INTERNATIONAL ADVANCE JOURNAL OF ENGINEERING, SCIENCE AND MANAGEMENT (1AJESM) ‘“‘

July-December 2023, Submitted in November 2023, iajesm2014@gmail.com, ISSN -2393-8048 i
Multidisciplinary Indexed/Peer Reviewed Journal. SJIF Inpact Factor 2023 =753

Theatre as Social Critique: A Study of Power, Patriarchy, and

Resistance in Vijay Tendulkar’s Plays

Veena Rana, Research Scholar, Department of English, Radha Govind University, Jharkhand
Dr. Ratna Pandey, Associate Professor, Department of English, Radha Govind University, Jharkhand

Abstract
Vijay Tendulkar's plays as a critique of power, patriarchy, and resistance in Indian society.
Through works like Ghashiram Kotwal, Tughlaq, and Silence! The Court is in Session,
Tendulkar exposes the oppressive structures of political, social, and familial power. His
characters struggle against patriarchal norms, caste discrimination, and corruption, highlighting
the complexities of resistance within these systems. By portraying the harsh realities of societal
injustice, Tendulkar encourages the audience to reflect on their roles in perpetuating or
challenging these power structures. This study underscores the enduring relevance of
Tendulkar's theatre as a tool for social critique and change.
Introduction
Vijay Tendulkar, one of India’s most renowned playwrights, is celebrated for his unflinching
exploration of societal issues through the lens of theatre. His plays, which address the
complexities of power, patriarchy, and resistance, offer a profound critique of Indian society,
exposing the oppressive structures that govern human relationships. Tendulkar’s works,
ranging from Sakharam Binder to Ghashiram Kotwal, confront issues of caste discrimination,
gender oppression, and political corruption, shedding light on the human struggles that arise
within these systems. This study aims to examine how Tendulkar uses theatre as a platform for
social critique, highlighting the limitations and contradictions inherent in the pursuit of social
justice. By exploring his portrayal of power dynamics, gender-based oppression, and the
resistance of marginalized voices, this work seeks to understand how Tendulkar’s theatre
challenges audiences to reflect on and question the structures of authority in society.
Resistance and the Limitations of Social Change:
In Vijay Tendulkar’s plays, resistance often emerges as a central theme, but it is portrayed as a
complex and sometimes futile effort in the face of deeply entrenched societal structures. While
his characters strive to challenge oppressive systems—be it patriarchy, caste discrimination, or
political corruption—they often find themselves caught in a cycle of moral ambiguity and
personal compromise. Tendulkar does not offer easy solutions or idealized forms of resistance;
rather, he exposes the limitations of social change within systems that are inherently resistant
to transformation. The resistance in his plays, while potent, is frequently thwarted by the very
institutions and ideologies it seeks to challenge. This reflects the harsh reality that social change
is not linear or easily achievable, and that the fight for justice often involves navigating a
labyrinth of contradictions and setbacks.
literature review
Rajeswari Bhattacharya’s 2004 article examines the interplay of patriarchy and resistance in
Vijay Tendulkar's plays, highlighting how his works critically engage with gendered power
structures in Indian society. Bhattacharya explores how Tendulkar’s characters navigate
oppressive systems, using both direct and subtle forms of resistance. The paper discusses key
plays such as Sakharam Binder and Kanyadaan, emphasizing Tendulkar’s portrayal of the
complexities surrounding gender relations, where resistance to patriarchal oppression is often
fraught with moral ambiguity. Bhattacharya positions Tendulkar’s theatre as a significant
contribution to contemporary Indian drama, offering a profound commentary on social
injustices while challenging the notion of easy or complete reform.
Sujit Mukherjee’s 2009 study of Ghashiram Kotwal offers a detailed analysis of the power
dynamics and rampant corruption portrayed in Vijay Tendulkar's play. Mukherjee examines
how the play critiques political power structures through the rise and fall of the central
character, Ghashiram, who shifts from being a victim of injustice to becoming an oppressor
himself. Mukherjee highlights Tendulkar’s use of historical context to reflect the universal
nature of power abuse and the cyclical corruption inherent in political systems. The paper
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underscores the play’s portrayal of moral decay and the manipulation of authority, emphasizing
how Tendulkar’s sharp critique of societal corruption and his exploration of the human thirst
for power make Ghashiram Kotwal a powerful commentary on the complexities of governance
and leadership. Mukherjee’s analysis situates the play within the broader landscape of
contemporary theatre, where social and political issues are central to its narrative.

In her 2007 article, Madhavi Joshi explores Vijay Tendulkar’s significant contributions to
Indian theatre, tracing his evolution from a realist playwright to a revolutionary figure in the
dramatic arts. Joshi examines how Tendulkar's plays, particularly Sakharam Binder, Ghashiram
Kotwal, and Kanyadaan, serve as critiques of Indian society, highlighting issues such as social
inequality, caste discrimination, and patriarchal oppression. Joshi argues that while Tendulkar’s
earlier works adhered to realism, later plays incorporated revolutionary elements that
challenged traditional theatrical conventions and encouraged a deeper engagement with socio-
political issues. She emphasizes how Tendulkar's works continue to resonate due to their bold
examination of power structures and their capacity to provoke critical reflection on societal
norms. Joshi’s study positions Tendulkar as a transformative figure in Indian theatre, using his
platform to address complex social issues while pushing the boundaries of dramatic expression.
Political Critique in Tughlaq

In Girish Karnad’s Tughlaq, political critique takes center stage as the play explores the
complexities of power, governance, and idealism. The character of Sultan Muhammad Tughlaq
is portrayed as an ambitious ruler whose utopian visions for reform are undermined by his
inability to navigate the realities of political power. The play critiques the disconnect between
the ruler’s ideals and the corrupt systems he attempts to reform, highlighting the futility of
radical change without understanding the existing social and political structures. Karnad uses
Tughlaq’s reign as a metaphor for the cyclical nature of political corruption and
disillusionment, illustrating how even the most well-intentioned leaders can become victims of
their own power. The play raises critical questions about leadership, the nature of authority,
and the complexities of governance, making it a sharp commentary on the political landscape
both in historical and contemporary contexts.

The Role of Theatre in Addressing Social Issues

Theatre, as a medium, has long been a tool for societal critique. Tendulkar’s approach was
radical in that he used his plays to confront the deeply entrenched social norms of his time. He
used the stage to highlight the contradictions within Indian society—particularly the way
patriarchal and casteist ideologies continue to influence social dynamics. His plays create a
space for dialogue and reflection, encouraging audiences to reconsider their roles in
perpetuating these systems.

The Illusion of Social Reform'':

In Vijay Tendulkar’s plays, the concept of social reform is often portrayed as a superficial or
performative act rather than a genuine effort toward structural change. His characters
frequently engage in reformist rhetoric that masks deeper prejudices and self-interest, revealing
the hypocrisy of those in power. For instance, in Kanyadaan, the idealistic attempt to bridge
caste divides through marriage quickly unravels, exposing the limits of liberal reform when it
ignores lived realities and entrenched social hierarchies. Tendulkar suggests that true reform
requires confronting uncomfortable truths rather than relying on symbolic gestures or idealistic
narratives. Through this lens, his theatre critiques the failure of well-meaning but misguided
reformers who underestimate the deep-rooted nature of oppression in Indian society.
Summary of Key Findings:

This study reveals that Vijay Tendulkar’s plays serve as powerful critiques of the socio-political
structures that perpetuate inequality, particularly through the lenses of power, patriarchy, and
caste. His works expose the manipulation of authority and the systemic silencing of women
and marginalized groups, emphasizing the disconnect between idealistic reforms and harsh
social realities. Tendulkar’s characters often grapple with moral ambiguity and societal
constraints, reflecting the complexities of resistance within oppressive frameworks. The
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analysis also shows how Tendulkar’s use of realism and provocative narrative techniques not

only challenges dominant ideologies but also compels audiences to critically engage with

issues often ignored or normalized in society. His theatre, thus, emerges as a compelling

medium of social awareness and transformation.

Theatre’s Role in Social Critique:

Theatre has long functioned as a mirror to society, and in the hands of dramatists like Vijay

Tendulkar, it becomes a potent instrument of social critique. Tendulkar uses the stage not only

to portray reality but to interrogate the systems that uphold injustice and silence dissent. His

plays confront sensitive issues such as caste discrimination, gender-based violence, and

political corruption, challenging audiences to reflect on their complicity in these structures.

Unlike passive forms of art, theatre demands immediate engagement, and Tendulkar’s sharp

dialogue and unsettling plots provoke emotional and intellectual responses. By using theatre as

a space for questioning norms and revealing hidden power dynamics, Tendulkar transforms

performance into a vehicle for consciousness-raising and resistance.

Objectives

1. To explore how Vijay Tendulkar uses theatre as a tool for social critique, addressing issues
such as power dynamics and social injustices.

2. To analyze the representation of patriarchy and its impact on the lives of women and
marginalized groups in Tendulkar’s plays.

3. To examine how Tendulkar portrays resistance against oppressive systems through his
characters and dramatic narratives.

4. To investigate the use of realistic and symbolic techniques in Tendulkar’s theatre to reflect
societal tensions and contradictions.

5. To evaluate the relevance of Tendulkar's works in raising awareness about contemporary
issues related to power, gender, and social inequality.

Corruption in Ghashiram Kotwal:

Ghashiram Kotwal is one of Vijay Tendulkar’s most powerful critiques of political corruption

and the abuse of power. Set in 18th-century Pune under Peshwa rule, the play uses historical

allegory to highlight how authority can be manipulated for personal gain. The central character,

Ghashiram, initially a victim of injustice, rises to power by aligning himself with Nana

Phadnavis, only to become a ruthless oppressor himself. Tendulkar exposes how systems of

governance can become tools of exploitation when morality is sacrificed for ambition. The

cyclical nature of power, where victims become oppressors, underscores the deep-rooted

corruption in political hierarchies. Through sharp satire and Brechtian techniques, the play

dismantles the illusion of righteous leadership, revealing a society driven more by self-interest

than justice.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Vijay Tendulkar’s theatre stands as a bold and unrelenting critique of the

oppressive forces that govern society, particularly those rooted in power, patriarchy, and caste.

His plays do not offer easy resolutions but instead force audiences to confront the

uncomfortable realities that many choose to ignore. By portraying morally complex characters

and stark societal truths, Tendulkar dismantles the facades of respectability, reform, and

authority. His dramatic works remain deeply relevant, as they challenge entrenched hierarchies

and give voice to the marginalized. Ultimately, Tendulkar's theatre goes beyond storytelling—

it becomes an act of resistance, urging viewers to recognize and question the social structures

that perpetuate inequality and injustice.
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