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"fhe role that theatre ought to play in contemporary society
has been debated among artists the world over, no less in India
where changing social and political conditions since the late 19th
century have resulted in diverse attempts to exploit theatre as a
means of reaching vast audiences for purposes of education, publi­
city, and propaganda. But the groundwork for the relatively
recent attempts may be seen in past precedents and need not be
attributed solely to the inventiveness of the modern age or to the
progressive thinking of youth. In Chapter I of the Natyasastra,
India's earliest and most significant surviving manual of drama­
turgy, Bharata attributes to Brahma the creation of an educational
purpose for theatre:

This (natya) teaches duty to those who go against duty,
love to those who are eager for its fulfilment, and chastises
those who are ill-bred or unruly, promotes self-restraint in
those who are disciplined, gives courage to cowards, ener~ to
heroic persons, enlightens men of poor intellect and gIveS
wisdom to the learned.

It will (also) give relief to unlucky persons wh? are
afflicted with sorrow and grief or (over) work, and will.be
conducive to observance of duty as well as to {arne, long life,
intellect and general good and will educate people.

There is no wise maxim, no learning, no art or craft no
device. no action that is not found in the drama.'

Whether or not producers achieved Brahma's ambitious objectives
may never be known for there is little evidence to suggest that
spectators in ancient times changed their behavior or opinions as
a result of witnessing plays.

But much later in history the actions of at least one power!~
king Were reportedly influenced by the contents of a drama WIDe
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he had se~? In 1504 Veera Narasimhadeva Raya, a powerful ruler
of the Vijayanagara Empire, put to death a Petty prince after
observing Kuchipudi players impersonate the hideous tortures
employed by the tyrant to extract taxes from the peasants.f
Between the 15th and the 18th centuries theatre was widely used
to great advantage by poet-saints to spread and sustain the bhakti
movement of Hinduism among the common people throughout the
length and breadth of India. Perhaps one of the most spectacular
surviving examples is the Ramlila which still attracts hundreds of
thousands of faithful pilgrims annually to sacred shrines and holy
places in North India. .

The more recent and perhaps the more interesting place in
which theatre has served as an instrument of social change began
in the late 19th century when dedicated patriots were committed
to exposing social evils, many of which had resulted from British
rule and many of which had plagued Hindu society for centuries.
This first period, marked by an unrestrained desire among Indian
writers and producers to propagate independence, is also charac­
terized by suppressive restrictions imposed by the colonial govern­
;nent on the publication and Performance of plays.

A second period began in the early 1940's when indePendence
was virtually assured but the direction that the new nation would
take was still debatable. This period is characterized by an
eagerness among left-wing political parties to exploit theatre as
a vehic~e of propaganda, and although the i?eas initia~ed th~n
are now over thirty years old, they show no SIgns of losmg their
original appeal or flavor, for political parties andpoliticia~ still
clamour for ways to gather votes and sympathy for their own
ideologies. .

The most recent phase dates from the early 1950's when ~he
central government employed theatre as a means of serving
democratic socialism. Since that time the central gov~rnm~nt ~as
joined hands with some state governments and a few pnv~te institu­
tions seeking to publicize various social ref~rms,. ,?rIl'~anly among
the villagers. Barely out of its infancy, this utilitarlan approach
to theatre may not mature for many years to come.

Theatre of Nationalism and Social Protest
The first. significant drama of social prote~t in India .was

Nildarpana (The Mirror of Indigo Planters) by Dmabandhu MItra,
published in 1860. The play dramatizes inci~ents dr~wn from the
revolution of 1885 in which Bengali mdlgo cultIvators. were
mercilessly persecuted by their English o~erlords for refusmg to
sow their crops. The incident is usually CIted as ~he firs.t at~empt
of the. Bengalis to harass the British ruler~. Inspite of I~ timely
SUbject matter, Das Gupta in The ~ndUln Staae c1al~s that
Dinabandhu has no political motives behmd the work and intended
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it only to expose the cruel and heartless treatment of the labourers
at the hands of English planters," Whatever Dinabandhu's real
intentions, the play aroused considerable public sentiment in
Bengal against British tyranny and paved the way fora host of
patriotic works written along similar lines elsewhere in the country.

Nildarpana was first staged in Dacca in 1861 where it met with
unqualified success among the Indian spectators and apparently
aroused no adverse reaction from the English community. In the
same year as the first public perf-ormance, a sanction was granted
to the Reverend James Long for an English translation on the
grounds that the play faithfully depicted rural life in Bengal.
Approximately five hundred copies were printed and sent to the
Bengal Office for approval. But only fourteen were permitted to
circulate freely in India and the remaining copies were either sent
to England under official seal or withheld by the Bengal Office.
The good Reverend was paid for his trouble by being sentenced
to one month in prison on a charge of libel and ordered to pay a
fine of Rs. 1,000. The fate of Reverend Long and the English
translation suggests that British policy at this time favored the
Immediate suppression of any material that smacked of sedition.
And through its actions the government admitted that English, the
very language nurtured among a segment of the Indian population
as a means of sustaining indirect rule, could be effectively used
to promote nationalistic sentiments among Indians throughout the
country. That the Bengali version of the play was not suppressed
was probably because the government rightly assumed that it
would not be read outside the Bengali-speaking regions of the
country.

Eleven years passed before Nildarpana attracted public notice
again, this time In 1872 when it was chosen as the first professional
offering of the newly formed National Theatre of Calcutta.
Undoubtedly, the production was designed as a commercial ventu:e
to launch the National as the first professional theatre company III

India, but the choice of Nildarpana as the vehicle suggests a m~re

significant underlying motive; the play was meant to symbolIze
Indian nationalism. And apparently it struck a sympathetic chord
in at least one spectator who furiously hurled a shoe at the h~ted
English overseer, acted by the distinguished actor-playwnght,
Girish Chandra Ghosh.s .

Even though the Government of Bengal took no formal steps
against the production in Calcutta, an enraged band of Europeans
stormed the stage during the Lucknow production of 1875 wh~n
the Indian hero of the piece tried to rescue a helpless Indian gIrl
from the clutches of Mr. Rogue, the villainous English planter. The
outburst became so heated that the District Magistrate had to be
called out of bed to quell the disturbance.

Encouraged by the impact of Nildarpana in 1875, three J?or~
works were produced by the Great National Theatre, a sphnte
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organizatio?- ?f the.National. All of them were allegories propa­
gating patrIotIc s:ntlmen:s. The extent to which theBengalis dared
to go in expressmg their demand for freedom from foreign rule
is illustrated in a song from one of the works-Jyotirindra Nath
Tagore's Pu:u-Vik-:am. Midway through the play, King Porus
challenges hIS soldiers to fight the Greek invaders:

Awake. Arise! Look, the cruel Yavanas trespass into
!0';1r home; Be of one min~, liberate the Motherland, Delay
IS intolerable, Advance with the banner of victory in your
hand. What is life without freedom? Fie on him who wants
to live being robbed of his liberty. It is better to die, but
let liberty and honour live in the land. Come and swear.
Either you must win or die. Either you must kill the
Yavanas or follow death yourselves.s

King Porus undoubtedly personified the spirit of Indian patriotism
and the Yavanas unmistakably represented the colonial rulers.

The popularity of Nildarpana and subsequent works of its kind
raised serious questions for the colonial government. Should any
play, regardless of its content, be permitted public performance?
And should the press be allowed to publish a play whatever
sentiments it espoused? In 1876Lord Northbrooke, then the Viceroy
of India, issued an ordinance as an emergency measure under
the Government of India Act giving the Government of Bengal
full power to control dramatic performances until a new law could
be enacted. The Government moved swiftly to cancel three pro­
ductions which it labelled "libelous and obscene/" Subsequently,
the proprietor of a theatre and actors of the play Surendravinodini
were taken into custody on a charge that an obscene act was
discussed on the stage: a European (perhaps meant to represent
the District Magistrate himself) spoke of deflowering an Indian
woman and carried a bloody sari to prove it. Two of the accused
were sentenced to a: month in prison, although the judge dismissed
the charge of obscenity lodged against the play for lack of con­
vincing evidence. Shortly after, the presiding judge was sent home
to England, presumably because he failed to rule in the Govern-
ment's favour. .

Finally on March 141879 the Dramatic Performances Act
No. XIX v:.as submitted ~ the'Supreme Legislative Council, and
Mr. Hobbhouse who introduced the bill, concluded the arguments
in support of his case by paraphrasing Plato's reasoning from the
Republic. Hobbhouse said. "Now it has been found in all times
and in all countries that no greater stimulous could be supplied
to excite the passions of mankind than that supplied by me~ns of
the drama,"? The Act was swiftly passed into law and gave liberal
censorship powers to local authorities throughout India.

In essence the Dramatic Performances Act is modelled on
similar contemPorary laws in England and is designed:
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to empower the Government to prohibit public dramatic
performances which are scandalous. defamatory, seditious or
obscene.

Furthermore,

for the purpose of ascertaining the character of any intended
public dramatic performance, the Local Government may
apply to the author, proprietor or printer of the drama about
to be performed, or to the owner or occupier of the place in
which it is intended to be performed for such information
as the Local Government thinks necessary.

Every person so applied to shall be bound to furnish to
the same to the best of his ability, and whoever contravenes
this section shall be deemed to have committed an offence
under Section 176 of the Indian Penal Code. If any Magist­
rate has reason to believe that any house, room or place is
used, or is about to be used for any performance prohibited
under this Act, he may, by his warrant, authorize any officer
of police to enter with such assistance as may be required
by night or by day, and by force, if necessary, any such
house, room or place and to take into custody all persons
who he finds therein, and to seize all scenery, dresses and
other articles found therein and reasonably suspected to
have been used, or to be intended to be used, for the purpose
of such performance.s

Hardly three months passed before the Vernacular Press Act also
became law, thus throttling free expression of the press as well
as the stage.

Both Acts were frequently used by the Government throughout
the decades which followed to suppress dramatic performan~es

and plays considered seditious. However, the urge for IndIan
independence had been unleashed and \he instruments of govern­
ment could only hope to slow down the process.

Frustrated by censorship, many theatre organizations in tpe
late 19th century turned their efforts to exposing glaring SOCIal
evils in Indian society, such as alcoholism, child marriage, enforced
conversion by Christian missionaries, women's education, the
purdah system and widow remarriage.

With the foundation of the Indian National Congress in 1885,
however, many playwrights resorted to veiled allegories propaga:­
ing nationalism and spreading disa1fection among sympath~tlc
spectators. They often did so with great imagination by imbuxng
Hindu mythologies with allegorical significance. One of the best
known examples is Probhakar Khandilkar's 1906 Marathi play
Keechakavadha, based on incidents from the Mahabharata.!J Th~
well-known story pictures Keechaka the crude brother-in-Ia", ,0

~ing' Virata, falling hopelessly in love with Draupadi, the WIfe
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of the five Pandavas who live in disguise in Virata's court, ~
~uing his lechero~s designs, Keechaka ste~aupadi's room
~n the dead of night only to find Bhi,ma, the most powerful and
Jealous of the Pandavas, who unhesitatingly pulverizes Keechaka
with his mace, thus avenging Draupadi's honour. Marathi readers
easily recognized in Bhima the great Marathi patriot Lokmanya
Tilak. And Keechaka obviously represented Lord Curzon, the
Viceroy of India. Like so many other Marathi plays of its day,
Keechakavadha was banned from the stage.P

Numerous other mythological incidents provided ample scope
for symbolizing the struggle for freedom from foreign oppression.
The battles between Rama and Ravana in Ramayana, as well as
those between Krishna and Kamsa in the Puranas, provided Indian
patriots with considerable latitude for creating dramatic allegories.

Historical events glorifying India's past also captured the pub­
lic imagination and helped to reinforce the idea that independence
was to be sought at any cost. After the partition of Bengal in
1905, Girish Chandra Ghosh turned to writing historical allegories
and produced three powerful dramas-Sirajuddulla, Mir Kasim, and
Chhatrapati Shivaji-all of which were banned by the British
Government under the Dramatic Performances Act,11

Elsewhere in India, other playwrights glorified their own-local
patriots: In Assam, the struggle of the Ahom Kings with the
Burmese invaders was dramatized. IIi Maharashtra, Shivaji's
exploits came to symbolize Tilak's political struggles. In Mysore,
Ecchama Nayaka, Tipu Sultan, Nargund Baba ~ahi~ ~nd Kittur
Chennamma provided the subject for many natronalisttc dr~mas.
Every region found legendary heroes to glorify to the chagrin of
the British.

Theatre as a Tool of Political Ideology

Themes of nationalistic and patriotic fervor continued to domi­
nate the stage until independence was finally wo.n in 194?, ~ut
diverse political philosophies decidedly sympathetIc to, S.ocIahsm
and Communism began to be detected by the early 1940 s III many
.plays and among various theatre organizations. The developments
ill this period arose logically out of past successes; the argument
followed that if theatre could be used as a tool for inciting p~blic
opinion against the colonialists, it could als? be ,!sed e~ectlVely
to mould public sympathy for specific .pohtI.cal ideologies. Un­
~oubtedly, the triumph of SocialIst ReallSI~ III RUSSIan art ~d
lIterature during the previous decade stimulated sympath.etIc
Indian playwrights and producers with creative ideas. But besides
the exemplary work of the Moscow Art Theatre, .the Group TJ:ea­
tre of New York and especially the works of ItS pnze-wIllnmg
playwright ClifIo;d Odets, must have appealed to In~ian the~tre
artists who were very much aware of recent trends III theatrical
activities in all the major western countries.
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Thus, in the twilight of World War II, one of the most signi­
ficant organizations of its type came into being-the Indian
People's Theatre Association. According to Som Benegal in A
Panorama of Theatre in India,

It is not clear and probably never will be whether the­
I.P.T.A., as it was called, was born of a positive directive of
the Communist Party of India, or whether it came about
through the anti-fascism of the war years with some remote
identity with the international artistic movement of progres-
sive forces. . .12 I

Whatever the original political intent of the LP.T.A., it clearly
directed its messages to the masses rather than to the bourgeoisie
and it "took up issues of social abuse, religious bigotry, political
oppression and economic exploitation."13

The central character of Syed Sajjad Zaheer's one:actHiiidUS·
tani play, Bimar, written in the early 1930's and published in 1941
in an English translation entitled "The Living and the Dead," arti­
culates the axis of the peasant-laborer versus the middle-class
which was to recur often in the works of the I.P.T.A. playwrights.
On the verge of death, Bashir says:

The law as it now stands says that he who labours shall
not get the fruits of his labour; the custom is that those who
do nothing become lords and masters of those who toil. The
workers might die of hunger while the leisured spend their
time in comfort and luxury. Convention demands that if those
who labour ask for the fruits of their labour, then they should
be called seditionists and rebels, and serve as targets f~r
bullets....wealth, which ought to be the fruit of labour, IS

in the hands of useless, inept, stupid, half-witted and short­
sighted fools. And he who has wealth has power; and he
who has power lays down the law and makes principles. For
me obedience to such principles is a crime against humanity.H

The I.P.T.A. started as a low-key 'affiliate of the left-wing
Anti-fascist Writers and Artists Association of Calcutta in 1942.
Bands of artists, singers and dancers toured the country perfor:m'
ing to aid victims of the disastrous Bengal famine of 1943, which
is said to have taken the lives of more than two million people.
Capitalizing on the corruption resulting from the famine, Bi~an
Bhattacharya wrote Nabahna (Bountiful Harvest) in 1944, which
is regarded as the first major offering of the I.P.T.A.

It showed a group of peasants who leave their famine-strike~
village and make the long journey to the city only to ~
themselves beggars, facing the indifference of the metropolIs.
Their stay in the city politicizes them and they decide to return
to the village with their new awareness.P

Nabanna became a popular success perhaps due in part to the
brilliant direction of Sombhu Mitra, who is still regarded as one
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of India's .leadin~ directors. Thousands of people gathered to see
the play In public theatres and open-air arenas.

Soon after Nabanna's triumph, new branches of the I.P.T.A.
sprang up throughout Bengal to deal with other social issues­
th~ hard life of laborers and farmers, the responsibility of the
middle-class to the workers and the advantage of mass action.16

Apparently, the I.P.T.A.'s mission at this stage in its develop­
ment was not to propagate the Communist Party line but simply
to' ex~ose social injustices, for Bhattacharay is quoted as saying,
"Our Job was to prepare the soil. It was the job of the political
people to sow the seeds."17

The enthusiasm and the desire of the membership to create
an association of first-rate artists prompted the I.P.T.A. to organize
nationally, with branches throughout India. It was then that some
of the most talented young artists were drawn into the fold-men
like Ravi Shankar, Mulk Raj Anand, Ramesh Thapar, Shanti
Bardhan, and Khwaja Ahmed Abbas, to name only a few. Talented
playwrights also contributed substantively to the I.P.T.A.'s work.

In Orissa, Kalicharan Pattanayak wrote Bhata (Rice) which
deals with the problems of untouchability and hunger among
Oriyan peasants. The story concerns a cruel landlord whose only
son turns against him and joins the rebellious peasants. In an
ensuing conflict, the son is fatally shot. Rather unconvincingly,
the penitent father reverses his philosophical stand and vows to
become a servant of the people. A few yars later, Pattnayak wrote
Raktamati (Red Earth) in which a poet selects a mate from among
the untouchable class; together they vow to effect more revo­
lutionary changes in the society.I"

In Kerala, the struggle for freedom raised a fundamental ques­
tion-who should wield economic power? The themes of landlord
versus tenant were also exploited here in order to spread commu­
nist ideology. Pattabakki (The Landlord's Dues; or, Balance of
Rent) written by K. Damodaran is the first major work in Kera~a
to raise this question. The plot involves a heroic laborer who IS
driven off his land by a heartless landlord. Forced to. steal for a
living the tenant is eventually caught and jailed. Takmg advan~­
age of this unfortunate situation the landlord harasses the tenant s
sister who finally yelds to his 'lecherous desires until he grows
tired and throws her out on the street where she is forced to ~ke
up a life of prostitution. When the brother is released from pr~n
and happily united with his sister, they launch a life-l~ng c~mpaI.gn
against the injustices brought about by the corrupt SOCIety m ~hIch
they find themselves. Obviously, the playwright meant to Imply
that poverty and dependence of the poor ~n the upper class~~
breeds immorality that only in an equalitanan SOCIety may evil
be eradicated and that revolution is the only sure means of
achieving social change." /
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One of the LP.T.A.'s most effective means for making polio
tical propaganda palatable to the common people was to garb it
in the familiar forms of traditional theatre of a region. In Andhra
Pradesh, for example, enthusiastic workers exploited Burrakatha,
one of the state's most popular forms of storytelling. Typically,
in Burrakatha, a narrator who strums the burra (a: small tanpura)
and who is accompanied by two drummers, sings and dances short
historical tales (kathas) celebrating regional patriots. At times,
one of the drummers assumes the role of a clown, freely criticizing
contemporary social practices to the delight of the spectators.
Periodically, the second drummer impersonates a politician and
makes incisive jabs at the corruption of the governmental bureau­
cracy. The narrator cleverly weaves their criticism into relevant
historical tales and manages to accent pathos and heroism in the
process. The Andhra Pradesh branch of the LP.T.A. also made
use of other traditional forms of theatre and storytelling, such as
the Veethi Natakam, Harikatha and Yakshagana.

/In Maharashtra, Tamasha, or Lok Natya (people's drama) as
it is commonly known, was successfully used during and after the
1940's to spread the doctrine of Communism among the villagers.
Tamasha is a bawdy form of popular theatre distinguished by its
use of female artists who dance and sing. Typically, Tamasha
begins with prayers to Ganapati, the Hindu God of Good Fortune.
Then, Lord Krishna enters and teases the milkmaids who are on
their way to Mathura to sell milk. After a lively exchange of
suggestive dialogue, Krishna departs and the wag (dramatic por
tion) of the Tamasha begins. A classic example of a Communi:t
wag is Aklechi Goshte (A Tale of Wisdom) composed by Shahir
Annabhav Sathe in 1944.

The story shows how a poor farmer, after gaining knowle~ge
from a local cooperative union, puts an end to the malpractIces
of a moneylender and corrupt milkman. Janba, the hero of the
piece, confronts the money-lender and the milkman on a village
road. Assuming that Janba, like all farmers, is a fool, the corrupt
businessmen challenge him to a contest of wits. Each of them
agrees to tell a story with the stipulation that if anyone ac?US~s
another of his story being a false one, the accuser must forfeIt hIS
land and estate. Conveniently, five judges happen along and agree
to preside over the contest.

Both the moneylender and the milkman tell outlandish tales
believing that even a simpleton would consider them false. B~~
Janba listens patiently and vows that every word they have sal
must be true. When his tum cdmes, Janba relates a tale of h~W
two people from his village have cheated the farmers by lendmt
them money at unfair interest rates and by selling them watere
down milk. Supposing that the story is a personal attack on then;'
the moneylender and the milkman foolishly declare that Janba.s

story is false, whereupon the judges promptly award Janba theIr
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lands and estates. A chorus of jubilant farmers concludes the wag
with a song of celebration:

- We're the lucky children of the earth
The children of the earth. '

Let's go hand-in-hand on the farms
Singing like birds in the forest.

We'll work the fields the whole year round
And watch fruit ripening everywhere.

Th,e grain will look like shining pearls
And we'll eat Bhakri from these jewels.

We'll destroy the rule of moneylenders and black-marketeers
And we'll see the judgement corne true.

We'll have equality among all
With no masters and no servants.

We're the lucky children of the earth,
The children of the earth:

Sathe's wag is a pointed attack on the middle-class and an obvious
attempt to romanticize the peasants who are imputed to be
naturally intelligent once they have been politicized and made
aware of the corruption which surrounds them. The farmer's
local cooperative union referred to in the earlier portion of the
script is glorified as the instrument of social change. Through it,
Janba gains wisdom and uses it against those who would take
unfair advantage' of him. The song at the end of the wag suggests
that the meek shall inherit the earth. Sathe, who wrote many
popular wags around the same basic theme, built a considerable
reputation for Communist Tamasha in Maharashtra. He was aided
i~ his efforts by Shahir Amar Shaikh, one of Tamasha's greatest
smgers who also contributed his talents to the Communist Party
about this time and is said to have thrilled hundreds of thousands
of people with his folk rhythms, charged with radical content.21

Despite its ingenious experimentations and national character,
~he LP.T.A. suffered a major setback when ideologies were polar­
lzed within the group after Independence in 1947. Many disen­
chanted artists left the organization in protest because th:y declar­
ed that their work was being misused by the Communist Party.
Today, the I.P.T.A. is little more than a "paper" organization
struggling to survive in several large urban areas.P

Convinced that the ideas for which the LP.T.A. stood were
viable in modern India, the C.P.I. (Communist Party of India)
continued to exploit the potentials of theatre as a vehicle of pro­
paganda in various regional strongholds. In 1952, the Kerala
People's Art Club of Trivandrum staged Ningalenne Commu­
nistakki (You Made Me A Communist) which was performed more
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than six hundred times and is thought to have helped put th~
Party into office in 1957. The story deals with an old man who
abandons his orthodox- views of life and embraces Communism
when he finally recognizes the evils of capitalism and the plight
of the working class under it. Some observers believe that the
songs, of which more than one hundred thousand booklets contain­
ing the lyrics have been sold in Kerala to date,23 were more
appealing than the play's political ideology and contributed to its
popularity. Whatever the reason for the play's success, the Kerala
Congress Party soon retaliated with Kesava Dev's .[nanippo Com­
munistavum (I Will Not Become a Communist Now), designed to
retrieve voters lost in the election. The play tells of a faithful
housemaid who threatens to become a communist depending on
the outcome of the elections in which her boss has registered as
an independent candidate. It criticizes the corruption of the polio
tical system in which all parties try to buy the support of the
independent candidates. Manthriyakkolle (Don't Make Me a
Minister), Bhagwan Macaroni (Lord Macaroni), and Kootu Krishi
(Collective Farming) were also written during this period to
support various political ideologies.w

Perhaps the most vocal spokesman for the use of radical con­
tent in theatre today is Utpal Dutt, a former member of the
I.P.T.A. and founder of the People's Little Theatre Group of
Calcutta which has produced plays since 1947. In the early fifties,
Dutt adapted Pathanatika, a form of streetcorner play which is
improvisional in form and contemporary in subject matter, as
inspiration for one of his own works entitled Charge Sheet, used
by the Communist Party to' urge viewers to seek the release of
political prisoners and to support the C.P.I. in the 1952 elections
in Bengal. He claims that the play _and others like it won many
voters for the party.25

Dutt's most important early drama was Angar (Spark) pro­
duced in 1960. The play exposes the irresponsibility of managers
whose unsafe mines bring death to countless laborers. The final
scene continues to intrigue spectators even today with its clever
lighting techniques which suggest the slowly rising water level
in a shaft where the miners are trapped.

. In a recent interview, Dutt characterizes his early work as
expository, in line with the general trend of the ideological propa­
ganda then current with the pro-Soviet element of the C.P.I. !t
was the habit of the leadership, according to Dutt, to regard their
speeches as more important than political drama, although they
began to realize in 1972 that people came to see plays and not to
hear speeches.

Along with other disenchanted artists in the late sixties, Dutt
shifted his allegiance to th'e C.P.r. (M) (Communist Party. of
India-Marxist), the pro-Chinese element of the Party. In Ilne



75 SOCIAL ROLE OF THEATRE

with the radical dogma of the C.P.I. (M.), Dutt has recently
proposed that, "revolutionary theatre must preach revolution; it
must not only expose ~he system (as his earlier plays had done),
but also call for the VIolent smashing of the state machine."26

In 1967 his play Teer (Arrow) and Anal Gupta's Rakter Rang
(The Color of Blood) romanticized the peasant-guerrillas who were
said to be brutalized by soldiers and policemen in Naxalbari a
wilderness area of eastern India which -has served as a refuge for
radicals. Dutt's Din Badaler Pala (Tale of the Changing Time),
a courtroom drama written during this period, professes to expose
Establishment hypocrisy, prove that West Bengal is being coloniz­
ed by the Central Government in New Delhi, and show how the
Centre is acting as an agent of foreign powers, namely the U.S.A..
the Soviet Union, and Great Britain.27 Aware of the potentials of
utilizing traditional forms of theatre which appeal to mass audio
ences, Dutt recently adapted Taira, a popular form of Bengali
traditional theatre, to suit his strong Marxist viewpoint. The sub­
jects of his most recent Jatra-style works include Lenin. the Fall
of Berlin, Vietnam, the Indigo Revolution.28 Mao Tse-Tumq, the
Indian Guerriluu: of 1944, the Punjab reool: of 1919.

Perhaps inspired by Dutt's examples and perhaps by their
own disenchantment with all political and social institutons, a
group of Miranda House College students in New Delhi produced
a bitter atack on Indian society in 1970, entitled "India '69." The
aim of the students as boldly announced in the programme was
"not merely to understand the world, but to change it;" senti­
ments articulated by Marx and paraphrased by Dutt sometim;
earlier. The students made stabbing attacks at almost every poli­
tical institution in India from the Prime Minister to the two Com­
munist parties. Their approach was organized as a revue, with
short dramatic and narrative segments punctuated by song ..In
one of the segments the Jana Sangh election symbol, under w~lCh
were written the words Mein Kampf, was projected on a giant
screen while a mellow voice announced over the P.A. system:

Hitler wanted to make bombs. For bombs he needed
phosphorus. For phosphorus he needed human bones. For
bones he needed Jews. So he phosphorized the Jew. The
Jana Sangh wants to Indianize the Muslims.29

In another sezment the players dramatized Mrs. Gandhi's B~nk
Nationlaizatio~ Sch~me. The Prime Minister began b~, referrmg
to her father and ended up by babbling couplets from ~ary had
a little Lamb." Presiding over the occasion were NIx~n and
Kosygin, who handed prepared speeches to :nembers o.f.dIff~rent
political ~tie in India sympathetic to theI.r o~v.n political Ideo'
logy. In a review of the production, a DelhI critic observed t~~~
the audience was comprised of the upper class strata of De I
society to whom the criticism seemed nothing more than an even-
ing of humorous entertainment.
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The Communist Party of India was not the only political
organization in the 1940's to capitalize on the propaganda value of
theatre, however. In Madras, the Tamil politician C. N. Anna­
durai, who had recognized the potential of swaying spectator's
opinions through his first drama, Chandrodayam (The Rise of the
Moon)30 written in 1943, persuaded the leadership of the D. K.
(Dravida Kazagham) to elevate drama to the status of an official
party activity. In this he was joined by T. V. Narayanaswami,
a leading member of the T.K.S. Brothers Company (one of the
largest professional theatre troupes of the period) and other pro­
minent individuals who were active in producing plays at the time,
M. Karunanidhi, now the Chief Minister of Madras; E. Nedun­
chazian, currently the Minister of Education; and K. A. Mathialo­
kan, until recently the Minister of Finance.

Through the production of plays, Annadurai and his colleagues
sought support for the basic party platform of the D.K. which
included sovereign independence for the four linguistic divisions
of South India, a casteless society in which the Brahmanic tradi- .
tions of Hinduism were eliminated from among the masses, sup­
port for widow remarriage and inter-caste marriage, and independ­
ence of India from Great Britain.s! But in 1949, Annadurai and
many other members became disenchanted with the leadership
and broke away from the party and formed a more powerful poli­
tical organization, the D.M.K. (Dravida Munnetra Kazagham),
which continued to support the basic objectives launched by the
D.K. but which sought to democratize the leadership and enlist
mass membership to consolidate its power base.

The very foundations of the Brahmanic tradition of Tamilnadu
(the Tamil-speaking region of South India) were shaken when the
D.M.K. officially asserted that Ram,ayana was not in reality the
story of a god incarnate but a traditional piece of North Indi~n
propaganda, designed to gloss over the cultural conquest of TamIl­
nadu by an unscrupulous adventurer, Rama.32 Annadurai's play
Neethi Thevan Mayakkam (The Seduction of the Just King)
reverses the traditional interpretation of Ravana as a villain and
solicits audience sympathy for his plight.

By the late 50;s theatre was one of the major propagandistic
activities of the D.M.K. According to a recent article in The
Drama Review,

Almost all the plays were written by dramatists who
were also leaders of the party. Very often the major roles
were taken by the leaders themselves. Thus, the D.M.K. had
evolved a unique arrangement: The D.M.K. politicians c.ould
address the public in person, in plays they had wntten
themselves.33

With the advent of the "talkies," the D.M;.K. swiftly· moved
to capitalize on cinema as a means of conveying political ideology.
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What's your name?
My name is Red.

Red?
Yes, because everybody likes this colour at

home. '
How many people live at your home?Pendya:

Some of the success of the Party in 1967 elections may be attri­
buted to the effe.c~ive use of both theatre and cinema for propa­
ganda and publicity. These forms of traditional and modern
media, respectively, also helped to return the party to power in
the 1971 elections. And undoubtedly the close ties between the
leadership of the party and the methods used to promote it have
contributed to the success of the approach.

Compared to the Communist Party of India and the D.M.K.,
the Congress Party has been rather slow to use theatre as a vehicle
of political propaganda. Perhaps its extraordinary size and power
lessened its need to do so until recently. But the Ruling Congress
Party lately saw the need to use theatre asn disseminator of
knowledge, particularly in the 1971 election campaign in Maha­
rashtra where it reportedly employed half of the two hundred
kalapathkas (art squads) used by all political parties in the elec­
tion. According to an unpublished article by Tevia Abrams,

A majority were hired by the candidates themselves.
Six were signed on in mid-January to work directly for the
Bombay Central Office, and each was presented with a tour
schedule covering 200 performances before the start of polling
in March. Together, these six troupes accounted for 1200
performances in a six-week period."
To develop the appropriate political message, the Ruling Con­

gress Party commissioned various writers to compose stories in
Tamasha, the traditional forms of theatre ferequently employed by
the Communist Party for its own propaganda campaigns in Maha­
rashtra. One of the .stories developed for the Ruling Congress
was We Must Win This Time by Jagdish Khebudkar of Kolhapur.
The play follows all the traditional formulae of a typical Tamasha,
beginning with a song in praise of Lord Ganapati an~ ending wit~
a dramatic story. After the invocational ritual, Krishna and his
partner Pendya meet three beautiful gaulans (milkmaids) on the
road to Mathura. In the ensuing encounter, Pendya proposes that
Krishna hold an election to determine the most beautiful among
them. Each of the gaulans is given a chance to mo~th her own
political philosophy without actually naming the par~lcular party
that she represents. But the spectators easily recognize the Com­
munist Party of India, the J ana Sangh, and the. Old Co~gress, by
the girls' remarks. The following bit of dialogue 111ustra~es
Khebudkar'shumorous method of criticizing the Commumst
Party of India:

Pendya:
2nd Gau1an:
Pendya:
2nd Gaulan:
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2nd Gaulan:

Pendya:
2nd Gaulan:
Pendya:
2nd Gaulan:

Pendya:
2nd Gaulan:

Pendya:
2nd Gaulan:

Krishna:

78

Five. They're all called comrades. There
are more, but they're abroad right now.

Where?
In Russia. They're earning money.
What will you do if Krishna elects you?
I'll nationalize all the cows. And I'll put

them all in government barns. And all
the milkmen and milkmaids will work for
the government.

They'll work and earn on a fair basis. Those
who don't agree will go without.

And what about the milk?
It will be stored in the government dairy.

Those who need it can come to get their
quarter litre per day.

And what will you do with Krishna?
His rights as a god will be taken away, be­

cause I don't believe in gods, his kingdom
will be confiscated, and he'll be obliged to
seek work in the government dairy.

Pendya, throw her out of India!35

Eventually; all the girls are discarded except Radha, who is elected
the most beautiful gaulan because she symbolizes the good q~a·
Iities that Krishna (the Indian public) desires, those of the Rulmg
Congress Party.

Besides initiating and sustaining public support for the ~~de'
pendence movement and proving a useful tool of various polItIcal
parties, the drama and theatre of India have recently publicized a
broad range of social welfare, primarily through the auspices. of
the Government of India. Publicity programmes supportmg
various scheme, such as family planning, the five-year plans,
modern methods of agriculture, national integration, unity and
defence policies have been carried out by the Spng and Drama
Division of the Ministry of Information and Broadcasting.36

The Division was formed in 1954. The original intenti~n.had
been to weave material aimed at mass audiences into traditlOn1
forms of entertainment, much as the C.P.I. and the D.M.K. ha
been doing. But it was soon discovered that the actors engaged to
undertake this work could neither read or write, so plays had to b~
created by script writers and repeated word for word over. an
again until the artists could memorize them by rote. Finally, It be­
came apparent that puppets and marionettes could best achieve the
initial aims of the Ministry. So the Division developed .troupes.
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of puppeteers to travel around the country publicizing various
them~s approved by the government. The success of these early
expenments le~. to a considerable expansion of the operations
and to the addition of actors, dancers, and singers.

The Division now has four permanent drama troupes which
regularly tour ~orth India, one of which is exclusively devoted to
promoting family planning themes.s? In addition to the' four
Divisional troupes, the Deputy Directors of various regional offices
of t~e Song and Drama Division help to sponsor local dramatic,
musical, and puppet parties which agree to introduce approved
themes, especially those of family planning, into their perform­
ances. In 1969, six centres-at Ahmedabad, Bangalore, Bhopal
C~l:~tta: Chandigarh and Lucknow-were opened to intensify the
DIVIsIon s programmes in the area of family planning.

Besides these schemes, the Song and Drama Division annually
sends twentyfive troupes of players to propagate themes of national
integration, unity, defence and patriotism among the villagers along
all the international borders of the country. The parties are
required to perform in local dialects and prepare items of their
programmes in the form of dance and theatre peculiar to each
region.

The organization also employs nine troupes to entertain
the Jawans (soldiers) in remote areas of the country
where theatrical entertainment is rare. The Song and Drama
Division is also responsible for organizing and executing a National
Drama Festival held every year in New Delhi. Troupes from all
over India are sent to the capital. to compete for prizes. At the
request of the Chief of Protocol and various governmental depart­
ments, the Divisional. troupes perform for visiting dignitaries a
range of plays, songs and dances stressing India's cultural heritage
and the recent successes of the five-year plans.

The, most ambitious projects of the Song and Drama Division
in recent years have been two sound and light programmes, one
to celebrate Guru Nanak's 500th birthday anniversary in Amritsar
during May of 1970 and the other entitled Asee Aasi, Asee Aasau
(We Are, We Shall Be), produced in Srinagar during November
of 1970 which stressed the unity of Kashmir. The first show
attracted 10,000 patrons for each free performance. An estimated
total of 1,500,000 people are said to have attended the show. An~
the Kashmir performance was done on such a grand scal~ that It
required the use of an entire mountain to illustrate the history of
Kashmir. Thousands of people acted in the production and !ite­
rally tons of scenery and lighting equipment were used to a~~I~ve
spectacular effects.38 Undoubtedly, the Song and Drama D.IvIs~on
has developed an extremely important channel of communication
for disseminating relevant information to the masses.

State governments and private institutions have also used
theatre to support social change. In Rajasthan, D. L. Samar of
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the Bharatiya Lok Kala Mandal, an institution dedicated to spon­
soring performances of plays and engaging in research, was granted
government funds to mobilize troupes of puppeteers and strolling
players of Khyal and Pad, traditional forms of entertainment.
Samar seems to have gone about his work systematically for he
required the artists to present their traditional material before a
team of workers who then analyzed the forms and selected ways
of inserting propaganda into the programmes with an aim to
preserving theirarlistic integrity. His most successful experiment
seems to have been an adaptation of the Ramayana based on a
popular puppet play and Amar Singh Rathore, which emphasized
the social and moral aspects of the story rather than its religious
subject matter.39

Recent attempts have been made in Gujarat and Mysore to
integrated themes of family planning into traditional performances
of Bhavai and Yakshagana, the respective forms of village theatre
in these states. The Literacy House of Lucknoww and the Darpana
Academy of Ahmedabad have both used puppet plays to conveey
social messages, particularly those devoted to family planning.f!
For years, the Fertilizer and Chemical Companies of Travancore
have exploited fairs and festivals (melas) to publicize the work of
their respective organizations. A market survey made by Hindus­
tan-Levers in the late 60's is reported to show that nearly four
hundred melas are seen annually in the Coorg district along.42

The concern of the Indian Institute of Mass Communication
with the effectiveness of the traditional media as a means of com­
municating modern ideas, resulted in a seminar on August 20 and
21, 1968, in which the following recommendations were among
those made:

1. The seminar affirms that traditional forms of entertain­
ment have vast potentials for conveying new ideas and
recommends that efforts should be made to utilize them as
media of mass communication for bringing about social and
economic change;

2. That the Indian Institute of Mass Communication should
organize regional conferences at· centres where traditional
forms are being intensively used for promoting exchange of
information.

3. And that the Institute should undertake research pro­
jects to find out the relative effectiveness of traditional forms
and other media of communication.

Little research has been done in any language on the role ~hat
theatre has played and ought to play in modern Indian socIety.
Most of the data in English is buried in superficial historical sur­
veys of drama and theatre of various linguistic regions. And the
playscripts that ought to be analyzed are either out of print or
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rotting on the shelves of libraries and private collections, often
inaccessible to a would-be researcher.P Considering the recent
interest shown by the government and political parties in using
drama and theatre for their own ends, immediate steps should be
taken to form research teams of Indian scholars to preserve and
analyze the pre- and post-independence data before it is lost through
carelessness.

The effect of drama as a means of moulding public opinion
ought to be systematically studied by competent teams of com­
munication research. Up to now, comment has been the pero­
gative of literary critics, newspaper, and periodical reviewers.f
whose judgment is often colored by an obvious bias against such
attempts. Studies to determine whether or not people change
their behaviour or opinions as a result of exposure to theatre would
prove. invaluable to writers and producers. It seems strangely
inconsistent that the C.P.I. and D.M.K. should have overlooked this
important aspect of communication research. It is to their credit,
however, and later to that of the Central Government, that they
recognized the potential of reaching millions of people in the rural
areas through traditional forms of theatre. Perhaps the successful
use of theatre as a vehicle of social change in the People's Republic
of China encouraged the Indians to expore its potentials.P

Whatever the outcome of research and systematic evaluation,
it is apparent from the acceleration of efforts in recent years that
theatre will continue to be used by the state and national govern­
~ents, political parties and private organizations for spreading the
Ideas of social change.w But perhaps theatre may be pu~ to. mo~e
positive social uses if the process of traditional commumcatlOn IS

. scientifically scrutinized.

Finally, a new standard of literary criticism may have to be
evolved to deal with the growing corpus of plays produced b;V and
for social and political institutions, since it seems s0t;lewhat Incon­
sistent to criticize writers in this field for abandomng the esta~
lished principles of artistic creation when their ai~ and purpose. IS
not to produce a literary masterpiece but to bring about SOCIal
change.
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