sikhs, who once existed together, now see 
monsters in familiar faces. Manto’s prose explores this 
collective psychosis, the dehumanising threatening of hatred 
that justifies rape and murder. As a displaced writer, he maps 
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the scars on both sides, revealing how liberation became a 
paradox; a new nation builds up on the blood of commoners. 

Manto’s “Toba Tek Singh”, a seminal short story on partition, 
is set in a Lahore mental asylum amidst the chaos of 1947. As 
citizens were ethnically removed, the asylum, a microcosm of 
the fractured subcontinent, faces its absurd transfer. Hindu and 
Sikh patients were ordered to shift to India, whereas Muslim 
patients had to be removed to Pakistan. The patients, defying 
the logic of borders, embrace one another and weep in 
solidarity. A Sikh lunatic, namely Bishan Singh, collapses and 
dies on the contested India-Pakistan border, embodying the 
futility of division. Manto’s genius lies in inverting sanity: the 
asylum’s lunatics understand the inhumanity of Partition far 
better than the politicians drawing it (Ali, 2012, para. 14).  

In “Toba Tek Singh”, Manto tells the story of Bishan Singh, a 
Sikh patient in a mental hospital for 15 years. People call him 
Toba Tek Singh after his hometown. Through his eyes, Manto 
reveals how communal violence destroys innocent lives. While 
the world outside the asylum burns with hatred, Bishan Singh’s 
struggle to understand borders highlights the absurdity of 
dividing people by religion. Manto, often criticised for his bold 
themes, uses this story to show how cruel and senseless violence 
becomes when fueled by fanatics. His work reminds us that true 
madness lies not in the asylum but in the cruelty of society 
(Bose, p. 152; Gatt, 2013, p. 61). 

Analysis 

Identity Crisis 

The Partition of India left millions grappling with dislocation, 
confusion, and a fractured sense of identity. The writer Saadat 
Hasan Manto captures this turmoil powerfully in his story 
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through the character of Bishan Singh, a Sikh man confined in 
a mental asylum. When the newly formed nations of India and 
Pakistan agreed to exchange mentally ill patients across the 
border, Bishan Singh’s identity became a site of profound 
tension. Although he was Sikh by religion, the question of his 
national allegiance became painfully ambiguous. The binary 
choice, “India or Pakistan” echoed the difficult decisions faced 
by countless individuals during Partition, as identities once 
rooted in shared cultures and histories were forcibly redefined 
by political lines. 

The mental asylum in Manto’s narrative functions as a potent 
metaphor for the broader societal chaos. Within its walls, as 
outside, individuals are caught between old affiliations and 
new, imposed loyalties. Bishan Singh’s refusal to accept either 
nation, his determined stand in the “No-Man’s Land” between 
borders, becomes a striking act of resistance. His defiance 
challenges the very notion that identity can be reduced to 
simplistic national labels. In doing so, Manto critiques the 
arbitrary and often absurd nature of such political 
categorizations. 

The unstable environment of the asylum mirrors the 
psychological and emotional instability triggered by Partition. 
The patients, like Bishan Singh, are portrayed as disoriented 
and displaced, reflecting the condition of those outside the 
asylum walls. The act of swapping patients, treating them like 
inanimate objects exchanged between governments, adds a 
layer of cruel irony. Manto uses this transactional logic to 
expose how political agendas can dehumanise individuals, 
stripping them of their dignity and social bonds. 
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Intersection of Cultural and National Identities 

Manto also explores the complex intersection of cultural and 
national identities. Through the relationship between Bishan 
Singh and the Sikh guard, he demonstrates that cultural ties can 
persist even when political boundaries attempt to sever them. 
Despite the chaos of Partition and the physical border now 
separating them, the shared cultural background between the 
two characters fosters empathy and connection. The guard’s 
unwavering loyalty to Bishan Singh, protecting him amid 
institutional and national confusion, accentuates the enduring 
strength of cultural identity. 

This bond serves as a powerful counterpoint to the political 
divisions imposed by Partition. Manto suggests that culture, 
tradition, and shared experiences often transcend artificial 
national boundaries. The irony of two culturally connected 
individuals being forcibly separated due to a line drawn on a 
map emphasises the absurdity of political divisions. In this way, 
Manto critiques the futility of borders and questions the 
legitimacy of separating people who share deep-rooted cultural 
commonalities. 

Ultimately, Manto’s story conveys a universal message: human 
connections, grounded in shared experiences, struggles, and 
cultural heritage, can defy the logic of borders and resist the 
fragmentation imposed by politics. Through his characters, he 
reminds us that our shared humanity holds greater value than 
the national identities assigned to us. 

The Fight for Belonging 

Manto’s story shows how people grasp a sense of belonging, 
even in chaos. The mental asylum, unexpectedly, becomes a 
safe space during the turmoil of Partition. The lunatics resist 
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leaving, not out of madness, but because the asylum offers them 
stability in a shattered world. The patients’ refusal to leave 
highlights how deeply humans need connection. Even as 
borders shift, they crave safety and community. Manto’s irony 
is clear that while society collapses, the asylum, a place meant 
for “outsiders”, becomes a heaven where bonds of friendship 
and loyalty thrive.  

Manto challenges the idea that nationality defines belonging. 
Characters like Bishan Singh and the Sikh guard form ties those 
cross political lines, proving shared culture and humanity 
matter more than flags. Their bond survives Partition, showing 
identity isn’t tied to maps. The story also mocks the absurdity 
of forcing people to move. The asylum, once isolating, becomes 
a sanctuary. The inmates’ refusal to be “traded” exposes the 
cruelty of political decisions that treat humans like objects. 

Ultimately, Toba Tek Singh speaks to everyone that ‘we all 
need a place where we’re accepted, no matter the chaos 
outside’. Manto reminds us that belonging isn’t about borders; 
it’s about the connections that make us human. 

Toba Tek Sing as a Play 

In 2011, Sunil Bohra produced a play based on Saadat Hasan 
Manto’s Toba Tek Singh. This was a significant theatrical 
production that premiered in 2011 as a tribute to Manto’s 
literary legacy. Vipin Sharma not only directed the play but also 
starred as Bishan Singh, the Sikh protagonist trapped in the 
absurdity of the India-Pakistan Partition. His portrayal 
emphasised the character’s refusal to accept arbitrary borders, 
embodying the story’s critique of political madness. The play 
was a passion project for both Bohra and Sharma. Bohra 
described it as a long-awaited tribute to Manto, stating that 
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Sharma’s shared vision and acting prowess made the adaptation 
possible. Bohra said in a statement. 

I was thinking of this for a long time, but things were not 
working out as I was not getting the right actor and director for 
the play. Recently, I met Vipin, who is a very good actor, and 
when we spoke about the idea, he too shared the same thoughts. 
The play would be our tribute to the iconic writer. 
(TwoCircles.net) 

The adaptation retained Manto’s satirical edge, focusing on the 
bureaucratic cruelty of Partition and the psychological trauma 
of displacement. The asylum setting mirrored the chaos of 
divided identities. The impact of the play extended beyond its 
premiere. For instance, a 2020 performance at Mumbai’s Royal 
Opera House featured Sharma and other prominent figures, 
underscoring its enduring relevance. 

The adaptation highlighted Manto’s exploration of madness as 
a metaphor for societal insanity during Partition. By blending 
dark humour with tragedy, the play resonated with audiences as 
a commentary on ongoing India-Pakistan tensions and the 
universal struggle for belonging.  

Ajoka Theatre 

Founded in Lahore, Punjab, in 1984, Ajoka Theatre is a 
Pakistani non-profit group committed to staging theatrical 
productions that address themes of social justice and human 
rights. Director Madeeha Gauhar adapted Manto’s short story 
Toba Tek Singh into a stage performance in 1992.  

 Set against the backdrop of Partition, Manto’s Toba 
Tek Singh follows Bishan Singh, a Sikh asylum patient in 
Lahore who rejects the arbitrary borders dividing India and 
Pakistan. His defiance contrasts with fellow inmates’ delusions, 

http://twocircles.net/
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one proclaims himself Jinnah, another Nehru, and a third insists 
God resides in a tree. This absurdity mirrors the real-world 
madness of 1947. The narrative also exposes societal hypocrisy: 
families, even among the educated elite, often punish mothers 
of daughters with emotional abuse or divorce, proving that 
misogyny transcends class divides.  

The play adaptation of Toba Tek Singh amplifies Manto’s 
critique of Partition through the story of Bishan Singh, a Sikh 
asylum inmate in Lahore who refuses to be “exchanged” 
between nations. The asylum’s chaos, patients impersonating 
Jinnah, Nehru, and God, serves as a metaphor for the era’s 
political lunacy. Simultaneously, the story condemns societal 
attitudes toward women: the birth of a girl child is met with 
scorn, with mothers ostracised or divorced, a reality unchanged 
even among the educated upper classes. 

The production spotlights rising talent through a gripping 
adaptation of Saadat Hasan Manto’s iconic story, directed by 
Nirvaan Nadeem. The evening also features a dynamic dramatic 
reading, an innovative theatrical format, where students from 
Ajoka’s writing workshop, mentored by Executive Director 
Shahid Nadeem, present two original short plays crafted during 
their intensive two-month course. This rendition of Manto’s 
masterpiece, directed by Nirvaan Nadeem, serves as a 
launchpad for emerging theatrical talent. Complementing the 
play is a dramatic reading, an electrifying addition, showcasing 
two student-written pieces from Ajoka’s workshop, led by 
Shahid Nadeem, where creativity met discipline over eight 
weeks.  

Naatak’s Musical Adaptation (2017) 

Naatak, the premier Indian theater group in the U.S., brought 
Manto’s Toba Tek Singh to life as a musical spectacle in 2017. 
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Performed at the Woodside Theater, the show combined vibrant 
dance numbers, live orchestration, and opulent visuals to 
explore Partition’s absurdity via Bishan Singh, a madman 
caught in bureaucratic crossfire. The narrative wove satire and 
sorrow, mirroring the inmates’ lunacy with the era’s political 
madness. This production was the second of four in Naatak’s 
ambitious annual lineup. 

Performed in Hindi (with English subtitles), this poignant satire 
revisited the collective suffering of Partition’s refugees. The 
musical score, crafted by Nachiketa Yakkundi, and expressive 
choreography by Shaira Bhan and Snigdha Singh amplified the 
emotional depth. Bishan Singh’s ceaseless stance, neither 
sitting nor lying, SikhNet underscores and serves as a metaphor 
for the enduring scars of division.  

Amid the lingering scars of 1947, India and Pakistan in 1948 
ordered mental asylum patients swapped across borders, 
Muslims to Pakistan, Hindus and Sikhs to India. At a Lahore 
facility, the Sikh protagonist Toba Tek Singh becomes a 
stubborn emblem of resistance. Naatak’s 2017 adaptation, a 
musical tour de force, amplifies Manto’s critique with live 
performances, intricate dances, and haunting visuals. Through 
humour and pathos, it contrasts the inmates’ delusions with the 
cold rationality of Partition, cementing its place as the second 
act in Naatak’s transformative theatrical year. Raji observes: 
We saw the Mountbattens, Nehru, Jinnah, Nathuram Godse and 
Sarojini Naidu. One clever and amusing aspect of the play is 
that the individuals who played these prominent characters also 
played the roles of the lunatics in the insane asylum, switching 
roles by donning a cap. 

The play’s satire was ruthlessly egalitarian, ridiculing Gandhi, 
Nehru, and the Mountbattens alike, though each uttered lines 
echoing their historical significance. Sarojini Naidu, however, 
fared poorly. Stripped of her legacy as a freedom fighter, she 
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became a whimsical, poetry-quoting prop, and her gravitas 
swapped for featherbrained theatrics. While Gandhi, Nehru, and 
the Mountbattens faced irreverent parody, their dialogue still 
anchored them to history’s truths. Sarojini Naidu, in contrast, 
was rendered bafflingly shallow. The “Nightingale of India” 
was reduced to a ditzy, rhyming specter, her revolutionary zeal 
replaced by hollow theatrics. 

The most haunting moment unfolded during the transfer of 
asylum inmates. As gates emblazoned with national flags 
descended from above, dancers draped in saffron (India) and 
green (Pakistan) perched rigidly on either side of the divide. 
Between them stretched a desolate no man’s land. At its center 
stood Toba Tek Singh, paralyzed by existential dread—unable 
to decipher where home lay or which side claimed him. In that 
limbo of belonging, he collapsed, his unresolved anguish 
echoing Partition’s eternal wounds. Raji also writes: 

The Director's Note focuses on the two national anthems, 
India's Jana Gana Mana, and Pakistan's original anthem 
"Tarana-e-Pakistan" which its resounding refrain "Ay Sar 
Zameen-e-Pak" (O Land of the Pure).  It was the first time I had 
heard this, and it is lovely.  I had to urge to stand up when Jana 
Gana Mana was being sung, and was actually uncomfortable 
remaining in my seat.  I remembered how moved I had been 
once when I was visiting my parents in India, and had gone to 
bed early.  My father had stayed up, watching something on 
television.  When I got up to get a glass of water, I noticed he 
was standing up.  On getting closer, I saw that the national 
anthem was being sung on screen.  I was deeply moved by the 
respect he showed in standing up.  It did not matter that there 
no one was there to see. (Rajiwrites.com) 

A haunting refrain in the play echoes, “Why must we carve two 
homelands? What purpose do two serves?” This lyrical lament 
unraveled the unspoken grief etched into my parents’ souls and 

http://rajiwrites.com/
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a silent inheritance of Partition’s rupture they’ve carried but 
never named. Nachiketa Yakkundi’s stirring score oscillates 
between joy and despair, mirroring the chaos of a cleaved 
nation. Through its melodies, I glimpsed their buried pain and, 
paradoxically, found kinship in my own duality as an Indian-
American straddling fractured identities.  

The Al Green Theatre Toronto (2024) 

Deval Soni and Persyko’s stage adaptation reincarnates 
Manto’s classic as a haunting exploration of Partition’s 
collateral damage. Set in a Lahore asylum, it juxtaposes 
bureaucratic lunacy with inmates’ raw humanity, their struggle 
to claim “home” laying bare the absurdity of dividing people by 
lines on paper. When the Toronto Fringe lineup included 
Dramatic Jukebox’s Toba Tek Singh, a play about the 1947 
Partition, Lynn did not hesitate to accept the review invitation. 
Commending the troupe’s courage to tackle such raw history, 
they arrived on opening night, July 4th, ready to engage. Lynn 
comments: 

Toba Tek Singh is a stunning piece of theatre about a terrible 
time in history and how it affected so many people with just a 
line drawn through a country, displacing hundreds of thousands. 
I so appreciated the company’s efforts to make this story clear 
for their audiences by improving the fonts, sharpness of focus 
and the increase in the commentary. I also respected their need 
to be true to their story and convictions by telling it mainly in 
Hindi and Punjabi. (Lynn Slotkin & The Slotkin Letter) 

This production of Toba Tek Singh captures the absurd tragedy 
of Partition, a divide that rendered thousands homeless in an 
instant. I applauded the troupe’s efforts to enhance 
understanding through sharper visuals and narrative guidance, 
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while their commitment to Hindi and Punjabi dialogue 
preserved the story’s raw, unvarnished truth.  

Conclusion 

Saadat Hasan Manto’s Toba Tek Singh stands as one of the most 
powerful literary indictments of Partition and its dehumanising 
effects on identity, belonging, and sanity. Through the tragic 
figure of Bishan Singh and the setting of the mental asylum, 
Manto dismantles the illusion of political rationality and 
exposes the madness that governed the drawing of national 
borders. His narrative transforms the asylum into a haunting 
metaphor for a world turned upside down—where the so-called 
“mad” embody moral clarity, and the “sane” outside perpetuate 
chaos. 

Across decades and continents, Toba Tek Singh has transcended 
the boundaries of language and medium. Its numerous 
adaptations—ranging from Vipin Sharma’s 2011 stage 
performance and Ajoka Theatre’s socially charged rendition to 
Naatak’s 2017 musical in the U.S. and the 2024 Toronto 
production—attest to the story’s enduring universality. Each 
reinterpretation, while diverse in form and tone, reaffirms 
Manto’s timeless critique of nationalism, identity politics, and 
human alienation. The shifts from page to stage, from Urdu to 
English and beyond, underscore how art continually reclaims 
Manto’s message for new audiences, keeping alive the moral 
urgency of his vision. 

In a nutshell, Toba Tek Singh is not merely a story about 
Partition—it is a mirror to every divided world. It compels 
readers and spectators alike to question the arbitrary borders 
that fracture humanity and to recognise, in Bishan Singh’s silent 
resistance, the enduring struggle for dignity and belonging. 
Through its evolving adaptations, Manto’s work continues to 
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remind us that true sanity lies not in division, but in compassion, 
memory, and the shared longing for a home beyond maps. 
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CHAPTER 9 
Fragmented Histories, Polyphonic 
Voices: Narrative Experimentation in 
Hyder’s Fireflies in the Mist 

By 
Dr. Md Nasir Hossain & Dr. Jamirul Islam 

Overview 

This paper reevaluated Partition literature through narrative 
innovation, blending polyphony, non-linearity, and 
intertextuality to confront monolithic historiography in 
Qurratulain Hyder’s Fireflies in the Mist. This paper argues that 
Hyder’s fragmented storytelling, reflecting the ruptures of 1947 
and 1971, functions as a form of political resistance, 
intensifying marginalised voices. Hyder’s multilingual prose 
and cinematic vignettes further undermine temporal and 
linguistic boundaries, highlighting Urvashi Butalia’s notion of 
Partition’s “broken temporality.” The firefly motif emphasises 
transient revolutionary hopes, while her documentary-pastiche 
style (news clippings and letters) contests state-sanctioned 
histories. Unlike testimonial Partition narratives, Hyder’s 
lyrical disillusionment and feminist interiority unveil the 
gendered costs of political upheaval. Finally, the novel’s 
narrative form, neither linear nor cohesive, functions as a 
metaphor for the subcontinent’s unresolved trauma and 
contested identities. 

Keywords: Polyphony, Non-linearity, Intertextuality, & 
Narratology. 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1iVktDNQYpbG4bj0ytNuLsrifiwMBjDod9SYsoz1XFoY/edit?tab=t.0#heading=h.rwk5a969twap
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Introduction 

Narrative technique encompasses the structural and thematic 
essence of the novel, moulding not only how a story is narrated 
but how readers associate with its emotional, social, cultural, 
political, and intellectual layers. As Gérard Genette says, 
narrative is not simply the chronology of events, but “the 
manner of telling is as significant as the story itself” (Genette, 
1980, p.33). In this sense, the genre of novel becomes a site of 
deliberate construction, in which narrative voice, stylistic 
choices, and temporal shifts collaborate to generate meaning. 
Qurratulain Hyder’s Fireflies in the Mist strengthens the power 
of narrative technique in presenting complex historical and 
emotional truths. Set against the backdrop of India’s partition 
and the eventual result of Bangladesh, the novel highlights a 
linear, event-driven recounting. Instead, Hyder uses a non-
linear structure, multilingual narrative voice, and fluid 
perspectives to highlight the disruption of both national history 
and individual identity. Character figures like Deepali Sarkar, 
Jehan Ara, and Rosie do not merely witness history; they 
epitomise its contradictions and its elusive mollification. 

Hyder’s utilisation of flashbacks, temporal layering and stream 
of consciousness reflects the dislocated psyche of the Indian 
subcontinent. The novel backs repeatedly to past events not to 
rebuild a chronology but to invoke ideological ambiguity and 
emotional resonance. Partition, in Hyder’s hands, is not an acute 
historical rupture but an ongoing unveiling of communities, 
ideals, and personal bonds. As Deepali’s world sliver, both 
ideologically and emotionally, the reader perceives Partition 
narratives as an evolving trauma rather than a single moment of 
crisis (Hyder, 2008, p.87). 

The novel’s narrative voice, interweaved with Bengali, Urdu, 
and English, furthers this fragmentation. Language functions as 
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both an element of cultural representation and a marker of 
dislocation. By allowing multiple registers to coexist, Hyder 
resists homogenisation and epitomises the pluralistic, often 
contradictory, ethos of the subcontinent. Her style is profoundly 
literary, enhanced with poetic diction, allusions, and shifting 
perspectives, invoking not only memory and loss but also 
resilience. However, Hyder’s narrative technique is not only 
ornamental, but it is also ideological. Through Fireflies in the 
Mist, the novelist Hyder criticises the romanticism of revolution 
and nationhood. The titular “fireflies” epitomise fleeting 
idealism, darkened by personal disillusionment and political 
betrayal. Her innovative storytelling prompts readers that the 
legacy of Partition is not merely territorial, it is ingrained 
psychologically and humanly. Hyder’s novel, thus, embellishes 
a literary meditation on how narrative itself can endure erasure, 
reclaim memory, and reconceive identity in a fragmented 
world. 

Qurratulain Hyder’s Fireflies in the Mist inspects Partition not 
as a one singular event but as a prolonged unveiling of 
ideologies, identities, and dreams. Set against the backdrop of 
India’s division and Bangladesh’s liberation, the novel follows 
Deepali Sarkar and her comrades, whose revolutionary zeal 
crumbles to disillusionment. Hyder transforms focus from 
graphic violence to the ideological and psychological fractures 
of Partition. Characters like Deepali, Jehan Ara, and Rosie 
epitomise the fluidity of Hindu, Muslim, and Bengali identities, 
their scattered lives reflecting the subcontinent’s fragmentation. 
The 1971 Bangladesh War further entangled notions of 
belonging, proving borders heightened divisions rather than 
resolve them. Hyder’s multilingual prose (Bengali, Urdu, 
English) and non-linear narrative mirror memory’s cyclical 
nature, where Partition remains an unresolved trauma. The 
titular fireflies epitomise fleeting idealism, bright yet transient. 
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Deepali’s journey, ending in quiet despair, criticises 
revolutions, depicting Partition as a rupture of hearts and homes 
rather than just maps. Thus, the novel Fireflies in the Mist is a 
literary meditation on identity, loss, and the enduring scars of 
history. 

Research Methodology 

This study utilises textual analysis and narratological critique to 
inspect Hyder’s experimental techniques in Fireflies in the 
Mist. Through the close readings of non-linear temporality, 
multilingual dialogue, and intertextuality unveil her critique of 
Partition’s ideological contradictions is unveiled, the analysis 
deciphers how Hyder’s fragmented storytelling subverts 
dominant historical narratives.  

Analysis 

Qurratulain Hyder’s Fireflies in the Mist is an important novel 
in Partition literature that highlights historical fiction through 
its acute and experimental narrative technique. The novel spans 
a vast socio-political scenario, from the years preceding World 
War II to the birth of Bangladesh in 1971. Through non-linear 
narrative, multi-perspective storytelling, and intertextuality, 
Hyder relooks how history and memory interweave, providing 
a deep meditation on identity, trauma, and nationhood. This 
analysis highlights narrative elements: point of view, language, 
tense, literary devices, and dialogue, to examine how Hyder 
presents a narrative structure specifically beneficial to the 
representation of Partition. 
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Narrative Perspective: Omniscience, Fragmentation, and 
Polyphony 

Hyder’s narrative is unveiled through an omniscient third-
person narrator, but she frequently accesses the consciousness 
of various characters, especially Deepali, Rose, Jehan Ara, and 
Rehan. These characters become channels for diverse 
ideological positions, apprehending the polyphony of voices 
and conflicts ingrained within Partition discourse. The 
splintered structure of the novel, manifested by temporal shifts 
and disjointed sequencing, reflects the disrupted consciousness 
of individuals facing political upheaval. This narrative 
fragmentation mirrors what Urvashi Butalia identifies as the 
broken temporality of Partition experience, where collective 
and personal memories resist linear containment (Butalia, 2000, 
p.87). The omniscient perspective provides a panoramic sweep 
of events, while the dynamic interior monologues render 
personal histories visible against the larger backdrop of 
nationalism and decolonisation. This duality of scale, the 
historical and the intimate, is central to Hyder’s narrative 
strategy. 

Additionally, Hyder amalgamates documentary and epistolary 
forms, letters, news clippings, and political commentary into 
the narrative, combining historical realism with literary 
imagination. This technique dismantles the singularity of the 
narrative voice and situates the fiction within real historical 
contexts. She “encompasses fact, reportage, imagination, 
documentary presentation, and the epistolary form,” thus 
confronting linear and genre-bound storytelling (Hyder, 2008, 
pp.157-158). 
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Language and Dialogue: Multilingualism and Ideological 
Conflict 

Hyder’s language is poetic, rich, and multilingual, surrounding 
Bengali, Urdu, and English to authentically portray the 
linguistic texture of South Asian society. Her dialogue 
highlights the colloquial rhythms of Indian speech, but also 
presents as a site of ideological exposition. Characters 
frequently epitomise political beliefs, whether liberal, socialist, 
or nationalist, through conversation. While this technique 
sometimes edges on the didactic, it is often offset by moments 
of irony and lyrical poignancy. Notably, Rosie’s bold speech 
and Deepali’s philosophical reflections operate as acts of 
resistance against both patriarchy and colonial authority. Thus, 
Hyder highlights dialogue not merely as a narrative tool but as 
a means of political association and emotional resonance. 

Tense and Temporality: Flashback, Foreshadowing, and 
Historical Memory 

Hyder utilises the past tense throughout, but her use of 
flashback and foreshadowing destabilised chronological time, 
invoking the disorientation of traumatic memory. Past and 
present intermingle as characters recall earlier episodes of 
activism, exile and disillusionment. Deepali’s journey from 
idealistic nationalism to political fatigue strengthens how 
history is experienced as both repetition and rupture. 

The novel’s non-linear time structure explores the cyclical 
nature of hope and despair in South Asian political history. It 
also highlights the personal costs of ideological devotion, 
especially for women whose sacrifices are often erased from 
official histories. Further, through frequent use of flashbacks, 
Hyder constructs a mosaic of ideologies, memories, and 
betrayals. The protagonist, Deepali Sarkar, functions as a 
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narrator, yet the narrative constantly transforms focus between 
characters and periods. This allows Hyder to present a 
polyphonic narrative, where individual experiences resonate 
with the broader socio-political changes leading up to the 
Partition and the birth of Bangladesh (Hyder, 2008, Pp.42-45). 
Moreover, one of the hallmarks of Hyder’s narrative strategy is 
her use of literary collage, a technique that interweaves official 
history with philosophical musings, personal letters, lyrical 
prose, news reports, political commentary, documentary 
realism, and mythological allusions. This pastiche-like 
approach confronts the authority of linear historical 
documentation, foregrounding instead the polyphonic voices of 
those marginalised in nationalist discourses. In doing so, Hyder 
aligns with the postcolonial project of decentering master 
narratives (Bhabha, 1994, p.116). 

Literary Devices and Forms: Symbolism, Allusion, and 
Structural Innovation 

Hyder’s narrative technique includes heavy literary and cultural 
allusion, with the references to Marxist theory, Persian poetry, 
classical mythology, and colonial history creating a dense 
intertextual web. The recurring image of fireflies in the mist 
epitomises ephemeral moments of clarity amidst confusion, 
reflecting the elusive promises of freedom and social justice. 
This hybrid form, as Gopal rightly notes, resists mono-vocal, 
state-driven narratives and instead epitomises the contested 
nature of historical truth (Gopal, 2005, p.139). 

Storytelling Approach: Aesthetic Imagination and 
Political Consciousness 

Hyder renounces the raw, testimonial style of contemporaries 
like Manto in favour of a broader, more philosophical mode. 
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Her storytelling integrates magic realism, stream-of-
consciousness, and cinematic vignettes, enabling her to express 
abstract ideas, for instance, idealism, alienation. The novel’s 
structure breaks into three thematic rather than chronological 
sections, further undermining traditional narrative expectations. 
Importantly, Hyder’s focus is not only on violence or 
displacement, but on the ideological and emotional 
transformation of individuals over time. This gives the novel a 
contemplative, almost meditative tone that differentiates it 
within the Partition canon. Further, Hyder employs a third-
person omniscient narrator, which entitles her to shift 
perspectives across characters, highlighting their ideologies and 
internal thoughts. This omniscience is not static but dynamic, 
often penetrating the psychological and emotional registers of 
her characters. For instance, the internal monologues of 
Deepali, Rosie, and Jehan Ara are seamlessly interwoven into 
the narrative voice, generating a stream-of-consciousness effect 
that aligns the reader with the interiority of characters (Hyder, 
2008, Pp.93, 137). 

Hyder’s use of imagery and symbolism intensifies the narrative 
experience. The image of fireflies, for example, is symptomatic 
of fleeting hope, revolution, and the ephemeral nature of 
political dreams. Her descriptions of Dhaka and Calcutta are 
both poetic and politically charged, often provoking nostalgia 
while presenting the violence and disenchantment of history 
(Hyder, 2008, p.205-207). 

Hyder’s narrative technique in Fireflies in the Mist accentuates 
a radical reimagining of how Partition can be expressed and 
written. Through fractured timelines, polyphonic voices, and 
hybrid forms, she confronts linear historiography and highlights 
the complexity of postcolonial identity. While her prose can be 
dense and demanding, it rewards readers with a richly layered 
experience that interweaves personal memory with national 
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history. In presenting Partition not as a singular fracture but as 
an unresolved trauma, Hyder expands the boundaries of 
Partition literature. Her narrative style is both aesthetically 
innovative and politically subversive, providing a counter-
narrative to homogenised national myths.  

In Fireflies in the Mist, Hyder’s narrative approach is not 
merely a stylistic choice but an ideological one. Her structure, 
shifting narrative voices, and hybrid forms mirror the 
complexities of memory, identity, and history in the 
subcontinent. She challenges simplified portrayals of 
nationalism and instead presents the contradictions, emotional 
entanglements, and moral ambiguities of her characters. As 
such, the novel functions as a site of both aesthetic 
experimentation and political critique. 

Discussion of the Study 

This study critically inspects Qurratulain Hyder’s Fireflies in 
the Mist as an acute reconfiguration of partition literature 
through its inventive narrative approach. Unlike conventional 
historical narratives that present partition as a singular, 
catastrophic event, Hyder’s fragmented, polyphonic 
storytelling highlights its lingering ideological and 
psychological aftermath. The novel’s non-linear structure, 
multilingual texture, and intertextual richness resist monolithic 
historical narratives, instead accentuating the fractured, cyclical 
nature of memory and trauma.   

Hyder’s use of omniscient yet transforming perspectives allows 
for both a macro-historical view and intimate psychological 
depth, certifying that individual voices, especially those of 
women, are neither effaced nor homogenised. The novel’s 
multilingual dialogue and ideological debates highlight the 
contested political scenario of mid-20th-century South Asia. 
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The disrupted temporality, flashbacks, foreshadowing, and 
achronological sequencing reflect the disorientation of those 
who lived through Partition, strengthening the idea that 
historical trauma is not confined to a fixed moment but 
resonates across generations. The symbolism of fireflies, 
fleeting yet luminous, epitomises the transient hopes and 
disillusionments of Hyder’s characters, especially Deepali, 
whose journey from revolutionary idealism to weary 
resignation critiques the romanticisation of political struggle.  

Hyder’s formal hybridity, incorporating documentary, fiction, 
and epistolary fragments, confronts the boundaries of historical 
narration. This technique aligns with postmodern literary 
experimentation while remaining profoundly ingrained in South 
Asian cultural traditions. However, the novel’s density and 
structural complexity may estrange readers seeking a more 
linear or emotionally immediate Partition narrative. Therefore, 
the novel Fireflies in the Mist cuts across the label of "historical 
fiction" by inspecting how history is built, remembered, and 
internalised. Hyder’s narrative technique not only portrays 
Partition; it also epitomises contradictions, chaos, and 
unresolved legacies.  

Conclusion 

This analysis highlights how Qurratulain Hyder’s Fireflies in 
the Mist revolutionises Partition literature through its 
experimental narrative technique. By utilising fragmented 
timelines, polyphonic narration, and multilingual perspective, 
the novelist Hyder highlights the psychological and ideological 
breaks of Partition more powerfully than conventional 
historical accounts. The novel’s non-linear structure reflects the 
disorientation of trauma, combating singular historical 
narratives, while its multilingual dialogue and intertextuality 
mirror South Asia’s pluralistic yet fractured identity. The 
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recurring symbolism of fireflies criticises fleeting idealism, 
disclosing the stark gap between revolutionary dreams and 
postcolonial realities. Beyond literary aesthetics, Hyder’s novel 
challenges how history is remembered and recorded, centering 
marginalised voices, especially women, and amalgamating 
fiction with documentary realism to provide a decolonised 
template for historical narratives. Its themes of disillusionment 
and fragmented identity remain strikingly relevant to 
contemporary discourses on nationalism, migration, and 
collective memory. This study presents Hyder’s radical 
departure from traditional Partition storytelling, where writers 
like Manto accentuated visceral violence; she inspects 
ideological erosion and long-term trauma through innovative 
techniques like magic realism, stream-of-consciousness, and 
political allegory. By combining modernism and postcolonial 
critique, the novel Fireflies in the Mist makes an important 
contribution to South Asian literary scholarship. Moving 
forward, comparative studies could inspect Hyder’s narrative 
techniques alongside other multilingual Partition writers like 
Intizar Hussain, while gender-focused analyses might inspect 
how her fragmented style intensifies women’s historical 
erasure. Additionally, the novel’s cinematic vignettes highlight 
rich potential for adaptation into film or digital storytelling. 
Finally, Hyder leaves us with a provocative question: if history 
is a mosaic of dynamic memories, can fiction ever fully 
reconcile its broken pieces? Rather than providing answers, 
Fireflies in the Mist invites us to listen more closely to the 
whispers of the past. More than just a novel, it functions as a 
methodological revolt against monolithic history, proving that 
the truest accounts of catastrophe lie not merely in the facts, but 
in how we choose to tell them. 
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Implications of the Study 

This study unveils several critical implications that reposition 
Fireflies in the Mist as a critical work in South Asian literary 
and historical discourse. Firstly, by confronting dominant 
Partition narratives, Hyder accentuates the psychological and 
ideological disintegration caused by Partition, thereby urging a 
reevaluation of trauma as a prolonged, nonlinear experience 
rather than a discrete moment of physical violence. Secondly, 
through its detailed portrayal of female subjectivities, for 
instance, Deepali, Rosie, and Jehan Ara, the novel criticises 
patriarchal historiography, accentuating how women's 
intellectual and emotional experiences during Partition have 
remained largely marginalised. Thirdly, Hyder’s narrative form 
itself functions as a political critique; her stylistic hybridity, 
amalgamating history, fiction, and poetry, highlights how 
formal innovation can resist state-sanctioned historical 
narratives. Additionally, the novel’s multilingual texture, 
intertwining Urdu, Bengali, and English, confronts linguistic 
nationalism and provides a compelling model for postcolonial 
literary studies that combats cultural hegemony. From a 
pedagogical perspective, Fireflies in the Mist proves invaluable 
for courses on South Asian literature, narrative theory and 
historiography, as it stimulates students to question how history 
is built, mediated, and contested through narrative form. In sum, 
this study affirms Fireflies in the Mist as a transformative text 
that reconsiders Partition literature through its narrative daring. 
Hyder’s work remains deeply relevant for its insistence that 
history is not a static record but a living, dynamic dialogue, one 
that demands creative storytelling to do it justice. 
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CHAPTER 10 
Defining the ‘Hindu’: Political Theology 
and Cultural Identity in Shashi 
Tharoor’s  
Why I Am a Hindu! 

By 
Dr. Bitla Srinivvassulu 

Overview 

This paper explores Shashi Tharoor’s interpretation of “Hindu” 
in his work Why I Am a Hindu! (2018), situating it within the 
broader discourse on religion, pluralism, and Hindutva in 
contemporary India. Hinduism, often described as tolerant, 
inclusive, and philosophically expansive, has historically 
embodied openness and adaptability. Yet, Tharoor 
distinguishes between the pluralistic ethos of Hinduism and the 
exclusivist project of Hindutva, which seeks to impose 
homogeneity and political identity upon a diverse tradition. 
Drawing from ancient scriptures, reformist thinkers, and 
modern political voices, this study traces Hinduism’s evolution 
as a lived philosophy, highlighting its resistance to dogma, 
capacity for adaptation, and potential to serve as a universal 
faith for the twenty-first century. The discussion also 
emphasises how Hinduism’s flexibility and emphasis on 
individual reflection contrast with Hindutva’s rigid nationalism. 
Ultimately, this paper argues that Tharoor’s vision affirms 
Hinduism’s enduring liberalism, its respect for diversity, and its 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1iVktDNQYpbG4bj0ytNuLsrifiwMBjDod9SYsoz1XFoY/edit?tab=t.0#heading=h.rwk5a969twap
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continuing relevance in shaping India’s identity and global 
thought. 

Keywords: Hinduism, Hindutva, Shashi Tharoor, pluralism, 
religion in India 

Introduction 

The concept of “Hindu” has been subject to multiple 
interpretations, evolving across time and shaped by theological, 
philosophical, and political forces. According to the Vajasanehi 
Samhita, the word “Hindu” itself embodies tolerance, 
adaptability, amicability, and enlightenment of life. Hinduism, 
as a religion and a way of life, has historically emphasized 
philosophical exploration, spiritual inquiry, and social 
coexistence. Shashi Tharoor (2018), in Why I Am a Hindu, 
offers a reinterpretation of Hinduism by juxtaposing it with the 
ideological framework of Hindutva, underscoring the religion’s 
inherently pluralistic and liberal ethos. 

Religion in Hindu thought has often been described as a 
systematic way of living that provides ethical guidance and 
philosophical insights. The scriptures highlight idealistic ways 
to lead life and cultivate both physical and mental well-being 
by aligning with divine principles rather than human constructs. 
However, historians such as D. N. Jha (2002) have pointed to 
contradictions in Hindu practices, noting the Rig Veda’s 
references to cow slaughter and meat consumption, which 
complicate later interpretations of Hindu “dharma.” 

B. R. Ambedkar theorised that the sanctification of the cow was 
a socio-religious development arising from conflicts between 
Brahmanism and Buddhism. He suggested that Brahmanical 
elites elevated the cow as sacred and criminalised beef 
consumption to establish cultural supremacy over Buddhists. In 
this context, beef consumption was not limited to Muslims or 
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minorities but was also part of Hindu dietary practices among 
less privileged groups. 

Analysis 

Tharoor (2018) distinguishes between Hinduism’s inclusive 
spirituality and Hindutva’s rigid, exclusionary agenda. 
Hindutva, he argues, is a political project that seeks to redefine 
Hindu identity in monolithic and uniform terms, resembling the 
exclusivist tendencies of Abrahamic religions. This reinvention, 
which narrows the broad, pluralist tradition of Hinduism to 
selected texts such as the Bhagavad Gita, undermines India’s 
pluralist ethos. 

Former U.S. President Barack Obama’s speeches in New Delhi 
highlighted similar concerns about intolerance and sectarian 
division. Obama urged India to remain faithful to its pluralist 
values, warning that bigotry could undermine Prime Minister 
Modi’s development agenda. Tharoor (2018) echoes this 
sentiment, warning that conflating Hindu nationalism with 
Indian nationalism risks fragmenting the nation. 

Hinduism cannot be reduced to a single belief system; rather, 
its strength lies in its diversity. The Hindutva project attempts 
to impose a singular identity by erasing pluralism, but 
Hinduism’s inclusivity has historically enabled coexistence 
with multiple religions. Stories from the Puranas illustrate this 
ethos of truth-seeking and cohabitation. As Tharoor (2018) 
notes, Hindu pluralism paradoxically survives because the 
majority of Indians are Hindus who, through their faith, accept 
coexistence with multiple identities. 

Nonetheless, Hindutva emerged in the early twentieth century 
in response to rising Muslim political consciousness, framing 
Hindu identity in reactionary and exclusionary terms. This 
competitive politics of identity, according to Tharoor (2018), 
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fosters resentment and a desire for revenge against history. The 
fundamental challenge, therefore, rests in reconciling the 
aspirations of heterogeneous communities within the broader 
vision of the nation. 

The Bhakti movement, which began in Tamil Nadu in the sixth 
century, stressed personal devotion, inclusivity, and syncretism. 
Philosophers like Adi Shankara and Vivekananda emphasized 
intellectual inquiry and spiritual pluralism, resisting dogma and 
embracing diversity (Doniger, 2013). For Tharoor (2018), to 
reduce Hinduism to rigid doctrinal certitudes is a betrayal of its 
essence. 

In the twenty-first century, Hinduism possesses many 
characteristics of a universal religion. It privileges personal 
spiritual inquiry, allows multiple paths to the divine, and resists 
institutional dogma (Webb, 1926/2018). Its adaptability 
explains its survival over four millennia. Dr. Karan Singh 
identifies Hinduism’s enduring principles: unity of humankind 
(vasudhaiva kutumbakam), harmony of religions, and spiritual 
pluralism. As Swami Vivekananda observed, a universal 
religion must be infinite, non-sectarian, and all-embracing. 

Conclusion 

Hinduism, as Tharoor (2018) presents it, is a faith of openness, 
pluralism, and intellectual humility. Unlike the exclusivist 
doctrines of Hindutva, Hinduism does not proselytize but offers 
itself as a model of coexistence. Its universality lies in its ability 
to embrace multiple truths and identities while remaining 
deeply rooted in India’s cultural soil. Reviving Hinduism’s 
liberal, inclusive spirit is essential for preserving India’s 
pluralist identity. As the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad prays: 

Asato ma sad gamaya – Lead me from untruth to truth. 
Tamaso ma jyotir gamaya – Lead me from darkness to light. 
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Mrityor ma amritam gamaya – Lead me from death to 
immortality (Desh-Videsh, 2018). 
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CHAPTER 11 
Between Borders and Beyond: 
Nationalism and Transnationalism in 
Indian Drama  

By 
Dr. Pravat Ranjan Sethi  

Overview 

Indian drama has historically been a powerful medium for 
expressing socio-political narratives, negotiating the tensions 
between nationalism and transnationalism. From the nationalist 
fervor of pre-independence theatre to the transnational 
influences in contemporary drama, Indian playwrights have 
continually redefined cultural identities. Playwrights like 
Rabindranath Tagore (The Post Office), Vijay Tendulkar 
(Ghashiram Kotwal), and Girish Karnad (Tughlaq) engaged 
with nationalist themes, reflecting aspirations for self-
determination and critiques of political structures. In contrast, 
Mahesh Dattani (Final Solutions), Manjula Padmanabhan 
(Harvest), and Abhishek Majumdar (Kaumudi) explore 
transnational themes such as migration, globalisation, and 
diasporic anxieties. Indian theatre, influenced by both 
indigenous traditions and global dramaturgies, blurs the lines 
between local and global, reflecting the complexities of 
contemporary identity. This paper examines how Indian drama 
functions as a cultural bridge reinforcing national 
consciousness while also engaging with cross-border 
influences. Furthermore, the impact of digital platforms and 
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international collaborations on Indian theatre underscores its 
evolving transnational character. By analysing key dramatic 
texts and performances, this study highlights how Indian drama 
navigates between borders and beyond, offering a nuanced 
perspective on nationalism, cultural hybridity, and global 
interconnectedness. 

Keywords 

Indian Drama, Nationalism, Transnationalism, Postcolonial 
theatre, Diaspora, Cultural Hybridity, & Globalisation. 

Introduction 

The trajectory of Indian drama mirrors the diverse contours of 
India’s history and culture, particularly through the dual prisms 
of nationalism and transnationalism. Indian dramatic traditions, 
right from the pre-independence protest plays to contemporary 
diasporic theatre, have constantly grappled with the tensions 
between nationalist imaginaries and transnational flows. This 
chapter looks at how Indian drama bottlenecks these sometimes 
contending, at other times, cooperating frameworks across 
different linguistic traditions and historical periods. Through 
the analysis of key theatrical works, movements, and 
practitioners, we show how the stage has emerged as one of the 
central sites for articulating, contesting, and reconstructing 
national identity in the context of global engagement with 
theatre. 

Examining the intersection of nationalism and transnationalism 
in Indian drama demonstrates the tension between local cultural 
phenomena and global cultural interactions. While nationalist 
drama sought to cultivate a coherent cultural identity during the 
anti-colonial struggle and post-independence nation-building, 
Indian theatrical practices have always been influenced by 
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transnational factors, including colonial encounters, 
postcolonial interactions, and diasporic movements. This 
interplay has led to the growth of a dramatic tradition that is 
complex and defies easy classification, revealing the intricate 
essence of Indian cultural identity. This chapter addresses this 
complexity through four interrelated lenses: historical 
evolution, aesthetic innovations, contemporary practices, and 
thematic concerns. We will begin with the history of Indian 
drama from colonial Indian nationalist theatre to contemporary 
global interactions with Indian drama, which we consider as a 
part of the global theatrical discourse. After that, we focus on 
the aesthetics of the play writers and directors, who sought to 
balance indigenous cultures with global transnational theatrical 
cultures. The third section deals with thematic concerns of 
borders, migration, hybridity, and various forms of nationalism. 
Lastly, we look at contemporary nationalism, where practices 
are located within transnational networks that also grapple with 
nationalist legacies. 

This chapter seeks to show how Indian drama has 
problematised the nation’s self-reflection through its being in 
relation to the world, by studying its various dimensions. 
Instead of viewing nationalism and transnationalism as binary 
opposites, we contend that there has always been an Indian 
theatre existing at the intersection of both, producing works that 
are deeply within particular cultures yet regionally or 
internationally engaging. 

Historical Evolution: From Colonial Resistance to Global 
Exchange 

Pre-Independence Nationalist Theatre (1870s-1947) 

Modern Indian drama emerged alongside anti-colonial 
nationalist movements in the late nineteenth century. 
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Traditional performance art was adapted to fuel nationalist 
spirit; as Dharwadker (2005) remarks, this was a major 
development. The Bengali stage became an important site for 
the articulation of nationalist feelings. Theatre also became a 
powerful vehicle to critique colonial rule and Indian culture. 
Bengali playwrights Dinabandhu Mitra and Girish Chandra 
Ghosh were some of the earliest nationalists to embrace this 
style. Mitra’s masterpiece Neel Darpan (1860), based on 
colonial indigo planter's exploitation of Indian indigo farmers, 
became an instant success. Such pieces served to foster patriotic 
emotions among local people. Early modern Indian theatre was 
nationalistic in spirit, particularly after the Swadeshi movement 
in the early twentieth century, which promoted self-sufficiency 
and local cultural consumption. Tagore’s theatrical work at 
Shantiniketan, often referred to as a hub of diverse global 
influences, served as a battleground for India Nationalist 
projects. Both Raktakarabi (Red Oleanders, 1924) and 
Muktadhara (The Waterfall, 1922) implemented critiques of 
imperialism and industrialisation using allegorical narratives 
that fused Bengali folklore with aspects of Japanese Noh theatre 
and European symbolism (Banerji, 2017). Moreover, Sen 
(2010) notes, “Tagore’s dramatic works embodied a 
cosmopolitan nationalism that sought to harmonise indigenous 
cultural revival with global artistic influences,” (p. 127). 

The scope of the nationalist theatrical project encompassed 
other regional traditions beyond Bengal. Bal Gangadhar Tilak 
championed drama as a political tool in Maharashtra, while 
colonially censored nationalist allegories were crafted by 
playwrights like Krishnaji Prabhakar Khadilkar. Khadilkar’s 
Kichaka-Vadha (The Slaying of Kichaka, 1907), which 
reinterpreted the Mahabharata to parallel the struggle against 
British rule, exemplifies the strategic use of mythological 
narratives to articulate contemporary political concerns 
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(Gokhale, 2000). The Parsi theatre tradition, while 
commercially oriented, also contributed to the nationalist 
project through its synthesis of Indian and Western theatrical 
elements. As Hansen (2001) demonstrates, Parsi theatre 
companies created a pan-Indian theatrical idiom that circulated 
across linguistic regions, fostering a sense of shared cultural 
identity that transcended regional and linguistic boundaries. 
The hybrid aesthetic of Parsi theatre combining Sanskrit 
dramatic conventions, Persian poetic traditions, Victorian 
melodrama, and Shakespeare exemplifies the complex cultural 
negotiations that characterised Indian nationalist modernity. 

The Indian People’s Theatre Association (IPTA), formed in 
1943, marked a significant development in nationalist theatre 
by explicitly linking cultural production to progressive political 
movements. IPTA productions addressed the realities of 
peasant struggles, workers’ rights, and anti-fascist resistance, 
creating a socially engaged theatrical practice that reached 
beyond urban elites to rural and working-class audiences 
(Dalmia, 2006). As Bharucha (1983) argues, “IPTA represented 
a crucial attempt to democratise theatrical production and 
reception, challenging both colonial cultural hegemony and 
indigenous elitism” (p. 84). 

Post-Independence Negotiations (1947-1970s) 

The achievement of independence in 1947 transformed the 
relationship between theatre and nationalism. As the anti-
colonial struggle gave way to the challenges of nation-building, 
dramatic works increasingly engaged with the contradictions 
and tensions within the nationalist project itself. The partition 
of the subcontinent provoked theatrical reflections on 
communal violence and displacement, challenging triumphalist 
nationalist narratives with more nuanced explorations of trauma 
and division. Mohan Rakesh, Badal Sircar, and Girish Karnad 
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stand out as important playwrights in the history of post-
independence drama. Their works reflected an Indian concern 
while simultaneously incorporating absurdist, existentialist and 
epic Brechtian theatre global influences. In Rakesh’s Ashadh 
Ka Ek Din (One Day in Ashadha, 1958), he depicted the life of 
classical Sanskrit poet Kalidasa in terms of his personal artistic 
self-devotion and the merciless politics of the state, portraying 
the struggle of cultural workers in his post-colonial state 
(Dharwadker, 2005). 

The founding of the National School of Drama (NSD) in 1959 
signaled the birth of an experimental national theatre that aimed 
to assimilate Indian classical traditions with contemporary 
world practices. Ebrahim Alkazi’s direction of the NSD saw the 
implementation of a teaching pedagogy that comprised the rote 
learning of Sanskrit drama and regional folk traditions, as well 
as Western theatre within a single training system (Dharwadker, 
2010). This particular brand of NSD ‘theatre’ defined the earlier 
dominant cultural politics of the Nehruvian period which aimed 
at an uneasy reconciliation of indigenous cultural revival 
alongside internationalism. There was a renewed interest in 
regional theatrical practices at this time, such as Karimuttu 
Tangavelu’s Tamil Little Theatre movement, C.T. Khanolkar’s 
experimental Marathi plays, and K.N. Panikkar’s productions 
in Malayalam. These movements blended local cultural and 
linguistic elements with global and national discourses in a 
single theatrical framework. As Mee (2008) argues, “The 
vibrant regionalism of post-independence Indian theatre 
complicated any singular understanding of ‘national’ drama, 
revealing instead a multiplicity of cultural expressions that 
reflected India’s linguistic and cultural diversity” (p. 201). 

The influence of transnational theatrical currents intensified 
during this period through various channels, including 
international festivals, visiting productions, and the global 
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circulation of dramatic texts. The Theatre of the Absurd, in 
particular, resonated with Indian playwrights grappling with the 
disillusionment and alienation that followed independence. 
Badal Sircar’s early plays, including Evam Indrajit (And 
Indrajit, 1963), incorporated absurdist elements to explore the 
existential crises of the urban middle class, while Mohan 
Rakesh’s later works reflected the influence of European 
modernism (Baruah, 2012). 

Global Exchanges and Diasporic Movements (1980s-
Present) 

The period from the 1980s onward witnessed an intensification 
of transnational theatrical exchanges alongside the emergence 
of diasporic Indian theatre. Economic liberalisation, increased 
global mobility, and digital technologies facilitated 
unprecedented levels of cross-cultural collaboration and 
influence. Contemporary Indian theatre now operates within 
complex networks of global circulation, while simultaneously 
engaging with local cultural traditions and social concerns. The 
rise of diasporic theatre companies in the United Kingdom, 
United States, Canada, and elsewhere has created new sites for 
negotiating Indian cultural identity beyond national borders. 
The works of Tamasha Theatre Company and Tara Arts in the 
UK, as well as playwrights Ayub Khan-Din, Tanika Gupta, and 
Anuvab Pal have examined the multicultural experience 
complexities, focusing on the diverse aspects of diasporic life. 
They work on defining the cross border cultural and theatrical 
networks (Chambers, 2011). 

Within India, Anuradha Kapur, Neelam Mansingh Chowdhry, 
and Anamika Haksar have also contributed as they try to 
reconcile their post-colonial identity with India’s rich cultural 
heritage. Most of their works draw from folk traditions like 
Kathakali, Chhau, Nautanki, or other forms, but they also 
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respond to and engage with contemporary world theatre. That 
is why such forms of practices engage with modern globalised 
theatre arts (Dutt, 2014). Such practices are what Appadurai 
(1996) has called vernacular globalisation, the fluid movement 
of culture across borders. This phenomenon focuses on the 
incorporation of local culture into globalised constructs creating 
hybrid forms which cannot be precisely identified as fully local 
or foreign. 

International theatre festivals such as Bharat Rang Mahotsav by 
National School of Drama and International Theatre Festival of 
Kerala have now become vital avenues for cross-border 
exchange of theatre. These festivals enable circulation of 
productions across international borders which help them 
access global innovations in theatre and at the same time 
provides audiences in India with an international stage (Mee, 
2018). In the same way, collaborations of Indian theatre 
practitioners with foreign companies have led to the 
development of hybrid works that cannot be classified in any 
one national category. The work of Roysten Abel illustrates 
these exchanges the best. His production The Manganiyar 
Seduction (2006) has achieved global acclaim, yet it is deeply 
rooted in culturally specific traditions. Amusingly, adaptations 
of Shakespeare and Moliere by Atul Kumar’s Company Theatre 
that use Indian classical performance techniques and other 
dances are equally illustrative of the potential of transnational 
dialogue in theatre (Trivedi, 2017). 

The circulation of theatrical works has been further transformed 
in the context of performance and production dissemination 
with the advent of streaming services and virtual performances. 
The COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated this phenomenon, as 
numerous Indian theatre companies moved to digital 
productions that were not bound by location. As Mitra (2022) 
notes, “Digital theater has created new possibilities for 
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transnational circulation and reception, challenging 
conventional understandings of theatrical space and 
community” (p. 92). 

Aesthetic Negotiations: Between Indigenous Traditions 
and Global Forms 

Reimagining Sanskrit Dramaturgy in Contemporary 
Contexts 

The Natyashastra by Bharata served as one of the earlier 
reference points for Indian playwrights and directors as it 
sought to link classical Sanskrit drama with pre-colonial Indian 
theatre. These interactions manifest in many ways from direct 
adaptations of Sanskrit plays to overt incorporation of Sanskrit 
rasa and other performance theories. As Dharwadker (2005) 
observes, “The revival of interest in Sanskrit dramaturgy among 
modern practitioners represents both a nationalist reclamation 
of indigenous aesthetic traditions and a cosmopolitan 
engagement with classical theatrical forms” (p. 136). 

Karnad’s plays such as Hayavadana (1971) and Nagamandala 
(1988) showcase the Board of Karnatak forms of Western 
drama along with folk forms and Natyashastric elements, 
demonstrating the intersection of western and Indian styles. He 
undertakes a similar approach in Hayavadana. There, he retells 
an episode from the Kathasaritsagara, using Yakshagana and 
Brechtian alienation effects intertwining the performance with 
Karnadian conventions (Karnad, 2018). As Dharwadker (2010) 
argues, “Karnad’s syncretic approach to theatre shows how 
modern playwrights engage the classics without being bound to 
their structures, mounting works that ground themselves in 
particular cultures while partaking in global theater dialogues” 
(p. 214). Other, like K. N. Panikkar and Ratan Thiyam, have 
transformed the classical sanskrit principles into their 
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contemporary forms devising unique grammar of theatre. 
Gopalakrishnan (2012) writes Panikkar’s Shakuntala and 
Bhasa’s Urubhangam adaptation put forth with Kathakali and 
Koodiyattam draw from modern Kerala performances and 
modern concepts of stagecraft. Thiyam’s Chorus Repertory 
Theatre from Manipur, on the other hand, developed a Manipuri 
inspired approach that bases modern staging on classical 
Sanskrit with hybridised Manipuri traditions. 

The study of Sanskrit dramaturgy goes beyond the scope of 
conventional scripts to include their underlying theories and 
associated teaching practices. Rasa (aesthetic emotion) has had 
significant impact in recent times regarding actor training, 
directing, and dramaturgical practices. As Mee (2008) notes, 
“Rasa theory’s adaptations in contemporary contexts showcase 
the value of classical approaches and how they can be 
transformed for use today, bridging the old and the new” (p. 
156). 

Folk Forms and Popular Traditions in Modern Theatre 

Modern Indian theatre has consistently drawn on folk and 
popular performance traditions, including Jatra, Tamasha, 
Nautanki, Terukkuttu, and numerous other regional forms. 
These engagements reflect both nationalist impulses to valorise 
indigenous cultural expressions and transnational approaches 
that position these forms within global frameworks of 
intercultural exchange and experimentation. Habib Tanvir’s 
work with the Chhattisgarhi folk performers of Naya Theatre 
represents one of the most sustained and influential 
engagements with folk traditions in modern Indian theatre. 
Productions like Charandas Chor (Charandas the Thief, 1975) 
and Bahadur Kalarin (1978) incorporated the performance 
techniques, music, and performance style of Nacha folk theatre 
while addressing contemporary social and political concerns 
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(Tanvir, 2012). As Bharucha (2012) notes, “Tanvir’s theatrical 
practice challenged the urban/rural binary that often structures 
discussions of tradition and modernity, creating instead a 
dynamic interchange between different performance registers 
and social contexts” (p. 187). 

Ratan Thiyam’s productions with the Chorus Repertory Theatre 
similarly incorporate Manipuri folk traditions, including 
Thang-Ta (martial arts) and Lai Haraoba ritual performances, 
into contemporary theatrical frameworks. Works like 
Chakravyuha (1984) and Uttar Priyadarshi (1996) demonstrate 
how regional performance traditions can be recontextualised to 
address universal themes while maintaining their cultural 
specificity (Sarma, 2015). This approach reflects what Fischer-
Lichte (2014) terms “productive interweaving” the creative 
synthesis of different cultural traditions that generates new 
theatrical forms rather than simply juxtaposing disparate 
elements. The relationship between folk traditions and modern 
theatre has been transformed by changing socioeconomic 
conditions and cultural policies. As traditional performance 
contexts have diminished due to urbanisation and media 
technologies, theatrical adaptations have become important 
vehicles for preserving and reinterpreting folk performance 
knowledge. However, this process also raises questions about 
authenticity, appropriation, and the transformation of 
community-based practices into aesthetic commodities for 
urban audiences (Bharucha, 1993). 

Even contemporary productions tend to situate folk 
performance genres within frameworks of intercultural 
exchange on a global scale. The ethnographic context of 
international festivals or the context created by touring 
productions has commercialised the presentation of folk forms 
to international audiences, while joint ventures have enabled 
exchanges between the practitioners of different cultures. These 
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flows have both increased the circulation of Indian folk 
performance traditions and changed their practice through the 
influence of several theatrical languages and contexts (Mitra, 
2015). 

Postcolonial Adaptations and Intercultural 
Collaborations 

A remarkable feature of modern Indian theatre is the western 
adaptation which started with the English translations of 
Shakespeare’s works during the colonial period and extends to 
contemporary adaptations of Greek tragedies, Beckett’s and 
Brecht’s works among others. These adaptations amplify the 
complex postcolonial power struggle antagonisms about 
cultural production since they simultaneously access and 
transform the coloniser’s culture into a performance context and 
tradition. Particularly, the adaptations of Shakespeare’s works 
have served as a contested site for negotiating a middle ground 
between colonial imposition and culturally influenced 
adaptation strategies. From Utpal Dutt’s Bengali adaptation of 
Macbeth (1975) to Atul Kumar’s Piya Behrupiya (Twelfth 
Night, 2012), numerous attempts have been made to ‘Indianize’ 
Shakespeare by incorporating traditional performing arts, 
music, and other culturally relevant references (Trivedi, 2017). 
As Loomba (2008) argues, “adaptations illustrate the ways in 
which postcolonial theatre can take a Western canonised play 
and, through careful rewriting, reinterpret it into a masterpiece 
that acknowledges the colonial construct of culture and yet 
exerts the imagination of the colonised” (p. 128). 

Indian theatre and its international counterparts have 
incorporated cross-cultural understanding in their frameworks. 
Peter Brook’s controversial production of the Mahabharata 
(1985) is a case example. His approach certainly sparked 
debates on cultural appropriation and the politics of 
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representation in intercultural theatre; if anything, Brook’s 
work served as the most blatant example of ethnocentric 
representation. More recent attempts, like Tim Supple’s 
multilingual A Midsummer Night’s Dream (2006) with Indian 
cast members, seem to strive for more balanced constructions 
of interculturalism (Daugherty, 2018). There is much more 
attention concentrated on the power relations and cultural 
politics issues rather than hyphenated identity. With increasing 
complexity in power relations associated with practices termed 
cross-culture, these theoretical frameworks have fundamentally 
developed. As Lo and Gilbert (2002) stressed, we need to think 
about intercultural theatre within precise historical and 
geopolitical frameworks with focus on agency, purpose, and 
reception. Such shifts in perspective greatly illuminate the 
direction of Indian theatre practitioners, oscillating between 
nationalistic cultural authenticities versus hybrid 
globalised/transnational theatrical influences. New avenues for 
constructing intercultural boundaries arise with digital 
technologies potential to foster distance collaboration through 
virtual rehearsals, online performances, and digital archives. 

These technologies have, in addition, changed the circulation of 
theatrical works around the world by creating new forms of 
distribution other than the traditional circuits of touring and 
festivals (Balme, 2014). 

Thematic Explorations: Borders, Migration, and 
Contested Identities 

Dramatising Partition and Communal Violence 

The Partition of 1947, through which British India was divided 
into the independent states of India and Pakistan, has served as 
one of the enduring themes in Indian drama and continues to 
invoke deep-seated painful sentiments in the country. Indian 
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drama has, over the years, transformed its approach to depict 
the Partition from allegorical representations to grappling 
directly with the historical trauma, and from nationalist 
attitudes to transnational ones that emphasise shared 
experiences across borders. An early example of dramatic 
treatment of the Partition is Ritwik Ghatak’s play Dalil (The 
Document, 1952), which portrays the psychological and social 
trauma of displacement of Bengali refugees. Ghatak’s Partition 
films later articulated that the event was not a sacrificial 
necessity toward independence, but rather a calamitous fracture 
in the cultural life of the Bengalis (Ghatak, 2000). Kumar 
(2018) has aptly captured this: “Ghatak’s theatrical and 
cinematic representations of Partition interrogated the 
triumphalism nationalist narratives on offer by concentrating on 
the outrageously silenced accounts of the project’s subjects” (p. 
156). 

Asif Currimbhoy’s Inquilab (1970) and The Refugee (1971) 
incorporated the political aspects of the Partition and its 
consequences, including the Bangladesh Liberation War. 
Currimbhoy’s works are some of the first attempts to project the 
South Asian historical experience onto a global platform, as 
both plays were written in English and performed 
internationally, framing the Partition within the wider context 
of decolonisation and nation-building (Currimbhoy, 1975). 
Most recent dramatic renditions of Partition emphasise the lived 
experiences of people affected by the violence and 
displacement through its oral histories and personal narratives. 
In this respect, Kirti Jain’s documentary theatrical production 
Aur Kitne Tukde (How Many More Fragments, 2004) is salient 
as it integrates the testimonies of survivors of the Partition, 
thereby crafting a form of theatre that retains personal memories 
while situating them within collective historical trauma (Dutt, 
2014). Adaption into theatre has also been done on Urvashi 



161 

Butalia’s Partition narratives dealing with women, including 
survivors of sexual violence and abduction and other issues 
negated in the more mainstream historical accounts of the 
Partition. 

The transnational aspects of Partition came to light through the 
joint efforts of Indian, Pakistani, Bangladeshi artists as well as 
their diasporic counterparts. This is the case with Ajoka Theatre 
and Theatre Wallay’s Dagh Dagh Ujala (This Stained Dawn, 
2018) where cross-border involvement gave birth to cross-
border narration of Partition. Afzal-Khan (2021) argues that 
within the scope of these productions emerges the idea that 
theatre can serve as a site for reconciliation and dialogue. Such 
collaborations move beyond national limitations which impose 
the Partition-centric focus on narratives of Partition towards 
cultures and histories that, despite political fractures, are 
inherently interconnected. Modern plays increasingly depict the 
violent history of the Partition, coupled with unresolved inter-
communal violence and border conflicts that portray it as a 
never-ending cycle. The legacy of Partition in contemporary 
disputes is illustrated in Abhishek Majumdar’s The Djinns of 
Eidgah (2012) about the Kashmir conflict and Purva Naresh’s 
OK Tata Bye Bye (2016) which critiques Indian religious 
extremism in contemporary times (Mitra, 2020). 

Diasporic Identities and Transnational Belonging 

The Indian diaspora in particular has created a profound body 
of dramatic work which examines the issues of migration, 
cultural hybridity, and transnational identity. They oscillate 
between nostalgia for the home country and interaction with the 
host country, developing new theatrical idioms that embody the 
complex cultural struggles of diasporic life. 
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The early diasporic theatre in the UK, for example works of 
Tara Arts (founded in 1977) and Tamasha (founded in 1989), 
mostly centered around the experiences of South Asian 
immigrants dealing with racism and cultural dislocation. 
Productions like Jatinder Verma’s adaptations of Western 
canonical texts with all-Asian casts challenged the whiteness of 
British theatrical traditions while creating space for diasporic 
perspectives (Chambers, 2011). As Ley (2010) notes, “These 
productions employed strategic mimicry to appropriate the 
cultural capital of canonical texts while transforming them 
through alternative cultural perspectives” (p. 189). 

Contemporary diasporic playwrights have moved beyond 
narratives of migration and settlement to explore more complex 
questions of transnational identity and belonging. Tanika 
Gupta's Fragile Land (2003) and White Boy (2008) examine the 
experiences of second-generation British Asians negotiating 
between cultural traditions and contemporary urban realities. 
Similarly, Anuvab Pal’s Chaos Theory (2006) and The 
President Is Coming (2007) explore the transnational flows of 
global capitalism and cultural influence between India and the 
West (Gilbert & Lo, 2007). Productions by companies like Rasa 
Theatre Collective in the United States and Teesri Duniya 
Theatre in Canada similarly address diasporic experiences 
through multilingual performances that incorporate elements 
from both South Asian and Western theatrical traditions. These 
companies often position themselves as cultural intermediaries, 
creating works that translate between different cultural contexts 
while challenging essentialist understandings of both ‘Indian’ 
and ‘Western’ theatre (Mitra, 2015). 

Digital technologies have transformed diasporic theatrical 
practice by facilitating connections between dispersed 
communities and creating new platforms for transnational 
collaboration. Virtual performances, online script development 
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workshops, and digital archives have created what Appadurai 
(1996) terms ‘electronic neighborhoods’ virtual communities 
that transcend geographical boundaries while maintaining 
cultural connections. These digital platforms have been 
particularly important during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
allowing diasporic theatre makers to continue creating and 
sharing work despite physical restrictions. The relationship 
between diasporic theatre and homeland dramatic traditions 
remains complex and multidirectional. While diasporic 
practitioners often draw inspiration from Indian theatrical forms 
and narratives, they also influence theatrical practices within 
India through tours, collaborations, and the circulation of texts. 
This two-way exchange challenges linear narratives of cultural 
influence, suggesting instead what Vertovec (2009) terms 
‘cultural circulation’ the multidirectional flow of artistic 
practices, aesthetics, and ideas across transnational networks. 

Interrogating National Myths and Alternative Histories 

Contemporary Indian drama has actively engaged in 
reimagining and critiquing nationalist historical narratives, 
often recovering marginalised perspectives and challenging 
dominant accounts of the past. These theatrical counter-
histories have been particularly important in addressing caste 
oppression, gender violence, and religious communalism 
aspects of Indian society often obscured in official nationalist 
narratives. Mahesh Dattani’s plays, including Final Solutions 
(1993) and Dance Like a Man (1989), critique the exclusions 
and silences within Indian nationalist discourse, particularly 
regarding gender, sexuality, and communal relations. Final 
Solutions, which addresses Hindu-Muslim tensions through an 
intergenerational family narrative, challenges simplistic 
nationalist accounts that attribute communalism to colonial 
divide-and-rule policies, instead examining how religious 
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divisions are perpetuated within domestic spaces and everyday 
interactions (Dattani, 2000). As Mee (2012) argues, ‘Dattani's 
theatrical examination of communalism focuses on the micro-
politics of identity formation, revealing how national conflicts 
are embodied and enacted in interpersonal relationships (p. 
176). 

Historical revisionism has been particularly evident in plays 
that reinterpret mythological narratives from feminist, Dalit, 
and other marginalised perspectives. G.P. Deshpande’s Andha 
Yug (The Blind Age, 1953), which reimagines the Mahabharata 
from the perspective of minor characters witnessing the 
destruction of war, established an influential model for critical 
engagements with mythological materials (Bharucha, 1983). 
More recent works, including Manjula Padmanabhan’s Harvest 
(1997) and Mahasweta Devi's Draupadi (adapted for stage from 
her short story), employ mythology as a framework for 
addressing contemporary social injustices, particularly 
regarding gender and caste (Banerjee, 2014). Street theatre 
movements, including Safdar Hashmi’s Jana Natya Manch 
(JANAM) and numerous other groups associated with 
progressive political movements, have created accessible 
performances that challenge official histories while reaching 
audiences beyond traditional theatrical spaces. JANAM's plays, 
including Machine (1978) and Aurat (Woman, 1979), used 
simple theatrical forms to address labor exploitation, gender 
oppression, and political corruption, creating counter-narratives 
to state-sponsored developmental discourse (Hashmi, 2007). As 
Bharucha (2012) notes, “Street theater in India has served as a 
crucial medium for articulating subaltern histories and 
perspectives, creating public spaces for political dissent and 
collective mobilization” (p. 203). 

New strands of history with the focus on ‘connections’ and 
‘comparisons’ have added further complications to nationalist 
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historiographies. Joseph’s Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo 
(2009) and Anuvab Pal’s Chaos Theory (2006) relate Indian 
historical experiences to the world by making parallels within 
various colonial and postcolonial eras. These new perspectives 
challenge the often uncritically accepted exceptionalism in 
nationalist histories (Mitra, 2020). The existence of digital 
archives and other innovative technologies, such as multimedia 
theatres of war, provide new materials and alternative narratives 
to be constructed around historical records. Zuleikha 
Chaudhari’s 2015 work, Rehearsing the Witness: The Bhawal 
Court Case, for example, used theatrical adaptation of archival 
documents and testimonies of a notable court case in the early 
twentieth century to reinterpret the case. This exemplifies the 
possibilities that digital technologies offer for redefining the 
representation and reconstruction of history (Balme 2014). 

Contemporary Practices: Negotiating the Global and the 
Local 

Urban Theatre Companies and Alternative Spaces 

The contemporary urban theatre scene in India is situated within 
intricate webs of alternative spaces, informal collectives, and 
independent companies that blend local cultures with global 
theatrical trends. These organisations have developed 
distinctive production models and aesthetic approaches situated 
at the crossroads of national cultures and transnational 
influences. Atul Kumar’s The Company Theatre, Sankar 
Venkateswaran’s Theatre Roots & Wings, and Neel 
Chaudhuri’s Tadpole Repertory are examples of Indian 
companies that have developed integrated models of 
professional training, experimental aesthetics, and social 
practice. Such groups often operate beyond the dominant 
institutionally defined frameworks, establishing alternative 
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self-sufficient networks for teaching, creating, and distributing 
(Mitra, 2020). As Dutt (2018) notes, “Contemporary 
independent theatre companies have developed flexible 
organizational models that enable movement across a diverse 
range of financial, performance, and audience engagement 
opportunities” (p. 218). 

Prithvi Theatre in Mumbai, Ranga Shankara in Bangalore, and 
Gati Dance Forum in Delhi all serve as international nodes and 
host centers with transnational networks for collaboration, 
hosting international festivals, and cross-border projects that 
contribute to experimental theatrical practice (Balme, 2014). 
The economic models of these spaces typically combine box 
office revenue, corporate sponsorship, and grant funding, 
reflecting the hybrid economies that characterise contemporary 
cultural production in liberalised India. Digital platforms have 
created new possibilities for theatrical dissemination and 
community formation, allowing companies to reach audiences 
beyond physical performance spaces. During the COVID-19 
pandemic, many independent theatre makers pivoted to online 
productions, developing new aesthetic approaches suited to 
digital mediation. These virtual performances often reached 
transnational audiences, creating unexpected connections 
between geographically dispersed communities (Mitra, 2022). 
The relationship between independent theatre companies and 
mainstream commercial entertainment remains complex and 
multifaceted. While some practitioners move between 
independent theatre, television, film, and digital platforms, 
others maintain distinct artistic identities tied to specific 
theatrical traditions and communities. These negotiations 
reflect broader tensions between artistic autonomy and 
commercial viability that characterise contemporary cultural 
production in India’s neoliberal economy (Gopalakrishnan, 
2012). 
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Rural Performance Traditions in Contemporary 
Contexts 

Despite urban based theatre companies being the center of 
attention when it comes to contemporary discussions around 
theatre in India, the same cannot be said for the broader rural 
performance traditions that are continuously developing in 
accordance with social, economic, and technological 
advancements. Such traditions lie at a complicated intersection 
of nationalist cultural policy frameworks and transnational 
flows. The Sangeet Natak Akademi, like other government 
institutions, is actively involved in documenting, preserving, 
and promoting traditional forms of performance through 
institutional sponsorship, festivals, and archival projects. These 
efforts reflect and attempt to address the overriding nationalist 
impulses regarding the preservation of traditional forms of 
culture, which frequently mark traditional forms as the 
repositories of authentic national culture (Naregal, 2001). On 
the contrary and as Bharucha (1993) argues, such institutional 
approaches impose very rigid boundaries of classification and 
aesthetic evaluation that do not take into account the fully lived 
performance traditions. 

Working with rural forms of performance, contemporary 
practitioners have come up with various strategies for balancing 
tradition and innovation. K. V. Subbanna’s Ninasam 
intertwines traditional performance practices with modern 
theatre education and develops training systems based on 
traditional ways, yet influenced by contemporary theatre 
(Naregal, 2001). In the same spirit, Maya Krishna Rao’s 
adaptations of the traditional Kathakali form show that classical 
approaches can be culturally interpreted through contemporary 
lenses. New forms of cultural diplomacy, tourism, and heritage 
festivals have provided fresh ways of showcasing traditional 
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forms of performance art to local and foreign audiences. These 
platforms offer performers significant economic benefits, but 
also challenges concerning authenticity, commodification, and 
the transformation of community-centered activities into 
spectacles for external audiences (Bharucha, 1993). As 
Kirshenblatt-Gimblett (1998) explains, “The framing of 
traditional performances for tourists is usually preceded by 
selection, recontextualisation, and reframing… which changes 
the original intention.” 

The advent of digital technologies has enabled documenting, 
preserving, and disseminating traditional folklore knowledge 
with greater ease and efficiency. The Sahapedia project’s 
performing arts digital archives, as well as the multimedia 
documentation projects of Indira Gandhi National Centre for 
the Arts, are invaluable resources for researchers and 
practitioners. These digital platforms aid in the nationalist 
undertakings of safeguarding and transnational movements of 
performance lore across boundaries (Balme, 2014). 

Feminist and Queer Theatrical Interventions 

Feminist and queer theatre practitioners have made significant 
interventions in Indian theatrical discourse, challenging 
patriarchal and heteronormative assumptions while creating 
spaces for marginalised gender and sexual identities. These 
movements operate at the intersection of local activist contexts 
and transnational feminist and queer discourses, creating works 
that are simultaneously rooted in specific social realities while 
participating in global conversations about gender and 
sexuality. Early feminist theatrical interventions, including 
Tripurari Sharma’s Aurat!Aurat!!Aurat!!! 
(Woman!Woman!!Woman!!!, 1979) and Usha Ganguli’s work 
with Rangakarmee, focused on women's experiences of 
domestic violence, sexual exploitation, and economic 
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marginalisation. These productions often employed 
documentary techniques and collaborative creation methods 
influenced by both Indian theatrical traditions and transnational 
feminist performance practices (Dutt, 2014). As Subramanyam 
(2002) notes, “These feminist theatrical interventions 
challenged the masculinist bias of both traditional performance 
forms and modern theatrical movements, creating space for 
women’s perspectives and experiences” (p. 178). 

Contemporary feminist theatre has expanded its focus to 
address intersectional oppression based on caste, class, religion, 
and region, developing more nuanced analyses of gender in 
relation to other social hierarchies. Productions like Maya 
Krishna Rao’s Walk (2012), created in response to the Delhi 
gang rape case, and Mallika Taneja's Thoda Dhyan Se (Be 
Careful, 2013) employ feminist performance strategies to 
critique rape culture and victim-blaming discourses (Dutt, 
2018). These works demonstrate what Diamond (1997) terms 
“gestic feminism” theatrical practices that expose and 
denaturalise the social construction of gender through 
performative intervention. Queer theatrical interventions have 
emerged more recently, challenging heteronormative 
assumptions in both traditional performance forms and 
contemporary theatrical practices. Companies like Qissa Kothi 
in Delhi and individuals like Vikram Phukan and Parmesh 
Shahani have created works that explore LGBTQ+ experiences 
in specifically Indian contexts while drawing on transnational 
queer performance traditions. Phukan’s curatorial work with 
Verve Drama Festival in Mumbai has created platforms for 
queer theatrical voices, while productions like Mahesh 
Dattani’s On a Muggy Night in Mumbai (1998) and more recent 
works by emerging playwrights have addressed the 
complexities of queer life in contemporary India 
(Subramanyam, 2019). 
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The 2018 Indian Supreme Court decision decriminalising 
homosexuality has created new possibilities for queer theatrical 
expression, though challenges remain in the form of social 
stigma, limited funding, and restricted performance contexts. 
As Shahani (2020) argues, “Post-Section 377, queer theater in 
India operates in a complex landscape where legal recognition 
has not necessarily translated into social acceptance or 
institutional support” (p. 142). Nevertheless, queer theatrical 
interventions continue to create important spaces for exploring 
gender and sexual fluidity, often connecting Indian queer 
experiences to transnational LGBTQ+ movements while 
remaining attentive to specific cultural contexts. Digital 
platforms have become increasingly important for feminist and 
queer theatrical expression, allowing practitioners to reach 
audiences beyond traditional performance spaces and evade 
institutional censorship. Online performances, digital archives, 
and social media networks have created what Wernmei and Lim 
(2020) term “virtual counterpublics” digital spaces where 
marginalised gender and sexual identities can find 
representation and community despite physical restrictions and 
social taboos. These digital interventions have been particularly 
crucial during the COVID-19 pandemic and in contexts where 
institutional support for feminist and queer theatre remains 
limited. 

Transnational feminist and queer networks have facilitated 
important exchanges between Indian practitioners and global 
movements, though these relationships are not without tension 
and contradiction. While Indian feminist and queer theatre 
makers draw inspiration and solidarity from transnational 
movements, they also assert the specificity of local concerns 
and contexts, resisting the imposition of Western theoretical 
frameworks or political agendas (Dutt, 2014). This critical 
engagement with transnational discourses exemplifies what 
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Grewal and Kaplan (1994) term “scattered hegemonies” the 
complex power relations that operate within and across 
transnational feminist and queer networks. 

Conclusion: Beyond Binary Frameworks 

This examination of nationalism and transnationalism in Indian 
drama reveals the limitations of binary frameworks that position 
these concepts as opposing forces. Rather than understanding 
nationalism and transnationalism as mutually exclusive or 
chronologically sequential, contemporary scholarship 
recognises their complex entanglement throughout the 
historical development of Indian theatrical traditions. 
Appadurai (1996) argues that “Cultural forms do not move in 
homogeneous, empty time, but are always vulnerable to 
innovative forms of domestication, creative appropriation, and 
inventive amalgamation” (p. 32). Indian drama epitomises this 
workaround in constant negotiation between local cultural 
particulars and global influences. The intersection of 
nationalism and transnationalism in Indian drama has changed 
considerably over time. Indigenous anti-colonial nationalist 
theatre from the colonial era employed local performance 
traditions alongside European borrowed and adapted theatrical 
features. Post-independence drama dealt with the tensions 
within the nationalist project itself, critiquing state-sponsored 
narratives of national unity, while engaging with transnational 
theatre movements. Contemporary practice increasingly 
functions within transnational networks and specific cultures 
and historical contexts. This historical development does not 
indicate a shift from a nationalist to a transnational dominant 
framework, but rather enduring reconfigurations of these 
frameworks due to socio-political, technological, and other 
changing socio-cultural conditions. “Contemporary Indian 
theater operates through multiple, overlapping frameworks of 
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reference, ranging from hyperlocal community-based practices 
to global digital networks,” (Mee 2018, p. 214). This 
multiplicity defies any singular claim to ‘Indian’ theatre, 
advocating instead for a continually evolving and contested 
pluralistic field of practice. 

The aesthetic changes discussed in this chapter illustrate how 
Indian theatre practitioners have formulated unique styles of 
theatre, integrating various cultural components without falling 
into the trap of mere hybridisation or appropriation. From 
Karnad’s pioneering participation in Sanskrit dramaturgy to 
contemporary adaptations of folk forms, what Fischer-Lichte 
(2014) refers to as "productive interweaving" is evident— the 
constructive interactions between diverse cultural legacies give 
birth to new theatre forms. These innovations are examples of 
what Bhabha (1994) calls “vernacular cosmopolitanism,” 
simultaneously rooted in a specific locale while engaging with 
broader global discourse. 

Thematic concerns of Indian drama deepen the dichotomy of 
nationalism and transnationalism. Partition, communal 
violence, and border conflict issues in contemporary India are 
often framed within a nationalist narrative of territorial integrity 
and cultural oneness. Nationalist attempts at imposing a 
coherent identity are, however, riddled with contradictions. 
Likewise, dramatic treatment of migration, diaspora, and 
cultural blending illustrates the constant evolution of identity on 
a national scale and transnational flows. These concerns 
represent Sassen (2008) “denationalization”: the processes 
where national structures used to make sense of the world are 
attacked and reconfigured by global flows of people, ideas, and 
culture. Theatrical work in India today exists between 
nationalistic policies and global systems of exchange, creating 
brand new organizational and aesthetic ways of positioning. 
Independent theatrical groups, alternative venues, and digital 
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media cultivate relationships that go beyond national 
boundaries yet still connect to particular localities and regions. 
These practices are examples of what Vertovec (2009) calls 
“transnationalism from below”; non-state actors use daily 
activities and cultural output to form interactions across 
national borders. This analysis indicates that newer scholarship 
on Indian drama needs to drop the dualistic approach that 
frames nationalism and transnationalism as mutually exclusive. 
Such research could investigate more meaningfully the ways 
these concepts co-exist and continuously reshape in particular 
historical contexts and within certain contexts of theatrical 
practices. It also offers a framework that considers the diverse 
modalities of theatrical production from hyper-local 
communities based on globalised digital practices and the ways 
these modes of production relate to and conflict with each other. 
It calls for new boundaries of knowledge that integrate the study 
of performance within history, ethnography, and theory. 

Analysing the convergence of nationalism and transnationalism 
in Indian drama, this chapter has shown the multifaceted ways 
in which theatrical practices make and respond to cultural 
identity and political culture. At the same time as boundaries 
become more fluid because of global capitalism and digital 
technology, while being rigorously fortified through nationalist 
policies and securitisation, theatre provides critical spaces for 
the contemplation of alternative forms of belonging and 
attachment. Because of its ability to capture diverse time, 
cultures, and social imaginations, Indian drama mediates the 
tension between roots and routes, cultural particularism and 
globalisation, between borders and beyond. 
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CHAPTER 12 
Narrating the Subaltern: Representation 
of Marginalized Voices in the Fictions of 
R.K. Narayan 

By 
Md Zafrullah Ahmed Khan 

Overview 

This chapter examines the representation of marginalized 
voices in the fiction of R.K. Narayan through the theoretical 
lens of Subaltern Studies. While Narayan’s novels and short 
stories are celebrated for their humor and portrayal of everyday 
life in the fictional town of Malgudi, this analysis argues that 
they offer a profound, albeit subtle, engagement with social 
inequality. The chapter explores how Narayan’s narrative 
strategies—characterized by irony, understatement, and a focus 
on the ordinary—give visibility to the struggles of characters 
often relegated to the peripheries of society, including women, 
servants, peasants, and petty traders. It contends that Narayan’s 
fiction functions as a significant cultural archive for subaltern 
experiences, capturing the silent negotiations and quiet 
resilience of these figures. By humanizing the marginalized 
without resorting to overt political rhetoric, Narayan’s work 
complicates the question of subaltern agency and 
representation. The analysis concludes that his narratives, while 
mediated through a middle-class perspective, provide a crucial 
space where the fragmented voices of the subaltern can be 
discerned, thereby contributing to a more nuanced 
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understanding of social hierarchies in colonial and postcolonial 
India. 

Keywords 

Marginalised Voices, Social Hierarchies, Hegemony, 
Resistance Narratives, Subalternity, and Marginalised 
Existence. 

Introduction 

The discourse of subalternity has increasingly become central 
to postcolonial literary studies, as it draws attention to the 
silenced, oppressed, and marginalized sections of society. 
Rooted in the critical insights of the Subaltern Studies 
collective, the concept emphasizes how the voices of the 
marginalized are often suppressed or misrepresented within 
dominant historical and cultural narratives. Literature, however, 
has emerged as a significant site for retrieving and articulating 
these neglected voices. Fiction, in particular, provides a 
nuanced space for engaging with the lived experiences, 
struggles, and resilience of individuals relegated to the 
peripheries of society. 

Within the Indian literary tradition, R.K. Narayan occupies a 
prominent position as one of the most influential novelists of 
the twentieth century. While his works are often celebrated for 
their humor, simplicity, and portrayal of everyday life in the 
fictional town of Malgudi, a deeper reading reveals his subtle 
engagement with questions of power, marginalization, and 
identity. Narayan’s fiction, though not overtly political in tone, 
frequently captures the lives of characters who stand outside the 
mainstream socio-economic structures-servants, workers, 
women, and individuals burdened by caste and class 
hierarchies. 
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The representation of these marginalized figures in Narayan's 
narratives is significant because it situates the "ordinary" within 
the larger framework of social critique. His novels and short 
stories often expose the tensions between tradition and 
modernity, authority and resistance, privilege and deprivation. 
By depicting the complexities of human existence in small-
town India, Narayan contributes to a narrative space where the 
subaltern can be heard, even if in fragmentary or mediated 
forms. 

This chapter seeks to examine the representation of 
marginalized voices in Narayan's fiction by situating his works 
within the theoretical discourse of subaltern studies. It will 
explore how Narayan's characters embody the silent struggles 
of the oppressed, how his narrative strategies negotiate the 
visibility of the marginalized, and how his writings contribute 
to a broader understanding of social inequality in colonial and 
postcolonial India. 

The discourse of subalternity has assumed a position of 
profound significance within postcolonial literary scholarship, 
as it foregrounds the muted, oppressed, and marginalized 
segments of society. Rooted in the seminal interventions of the 
Subaltern Research tradition, the concept emphasizes how the 
voices of the disenfranchised are systematically suppressed, 
distorted, or erased within dominant historical and cultural 
narratives. Literature, by contrast, has increasingly come to be 
recognized as a vital medium for recovering, articulating, and 
preserving these obscured voices. Fiction, in particular, offers a 
richly textured space through which the lived realities, 
struggles, and enduring resilience of individuals consigned to 
the peripheries of social existence may be critically engaged. In 
this way, literary expression becomes both an act of resistance 
and a repository of collective memory for those relegated to the 
margins of history. 
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Within the vast expanse of Indian literary tradition, R. K. 
Narayan occupies an eminent and enduring position as one of 
the most illustrious and influential novelists of the twentieth 
century. His creative canon, though often extolled for its gentle 
humor, unadorned simplicity, and vivid evocation of quotidian 
existence in the imagined town of Malgudi, simultaneously 
unveils a profound and nuanced engagement with questions of 
power, marginalization, and identity. Beneath the veneer of 
apparent lightness lies an astute exploration of social realities 
that shape human experience. Narayan's narratives, though 
seldom overtly political in tenor, consistently illuminate the 
lives of those relegated to the peripheries of socio-economic 
frameworks-servants, laborers, women, and individuals 
constrained by the oppressive weight of caste and class 
hierarchies. His fiction, thus, transcends the charm of surface 
realism to articulate the silent struggles and resilient spirit of the 
overlooked and dispossessed. 

The portrayal of marginalized figures in R.K. Narayan's 
narratives assumes profound significance, because it situates 
the "ordinary" within the expansive framework of social 
critique. His novels and short stories consistently illuminate the 
tensions between tradition and modernity, authority and 
resistance, privilege and deprivation. By rendering the intricate 
complexities of human existence in small-town India, R.K. 
Narayan crafts a narrative arena where the voices of the 
subaltern may be discerned, albeit in fragmented or mediated 
expressions. 

This chapter endeavors to explore the representation of 
marginalized voices in R.K. Narayan's fiction by situating his 
creative canon within the critical discourse of subaltern studies. 
It seeks to investigate how R.K. Narayan's characters embody 
the muted struggles of the oppressed, how his narrative 
strategies negotiate the precarious visibility of the marginalized, 
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and how his writings collectively contribute to a more nuanced 
understanding of social inequality in both colonial and 
postcolonial India. 

Subaltern Studies and Indian Literature 

The category of the subaltern has been one of the most enduring 
contributions of postcolonial theory to the study of 
marginalized voices. Its conceptual origins can be traced to the 
writings of Antonio Gramsci, who employed the term to 
describe those social groups who are subject to the hegemony 
of ruling classes and remain outside the structures of political 
representation. Gramsci envisioned the subaltern not merely as 
the economically deprived, but as those historically denied 
agency in constructing the narrative of their own existence. In 
his prison notebooks, he emphasized that subaltern classes are 
fragmented and dispersed, often unable to speak in a unified 
voice because the conditions of domination systematically 
fracture their identity and suppress their ability to articulate 
dissent. 

The idea acquired renewed significance in the South Asian 
context with the formation of the Subaltern Studies Collective 
in the early 1980s, led by scholars such as Ranajit Guha, Partha 
Chatterjee, and Dipesh Chakrabarty. Their project emerged as 
a radical critique of both colonial historiography and elite 
nationalist discourse, arguing that the histories of India had 
been written largely from the perspectives of imperial rulers or 
indigenous elites, thereby marginalizing the lives and struggles 
of peasants, workers, tribal communities, and women. By 
centering the “history from below,” the Collective sought to 
restore dignity and agency to those whose contributions had 
been erased or distorted by official records. 
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One of the most provocative interventions in this debate was 
Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak's essay Can the Subaltern Speak? 
(1988), which interrogated the very possibility of representing 
marginalized voices within dominant discourses. Spivak argued 
that whenever the subaltern attempts to speak, her voice is 
inevitably mediated, translated, and often appropriated by the 
structures of power, including literature, academia, and politics. 
In this sense, the subaltern is condemned to a paradox: she is 
present as a figure in discourse, yet absent as an autonomous 
speaking subject. 

When we transpose these theoretical insights into the domain of 
Indian English literature, we begin to recognize that literary 
texts often function as alternative archives that capture 
fragments of subaltern lives ignored by history. 

The fictional imagination, precisely because it is not bound by 
the strictures of official documentation, has the capacity to 
recover gestures, silences, and everyday struggles that escape 
historiographical attention. The rickshaw-puller, the village 
widow, the domestic servant, or the pavement vendor-all find 
their way into the pages of novels and short stories, offering 
glimpses of subaltern subjectivity even within the mediated 
framework of literary narration. 

In this regard, R.K. Narayan’s fiction acquires a distinctive 
place. Unlike some of his contemporaries who engaged directly 
with nationalist politics, colonial resistance, or overtly 
ideological themes, Narayan turned his gaze to the seemingly 
ordinary lives of Malgudi’ s inhabitants. His fictional town 
becomes a symbolic landscape where the tensions between 
tradition and modernity, power and helplessness, voice and 
silence, are played out through the experiences of everyday 
characters. By focusing on schoolboys, small traders, widows, 
beggars, and village priests, Narayan constructs a narrative 
space in which the marginalized are not heroicised but 
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humanized. Their struggles, failures, and small victories are 
narrated with empathy, irony, and gentle humor, thereby 
ensuring that the subaltern is not erased but woven into the very 
fabric of Indian modernity. 

The engagement of Indian literature with subaltern voices is not 
uniform. While writers like Mulk Raj Anand dramatized the 
plight of untouchables in works such as Untouchable (1935), 
and Bhabani Bhattacharya emphasized peasant struggles, 
Narayan’s contribution is subtler yet equally profound. His 
fictional technique does not rely on melodrama or overt protest; 
rather, it depends on understatement, ordinariness, and irony. It 
is precisely this ordinariness that reveals the profound humanity 
of the subaltern condition. In his works, marginal characters are 
not simply background figures-they become central to the 
unfolding of social reality, representing the silent undercurrents 
of a society in transition. 

Thus, in the larger context of Subaltern Studies, Narayan’s 
literature can be understood as a quiet but persistent form of 
cultural resistance. His narratives refuse to exclude the 
marginalized from the canvas of modern Indian life, even if he 
does not present them as revolutionary agents. By documenting 
their everyday realities, he ensures that they are remembered, 
recognized, and, above all, narrated. 

R.K. Narayan: Life, Context, and Literary Vision 

To appreciate how R.K. Narayan’s fiction participates in the 
narration of the subaltern, it is imperative to situate him within 
his biographical, historical, and literary context. Narayan 
(1906-2001) belonged to the formative generation of Indian 
English novelists, along with Mulk Raj Anand and Raja Rao, 
who sought to give voice to the Indian experience through the 
medium of English. 
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However, unlike Anand’s overt social realism or Rao’s 
metaphysical experimentation, Narayan evolved a narrative 
mode that was deceptively simple, yet quietly profound. His 
prose, marked by lucidity and gentle irony, carved out a space 
for Indian English fiction that was rooted in cultural 
authenticity while remaining accessible to both Indian and 
international audiences. 

Born in Madras (now Chennai), Narayan grew up in a 
traditional South Indian milieu, an environment that later 
shaped the contours of his fictional world. His early struggles 
as a student-his difficulty in mastering academics and his late 
blooming as a writer-reinforced his sensitivity towards ordinary 
lives, especially those on the margins of success and 
recognition. He was not a cosmopolitan intellectual shaped by 
Western universities, but a chronicler of small-town India who 
observed its rhythms with empathy, humor, and an eye for 
detail. This background is crucial in understanding his literary 
vision: Narayan was less concerned with grand historical events 
than with the subtle transformations and silent sufferings of 
everyday people. 

At the center of his oeuvre lies the fictional town of Malgudi, 
one of the most enduring creations in Indian literature. Malgudi 
is not merely a geographical location; it is a symbolic 
microcosm of Indian society. Its streets, schools, temples, and 
marketplaces reflect the complex intersection of tradition and 
modernity, colonial legacies and nationalist aspirations, class 
privilege and subaltern struggle. Within this landscape, 
characters from diverse social strata coexist-the affluent lawyer 
and the humble vendor, the idealistic student and the 
impoverished servant, the colonial officer and the village 
ascetic. By setting his narratives in Malgudi, Narayan 
effectively compresses the vast social realities of India into an 
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accessible fictional universe where the marginalized are always 
present, if not always heard. 

Narayan's literary vision is distinctive in its quiet humanism. He 
does not romanticize poverty nor does he indulge in strident 
political rhetoric. Instead, he focuses on the ordinary struggles 
that define human existence: the anxieties of earning a 
livelihood, the dilemmas of moral choice, the pains of 
loneliness, and the joys of fleeting triumphs. Through this 
approach, he implicitly critiques the structures that perpetuate 
inequality without turning his novels into ideological 
manifestos. His subaltern characters are not depicted as passive 
victims; rather, they are portrayed as individuals negotiating 
their circumstances with resilience, wit, and irony. 

In comparison to his contemporaries, Narayan’s restraint is 
striking. While Mulk Raj Anand confronts caste oppression 
head-on in Untouchable, Narayan chooses to portray 
marginality in understated tones. His beggars, servants, and 
widows seldom deliver dramatic speeches of protest, yet their 
presence unsettles the complacency of social hierarchies. For 
instance, the servant in his short stories may not lead a rebellion, 
but his silent endurance and subtle acts of negotiation reveal the 
quiet agency of the subaltern. 

Narayan’s genius lies in showing that resistance does not 
always manifest as loud defiance; it may exist in silence, irony, 
or the simple persistence of living in adverse circumstances. 

Another dimension of Narayan’s literary vision is his use of 
humor and irony. Far from trivializing the struggles of 
marginalized characters, these devices render their 
predicaments more poignant. The comic often coexists with the 
tragic, illustrating the paradox of subaltern life. A petty 
shopkeeper’s absurd schemes for profit, a student’s ludicrous 
escapades, or a villager’s misplaced faith may appear humorous 
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on the surface, but beneath lies a critique of the social and 
economic forces that perpetuate their helplessness. Humor, in 
Narayan’s hands, becomes both a mode of survival and a 
narrative strategy to expose the absurdities of power. 

Narayan’s context was also shaped by the transition from 
colonial to postcolonial India. His early novels reflect the 
ambivalence of a society negotiating with colonial modernity, 
while his later works grapple with the dilemmas of 
independence and modernization. In both phases, the subaltern 
remains central, not as a subject of overt political mobilization 
but as a silent witness to the transformations of Indian society. 
The schoolboy in Swami and Friends embodies the anxieties of 
colonial education; the villagers in The Guide dramatize the 
intersection of faith, poverty, and exploitation; the small-time 
businessman in The Financial Expert mirrors the 
precariousness of economic survival in a rapidly changing 
society. Each of these characters, in their own way, reflects the 
pulse of subaltern existence. 

Ultimately, Narayan’s literary vision is one of compassionate 
realism. He does not seek to elevate the subaltern into heroic 
figures, nor does he reduce them to mere stereotypes. Instead, 
he recognizes their ordinariness, granting them the dignity of 
being human in a world that often denies them recognition. In 
this sense, his fiction constitutes an invaluable cultural archive: 
a record of voices that might otherwise remain absent from the 
grand narratives of Indian history and literature. 

The Everyday Subaltern in Narayan’s Fiction 

The notion of the subaltern, as articulated by postcolonial 
theorists, often conjures images of the oppressed peasant, the 
disenfranchised worker, or the silenced woman who is excluded 
from both history and power. In R.K. Narayan’s fictional 
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universe, these figures appear not in grand revolutionary 
gestures but in the banality of everyday life. His novels and 
short stories provide a narrative space where the marginalized 
are rendered visible precisely through their ordinariness, their 
struggles to survive, and their negotiations with a society that 
grants them little agency. 

Narayan’s attention to the everyday subaltern manifests in his 
portrayal of several distinct groups-women constrained by 
patriarchy, peasants and villagers grappling with poverty, 
workers and servants navigating invisibility, and outcasts who 
exist on the social fringes. 

Each group illustrates the subtle ways in which power operates 
in Indian society, and each reveals the quiet endurance, 
resilience, or irony that characterizes subaltern existence. 

Women in Narayan’s Fiction 

The condition of women in Narayan’s fiction reflects the 
patriarchal structures of Indian society. Unlike some 
contemporaries who portrayed women as symbols of nationalist 
regeneration or social reform, Narayan depicts them in the 
ordinary contexts of domesticity, widowhood, marriage, and 
economic survival. His female characters are often hemmed in 
by custom, superstition, or male authority, yet they occasionally 
reveal unexpected resilience and agency. 

In The Dark Room (1938), Savitri embodies the suppressed 
voice of the traditional Indian wife. Her husband, Ramani, treats 
her with indifference, even cruelty, reflecting the structural 
subordination of women within marriage. Yet Narayan does not 
allow Savitri to remain a silent victim; her temporary act of 
leaving home signals a fragile assertion of agency. While her 
return to the household may suggest capitulation, it also 
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underscores the limited choices available to women in a 
patriarchal framework. 

Similarly, in The Guide (1958), Rosie-an educated woman 
trained in the classical art of Bharatanatyam-struggles against 
the restrictions imposed by her marriage to Marco, a man 
indifferent to her artistic aspirations. 

Rosie’s pursuit of dance, despite social stigma, reflects both the 
constraints and the possibilities of female self-expression in a 
society dominated by male authority. Though her agency 
remains mediated through her association with Raju, the 
narrative foregrounds her marginalized position as a woman 
who defies conventional respectability. Through such 
portrayals, Narayan illustrates how women’s lives are often 
circumscribed by social expectations, yet he also gestures 
toward their capacity to resist, even if in incomplete or 
compromised forms. 

Peasants and Villagers 

Narayan’s fiction repeatedly returns to the village community, 
a site where tradition, superstition, and poverty converge. His 
villagers are not merely rustic backdrops; they are subjects who 
embody the precariousness of rural existence. 

In Waiting for the Mahatma (1955), the villagers participate in 
the nationalist movement, but Narayan subtly shows how their 
involvement is shaped more by immediate material concerns 
than by abstract political ideals. Their voices remind us that 
independence, while celebrated by elites, carried different 
meanings for those struggling with hunger, debt, or 
displacement. 

In The Guide, the villagers’ faith in Raju as a spiritual figure 
highlights the vulnerability of rural communities to 
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manipulation, but it also illustrates their desperate need for hope 
in the face of famine. Their plight dramatizes the subaltern 
condition: their survival hinges not on political reforms or 
modern institutions but on a mixture of faith, tradition, and 
sheer endurance. 

Workers and Servants 

Narayan’s short stories are particularly attentive to the invisible 
labor of servants, clerks, and small-time workers. These 
characters often appear on the margins of middle-class 
households or institutions, embodying the subaltern’s lack of 
recognition. 

In stories such as The Housewife’s Rebellion, the servant’s 
presence underscores the dependence of the privileged on those 
they scarcely acknowledge. The invisibility of such workers 
reflects Spivak’s observation that the subaltern often “cannot 
speak”-their lives are lived in service, their identities defined by 
erasure. Yet Narayan occasionally reveals their humanity 
through moments of irony or unexpected assertion. A servant’s 
refusal to obey, a clerk’s petty rebellion, or a coolie’s stubborn 
resilience becomes a small but significant reminder of agency 
within structures of domination. 

Outcasts and the Margins of Society 

Beyond women, villagers, and servants, Narayan’s fiction also 
includes characters who occupy the outermost fringes of 
society-beggars, fortune-tellers, astrologers, and wandering 
ascetics. These figures, often dismissed as marginal or 
superstitious, are integral to the texture of Malgudi. They 
dramatize the economy of survival that governs those excluded 
from formal systems of power and privilege. 
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The astrologer in An Astrologer’s Day, for example, is a figure 
who survives by exploiting the gullibility of others, yet his 
deception is itself a response to the precariousness of poverty. 
His cunning reveals how the subaltern negotiates survival in a 
society that offers little by way of structural support. 

Similarly, beggars and mendicants in Narayan’s stories are not 
simply objects of pity; they are indicators of the social 
structures that generate and perpetuate marginality. Their silent 
presence in the streets of Malgudi is a constant reminder of 
inequality embedded in everyday life. 

Irony, Humor, and Pathos as Narrative Devices 

Narayan does not portray the everyday subaltern in tones of 
anger or militant protest. Instead, he employs irony, humor, and 
pathos to capture their condition. The humor is never cruel; it 
arises from the absurdities of social structures. The irony is 
gentle, exposing contradictions without overt condemnation. 
The pathos emerges from the recognition of shared humanity. 
For instance, a petty clerk’s exaggerated hopes of promotion or 
a servant’s futile attempts at asserting dignity are narrated with 
humor, yet beneath the comedy lies the tragedy of 
marginalization. Narayan’s art lies in balancing these tones to 
ensure that the reader both smiles at the quirks of his characters 
and recognizes the gravity of their struggles. 

In sum, Narayan’s portrayal of the everyday subaltern 
underscores his literary commitment to making the invisible 
visible. His women, peasants, workers, and outcasts do not 
speak the language of revolution, yet their presence unsettles 
the hierarchies of society by demanding recognition. Through 
their ordinariness, Narayan reveals the extraordinary resilience 
of human life on the margins. 
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Case Studies from Select Novels 

The richness of Narayan’s engagement with the subaltern 
becomes most apparent when his major novels are studied in 
detail. Each of his works dramatizes a different dimension of 
marginality, revealing how the forces of tradition, colonial 
modernity, religion, and economic change shape the lives of 
ordinary people. This section will focus on four significant 
novels-The Guide (1958), Waiting for the Mahatma (1955), The 
Financial Expert (1952), and The Vendor of Sweets (1967) to 
illustrate how Narayan’s narrative art foregrounds the struggles, 
silences, and subtle agencies of the marginalized. 

The Guide (1958) 

The Guide is perhaps Narayan’s most celebrated novel, and it 
provides a profound meditation on the intersections of faith, 
gender, and subaltern endurance. The narrative follows Raju, a 
tourist guide who becomes entangled with Rosie, a dancer 
estranged from her husband, Marco. Eventually, through a 
chain of circumstances, Raju is mistaken for a holy man by a 
famine-stricken village and is compelled to perform a fast that 
will determine their survival. 

From a subaltern perspective, the most striking element of the 
novel is the plight of the villagers. They approach Raju not as 
individuals with political agency but as a collective body 
defined by hunger, faith, and desperation. Their belief in Raju’s 
power reflects both their vulnerability and their resilience. 
Narayan portrays them not as fools but as a community seeking 
hope in a world where neither the state nor the elites provide 
relief. Their faith in Raju underscores Spivak’s argument that 
the subaltern’s voice is often mediated; the villagers “speak” 
through rituals and collective action, but their subjectivity 
remains filtered through Raju’s narrative. 
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Equally significant is Rosie’s position as a marginalized 
woman. Her passion for dance, suppressed by her husband and 
stigmatized by society, reflects the limited space available for 
female self-expression. While she achieves recognition as a 
performer, her identity remains constrained by her relationship 
with Raju, reminding us of the ambivalence of women’s agency 
within patriarchal structures. 

Waiting for the Mahatma (1955) 

In Waiting for the Mahatma, Narayan situates Malgudi within 
the freedom struggle, but his focus remains on ordinary lives 
rather than nationalist leaders. The novel follows Sriram, a 
young man enamored with Bharati, a disciple of Mahatma 
Gandhi. Through their interactions, the novel dramatizes how 
the nationalist movement affected the common people of small-
town India. 

The villagers’ participation in Gandhian activism highlights 
their desire for change, but Narayan underscores how their 
motivations are entangled with immediate social and economic 
realities. Independence, for them, is less about abstract ideals 
and more about the hope for relief from poverty and 
exploitation. Gandhi’s presence in the novel is symbolic, but the 
real narrative energy lies in showing how the subaltern engage 
with politics in fragmented, localized ways. 

Narayan’s treatment reveals both the inclusions and exclusions 
of the nationalist discourse. While elites articulate visions of 
freedom in speeches and manifestos, the peasants and workers 
embody the lived consequences of colonial oppression. Yet 
their voices are refracted through the perspectives of middle-
class characters like Sriram, suggesting the persistent mediation 
of subaltern subjectivity. 
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The Financial Expert (1952) 

The Financial Expert provides one of Narayan’s most incisive 
explorations of the economic subaltern. Its protagonist, 
Margayya, begins as a small-time financial adviser, helping 
illiterate peasants with their banking needs. His rise to wealth 
and eventual downfall dramatises the precariousness of 
economic life in a society marked by uneven development. 

At the heart of the novel lies the plight of the illiterate peasants, 
who depend on Margayya to navigate the bureaucratic labyrinth 
of banks and moneylenders. Their vulnerability illustrates how 
economic systems reproduce subalternity by excluding the poor 
from literacy, numeracy, and institutional access. The peasants’ 
dependence on Margayya underscores the asymmetry of power 
between those who command financial knowledge and those 
who are rendered powerless by ignorance. 

Narayan does not present the peasants as revolutionary figures, 
but their condition reflects the structural marginalization of 
rural communities in modern India. Margayya’s exploitation of 
them exposes the moral ambiguities of middle-class mediators, 
who profit from subaltern vulnerability even as they present 
themselves as benefactors. 

The Vendor of Sweets (1967) 

In The Vendor of Sweets, Narayan turns his attention to the clash 
between tradition and modernity, dramatized through the 
relationship between Jagan, an elderly sweet vendor, and his 
Westernized son, Mali. While the primary narrative concerns 
generational conflict, the novel also gestures toward the 
subaltern by foregrounding themes of cultural displacement, 
economic survival, and silent endurance. 
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Jagan himself, though a successful vendor, represents a form of 
marginality: a man deeply attached to Gandhian ideals, 
simplicity, and traditional values, yet bewildered by the 
materialism and individualism of modern India. His identity as 
a small trader situates him closer to the subaltern than to the 
elite, for his world is governed by the uncertainties of commerce 
and the demands of survival. 

The novel also reveals how subaltern labor sustains small 
enterprises. Jagan’s business depends on the invisible work of 
helpers and apprentices, whose presence underscores the 
economy of exploitation underlying even modest livelihoods. 
Their stories are not narrated in detail, but their silent 
contributions remind the reader of the unacknowledged 
foundation of labor on which middle-class prosperity rests. 

Synthesis 

Taken together, these four novels illustrate Narayan’s sustained 
attention to the subaltern condition. The villagers in The Guide, 
the peasants in The Financial Expert, the ordinary townspeople 
in Waiting for the Mahatma, and the silent laborers in The 
Vendor of Sweets embody different dimensions of marginality. 
Their voices are often mediated through middle-class 
characters, yet Narayan ensures that their presence remains 
central to the narrative fabric. 

Rather than portraying them as revolutionary agents or 
romanticized victims, Narayan depicts the subaltern as ordinary 
human beings negotiating poverty, tradition, and power with 
resilience, irony, and endurance. In this lies the quiet radicalism 
of his literary vision: he makes visible those lives that history 
tends to overlook, integrating them into the moral and cultural 
landscape of modern India. 
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Short Stories and the Marginalized 

If Narayan’s novels reveal the structural presence of the 
subaltern in Indian society, his short stories provide sharper, 
more intimate glimpses into the everyday lives of marginalized 
characters. The brevity of the short story form allows Narayan 
to distill the essence of subaltern existence into compact 
episodes, often suffused with irony, humor, and pathos. His 
short fiction demonstrates that the subaltern condition is not 
merely a grand historical category but a lived reality, marked 
by silent endurance, fleeting resistance, and small but 
meaningful assertions of identity. 

Narayan’s collections-Malgudi Days (1943), An Astrologer’s 
Day and Other Stories (1947), and Lawley Road and Other 
Stories (1956)-abound with figures who exist on the margins of 
society: servants, beggars, petty shopkeepers, widows, coolies, 
and minor clerks. Through these characters, Narayan chronicles 
not only the material struggles of survival but also the 
psychological textures of hope, fear, cunning, and resilience. 

Domestic Servants and Invisibility 

One of the most striking dimensions of Narayan’s short fiction 
is his portrayal of servants and menial workers, whose lives are 
almost always relegated to the periphery of middle-class 
narratives. In stories like The Housewife’s Rebellion, the 
servant appears as a silent yet indispensable figure, whose 
invisibility reflects the asymmetry of power within domestic 
life. 

Narayan often uses irony to highlight the contradictions in this 
dynamic. The servant may be scolded, dismissed, or ignored, 
yet the household collapses without his labor. In this sense, 
Narayan anticipates Spivak’s observation that the subaltern is 
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silenced by structures of domination but continues to shape 
those structures through indispensable presence. 

Petty Shopkeepers and Small Traders 

Another recurring group in Narayan’s short stories is the petty 
shopkeeper or trader, whose precarious livelihood reflects the 
vulnerabilities of the lower-middle strata of Indian society. In 
The Missing Mail, the story revolves around a humble postman 
who withholds a letter about a relative’s death to prevent 
disruption of a family wedding. His decision reveals the moral 
dilemmas faced by ordinary individuals whose lives are 
governed by community, obligation, and precarious survival. 

Similarly, The Martyr’s Corner depicts a petty food vendor 
whose livelihood is destroyed when political disturbances 
render his usual location inaccessible. The story dramatizes 
how the subaltern suffers disproportionately from political 
upheavals, which elites may debate abstractly but which 
devastate the fragile economies of the poor. 

Widows and Women on the Margins 

Narayan’s short fiction also foregrounds widows and women 
constrained by patriarchal norms. In stories like Salt and 
Sawdust and The Shelter, women occupy ambiguous spaces: 
they are economically vulnerable, socially stigmatized, yet 
endowed with resilience. Their struggles illustrate how gender 
intersects with poverty to intensify subalternity. 

Unlike grand nationalist discourses that celebrated women as 
symbols of sacrifice, Narayan portrays them in the ordinariness 
of survival. A widow negotiating rent, a wife managing 
domestic conflict, or a mother strategizing for her child’s 
education-these characters embody the quotidian struggles of 
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Indian women, whose lives rarely enter the realm of official 
narratives.  

The Politics of Invisibility and Silence 

Many of Narayan’s short stories dramatize the politics of 
invisibility, where subaltern characters remain peripheral yet 
indispensable. The astrologer in An Astrologer’s Day, for 
example, survives by exploiting the fears and superstitions of 
passersby. His life reveals both the creativity and the 
desperation of those excluded from stable economic systems. 
Here, Narayan demonstrates that invisibility is not synonymous 
with passivity. The astrologer manipulates social beliefs to 
carve out a livelihood, embodying a form of agency born of 
necessity. Similarly, coolies, beggars, and itinerant traders in 
Narayan’s stories engage in everyday negotiations with power-
silent acts of survival that resist total erasure. 

Ordinary Life as Extraordinary Resistance 

What makes Narayan’s short fiction remarkable is his ability to 
portray ordinary life as a form of resistance. The subaltern 
characters in his stories rarely challenge systemic structures in 
overt ways, but their persistence itself constitutes resistance. 
The food vendor who sets up his stall again after loss, the 
servant who endures humiliation with ironic detachment, or the 
widow who continues her daily struggle-these figures testify to 
the resilience of human life against forces that seek to erase it. 

Narayan’s subtle artistry ensures that these characters are not 
reduced to stereotypes of victimhood. Instead, they are rendered 
with individuality, quirks, and moments of humor. This 
insistence on their humanity is perhaps his most profound 
gesture of resistance to subaltern erasure. 
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Narrative Strategies 

In narrating the marginalized, Narayan employs strategies of 
simplicity, understatement, and irony. His prose avoids ornate 
flourishes, allowing the ordinariness of subaltern life to speak 
with clarity. His irony, far from trivializing their plight, 
sharpens the contradictions of social reality. His understatement 
prevents melodrama, ensuring that the dignity of his characters 
is preserved even amidst suffering. 

Through these techniques, Narayan creates a body of short 
fiction that functions as an alternative archive of subaltern life. 
It records the fragments of existence that official histories 
overlook: the servant’s silence, the vendor’s loss, the widow’s 
endurance, and the astrologer’s cunning. 

Narrative Techniques and Subaltern Agency 

The representation of the subaltern in literature is never simply 
a matter of what is narrated, but equally of how it is narrated. 
R.K. Narayan’s fiction illustrates this principle with clarity: his 
narrative strategies-characterized by simplicity of diction, 
irony, understatement, humor, and perspectival shifts-are 
crucial to the way marginal voices appear in his stories. The 
subaltern in Narayan’s works may not speak in the grand 
manner of political manifestos, but the narrative texture itself 
becomes the medium through which their presence is inscribed.  

Simplicity as Depth 

Narayan’s prose has often been praised for its simplicity; a 
quality that makes his fiction accessible while concealing its 
deeper complexities. This stylistic choice is particularly 
significant for narrating subaltern lives. Ornate or highly 
philosophical language might distance the reader from the 
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ordinariness of characters like servants, beggars, or petty 
shopkeepers. By contrast, Narayan’s unadorned diction ensures 
that the struggles of these figures are communicated without 
distortion or excess. 

This simplicity, however, is not to be mistaken for naivety. 
Beneath the surface of clarity lies a nuanced awareness of social 
contradictions. The matter-of-fact way in which Narayan 
describes a beggar’s hunger or a widow’s loneliness makes the 
experience more immediate, more palpable. Simplicity, in his 
hands, becomes a mode of ethical attention to lives that are 
often overlooked. 

Irony as Subversion 

Irony is perhaps Narayan’s most distinctive narrative device. 
He often portrays subaltern characters in situations that are 
simultaneously comic and tragic, thereby exposing the 
contradictions of social life. For instance, in The Financial 
Expert, Margayya’ s exploitation of peasants is narrated with 
ironic humor, highlighting both his cunning and the systemic 
vulnerability of the rural poor. Similarly, in The Martyr’s 
Corner, the petty food vendor’s downfall due to political unrest 
is rendered with gentle irony: the absurdity of politics 
destroying an ordinary man’s livelihood is both comic in its 
disproportion and tragic in its implications. Irony here functions 
as a subversive tool. By making readers smile at the absurdity 
of social structures, Narayan simultaneously makes them 
conscious of their injustice. The laughter does not erase the 
tragedy; rather, it sharpens its contours. 

Humor as Humanization 

Humor plays a crucial role in ensuring that subaltern characters 
are not reduced to mere objects of pity. Narayan’s humor is 
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never cruel or dismissive; instead, it reveals the quirks, 
resilience, and ingenuity of marginalized lives. 

A servant’s sarcastic response, a clerk’s exaggerated ambitions, 
or a villager’s gullibility is narrated with warmth, ensuring that 
these characters are humanized rather than stereotyped. Humor 
prevents them from being confined to victimhood, highlighting 
instead their capacity for endurance and even joy amidst 
suffering. 

Understatement and the Power of Silence 

Narayan frequently employs understatement, allowing silence 
and absence to speak as powerfully as words. Subaltern 
characters often remain at the margins of his narratives, their 
stories suggested rather than elaborated. This narrative restraint 
mirrors the structural invisibility of the subaltern in society. 

Yet understatement does not erase them. Instead, it gestures 
toward the unspoken depths of their existence. The widow who 
quietly continues her household chores, the coolie who appears 
briefly in the background, or the beggar who vanishes after a 
fleeting description-all embody the paradox of presence and 
absence. Narayan’s restraint ensures that readers sense the 
weight of lives that remain partially hidden, echoing Spivak’s 
question: Can the subaltern speak? Narayan’s answer seems to 
be: Perhaps not fully, but they can be glimpsed through silence.  

Narrative Perspective and Mediation 

Another key feature of Narayan’s narrative technique is his use 
of mediated perspective. Subaltern characters often appear 
through the eyes of middle-class narrators or protagonists, such 
as guides, traders, or students. This mediation reflects the 
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structural reality that the subaltern’s voice is rarely heard 
directly but is refracted through more privileged lenses. 

While this may appear as a limitation, Narayan often turns it 
into a critical device. The irony of middle-class perspectives 
exposes their own limitations: Raju in The Guide, for instance, 
interprets villagers’ faith through self-interest, but the villagers’ 
collective desperation ultimately exceeds his narrative control. 
The mediated perspective thus dramatizes the very difficult of 
representing subaltern voices while ensuring they are not erased 
from the fictional fabric.  

Agency in the Ordinary 

Despite the mediation and understatement, Narayan allows 
glimpses of subaltern agency. This agency does not take the 
form of rebellion or transformation but appears in small acts of 
negotiation, survival, or irony. The servant who refuses an 
unreasonable command, the vendor who adapts his trade after 
loss, or the widow who finds creative ways to sustain herself-
all represent forms of agency embedded in the everyday. 

Narayan’s narrative style ensures that these acts are not 
overlooked. By focusing on the minutiae of daily life, he 
validates the significance of small victories and quiet 
endurance. In doing so, he demonstrates that agency is not 
always grand or revolutionary; it may be as modest as 
persistence in the face of overwhelming odds. 

Synthesis 

Narayan’s narrative techniques-simplicity, irony, humor, 
understatement, and mediated perspective-collectively shape 
his representation of the subaltern. They highlight the paradox 
of visibility and invisibility, silence and voice, suffering and 
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resilience. Through these strategies, Narayan does not solve the 
problem of subaltern representation; rather, he dramatizes it, 
ensuring that the marginalized are both acknowledged and 
problematized within his fictional world. 

In this sense, Narayan’s art is both aesthetic and ethical: it 
insists on narrating lives that dominant discourses ignore, while 
acknowledging the inherent difficulties of doing SO. 

Critiques and Debates 

The question of how, and to what extent, R.K. Narayan's 
subaltern has long been a matter of debate. While many critics 
admire his subtlety and humanism, others argue that his position 
as a middle-class, English-educated writer imposes limits on his 
capacity to truly capture marginalized voices. To engage with 
these debates is to situate Narayan within broader discussions 
in postcolonial criticism about voice, representation, and 
mediation. 

Narayan as a Chronicler of the Ordinary 

Supporters of Narayan emphasize his ability to narrate the 
ordinary life of India with a rare combination of empathy and 
irony. Writers such as Graham Greene, who helped publish 
Narayan’s early novels, admired his restraint and humor. 
Scholars argue that Narayan’s Malgudi is a symbolic space 
where all classes-elites, traders, workers, beggars-coexist, 
thereby providing a holistic representation of Indian society. 

From this perspective, Narayan’s contribution to subaltern 
representation lies not in overt political rhetoric but in his 
insistence that marginalized characters be woven into the fabric 
of everyday life. His beggars, servants, and petty traders are 
never invisible; they occupy narrative space with individuality 
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and dignity. Critics in this camp celebrate his ability to 
humanize the subaltern without reducing them to stereotypes or 
romanticized figures. 

The Limits of Middle-Class Authorship 

Yet postcolonial theorists raise important reservations. 
Narayan, they argue, writes from the standpoint of the urban, 
Hindu, English-educated middle class. His characters, though 
diverse, are often mediated through this perspective. This raises 
the question: Does Narayan give the subaltern a voice, or does 
he merely represent them through the lens of middle-class 
imagination? 

Spivak's provocative essay Can the Subaltern Speak? resonates 
here. Even when Narayan portrays peasants, servants, or 
widows, their voices are framed within narrative structures 
designed by an author who does not share their lived reality. As 
such, their subjectivity may remain partial, fragmented, and 
mediated. Critics argue that Narayan's restraint sometimes risks 
muting the political urgency of subaltern struggles, 
transforming them into objects of irony rather than agents of 
transformation. 

Narayan and Nationalism 

Another line of debate concerns Narayan’s ambivalent 
relationship with nationalism. Unlike Raja Rao or Mulk Raj 
Anand, who directly addressed the anti-colonial struggle, 
Narayan avoided overt political themes in most of his fiction. 
Some critics interpret this as a limitation: by focusing on small-
town life, Narayan sidesteps the larger structures of colonial 
oppression that shaped subaltern existence. 
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However, others view his avoidance of grand narratives as a 
deliberate strategy. By refusing to reduce characters to political 
allegories, Narayan ensures that the subaltern is seen as human 
first, political second. His narratives thus resist the elitist 
appropriation of the subaltern into nationalist or ideological 
discourses, keeping their ordinariness intact. 

The Question of Resistance 

A further point of contention lies in whether Narayan’s fiction 
can be described as resistant literature. Critics sympathetic to 
Subaltern Studies often argue that true representation of 
marginalized voices requires literature to foreground rebellion, 
protest, or systemic critique. From this standpoint, Narayan’s 
subtle humor and irony may appear inadequate, even complicit 
in preserving the status quo. 

Conversely, defenders of Narayan suggest that resistance need 
not always take the form of overt rebellion. In his fiction, 
resistance often appears in small acts of survival, negotiation, 
or endurance: the widow who refuses despair, the vendor who 
resumes work after loss, the servant who quietly asserts dignity. 
For Narayan, resistance is embedded in the ordinariness of life, 
not in spectacular moments of defiance. 

Global vs. Local Reception 

Narayan’s reception also differs across contexts. 
Internationally, he has been celebrated as a universal humanist 
whose Malgudi stories transcend geographical boundaries. Yet 
in Indian academia, some critics argue that his lack of political 
radicalism makes him less relevant to urgent discourses of 
caste, gender, and class. This tension underscores the challenge 
of evaluating Narayan: should he be measured by the standards 
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of political militancy, or by the quiet ethics of everyday 
narration?  

Synthesis 

The debates surrounding Narayan reflect the central paradox of 
subaltern representation: the difficulty, perhaps impossibility, 
of speaking for those structurally silenced. Narayan’s fiction 
neither fully resolves this paradox nor ignores it. Instead, it 
inhabits the in-between space, where the subaltern is visible but 
mediated, present but understated, silent yet enduring. 

For some, this is a limitation; for others, it is Narayan’s greatest 
strength. By refusing to romanticize or politicize excessively, 
he preserves the dignity of ordinariness, ensuring that the 
marginalized remain integral to the moral and cultural fabric of 
Indian modernity. 

Conclusion 

To narrate the subaltern is always to confront the paradox of 
visibility and silence, representation and mediation. In the 
fictions of R.K. Narayan, this paradox is neither denied nor fully 
resolved, but it is persistently staged in the rhythms of everyday 
life. Narayan’s novels and short stories situate marginalized 
characters-women confined by patriarchy, peasants burdened 
by poverty, servants rendered invisible, vendors struggling 
against chance-within the imaginative geography of Malgudi. 
Through them, he demonstrates that the subaltern is not an 
abstraction but a lived reality woven into the social and cultural 
fabric of India. 

Narayan’s contribution lies in his quiet humanism. Unlike 
writers who foregrounded political protest or ideological 
rhetoric, he turned his gaze toward the ordinariness of small-
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town existence. His characters rarely lead revolutions; instead, 
they persist, endure, and negotiate within their circumstances. 
This persistence itself becomes a form of resistance, a refusal to 
be erased from the narrative of modern India. By granting 
dignity to ordinariness, Narayan affirms that the subaltern life, 
however muted, is worthy of recognition. 

At the level of technique, Narayan’s simplicity of language, use 
of irony, humor, and understatement play a decisive role. These 
narrative devices ensure that his stories remain accessible, yet 
layered with profound ethical significance. The humor does not 
trivialize suffering but humanizes it. The irony does not obscure 
truth but sharpens it. The understatement does not silence 
voices but hints at depths beyond articulation. In this way, 
Narayan creates a narrative space where the subaltern is both 
present and problematized. 

Critics remain divided on his achievement. Some argue that his 
middle-class authorship and reluctance to engage directly with 
caste or political radicalism limit his capacity to truly capture 
marginalized voices. Others insist that his refusal to romanticize 
or politicize ensures a more authentic representation of ordinary 
lives. Both perspectives underscore the difficulty inherent in the 
project of subaltern representation-a difficulty that Narayan 
acknowledges rather than evades. 

In the end, Narayan’s fiction stands as a cultural archive of the 
invisible. His Malgudi is not merely a fictional town but a 
symbolic landscape where history and memory intertwine with 
everyday struggles. The subalterns of his stories may not speak 
loudly, but their presence reverberates quietly, persistently, 
across the pages. They are not forgotten; they are remembered 
through irony, humor, and the ordinariness of narration, humor, 
and the ordinariness of narration. 
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In our contemporary moment, where issues of marginalization, 
inequality, and silenced voices remain urgent, Narayan’s works 
retain profound relevance. They remind us that the task of 
narrating the subaltern is not only about recovering lost 
histories but also about recognizing the resilience of ordinary 
life. Narayan teaches us that dignity resides not only in grand 
acts of resistance but also in the simple endurance of those who 
continue to live, love, labor, and hope on the margins. 

Thus, Narayan’s fiction participates in the larger project of 
subaltern studies-not by offering definitive answers but by 
keeping alive the ethical question of representation. His stories 
compel us to listen more attentively, to look more carefully, and 
to acknowledge the humanity of those whom history too often 
leaves unheard. 
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